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Teams, or Local Assistance Teams can’t erase the barriers that have built up in layers of
my students: a mother on crack; a father serving a life sentence; a home without hot
runming water,” (Ward, 2007, p. 64). Despite the realities that exist for many of her
students, and others across the country, Ward, like Harris, insists that educators are
nonetheless far from powerless.

However, many skilled, experienced, dedicated, and well-educated teachers are
simply not willing to work in an inner-city school. Mr. J, one such educator, who teaches
in western Broward County, suggests that jobs in inner-city schools are more added
pressure. Mr, J acknowledged that “a lot of those students are not and have not been
properly educated since day one of school,” (Mr. J, personal communication, March 12,
2007). He later went on to remark:

Despite the reality that most students who live in inner-city school zones often

come from single parent homes, where the one parent is holding down three or

four jobs, that child is not having his education reinforced at home like other
students do who have that parent that can either afford to stay at home and check
the child’s homework, or can afford a tutor for their kid (Mr. J, personal

communication, March 12, 2007).

Later in the interview, Jenkins went on to comument:

When a school is failing, and the school board catches heat from the state, they
turn around and place heat on the principal and administrators, who then turn
around and lay into the teachers. By that point, you had better hope that you have
tenure with your school district and a good teachers’ union delegate by your side.

How can they expect for you to teach anything, when number one you don’t have




the necessary supplies and materials at those schools? Number two, the condition

of the school is horrible, and three, the idea of an educator teaching toward a test,

as opposed to context and meaning is without merit (Mr. J, personal

communication, March 12, 2007).

Ward alludes 1o a significant factor that Mr. J brought up during the interview: the
role of administration. For the most part, when teachers consider moving to a school that
is low-performing, they are often more concerned with leadership than with the
possibility of encountering irate parents or disinterested children (Ward, 2007). Ward
suggests that building a professional learning community takes a certain kind of principal
who must know how to nurture staff initiative and parent involvement while keeping a
strong hand on the wheel (Ward, 2007). Vital components to Ward’s professional
community include organizing mentoring and professional development programs and
workshops and implementing programs for at—risl% students that keep them on the right
path, as offered by Ward (2007). When posed the question of how can schools, teachers
and students alike move forward, Ms. H, Mr. J and Ward all agreed in saying “not with
more tests,” (Ward, 2007).

Although a 25 year veteran of the teaching profession, Ward insists that she isn’t
the only educator who is feeling the stress of working in schools under what she termed
as the “testing regime.” She later notes in an article that she published in NEA Today, that
before high-stakes testing tumed her school upside down, her students spent their time
working on real-world problems and projects developing knowledge and skills that could

help them survive in the real world as adults (Ward, 2007). High-stakes testing, as
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alluded to by most scholars in the teaching profession, do not measure the kind of
learning that Ward emphasizes.

Rather than being engaged and applying facts in the context of what is meaningful
in the classroom and in their course work, students are pressured to recall facts and data
in multiple choice formats. When students fail or are not prepared for the real world,
teachers like Ms. H and Ward, argue that society then blames teachers for what students
don’t know, with little regard for what they bring to the classroom (Ward, 2007).

Yet, Ward often talks about hope when conversing about her students. The
argument is made, not only by educators like Ms. H and Ward, but by teachers across the
state, that high-stakes testing, when not given a level playing field, takes away hope
because the sought-after outcomes do not take into account the deficits carved into the
souls of children everywhere (Ward, 2007). Teachers like Ms. H and Ward counter by
saying “come visit my school if you think the field is leveled,” (Ward, 2007, p. 64).

Not only did I interview teachers across the state in Miami-Dade, Broward,
Orange, and Seminole County Schools, in regards to high-stakes testing, but I was able to
interview former students, in an attempt to discuss the problem associated with public
schools in respect to funding, high-stakes testing and school racial makeup as seen

through the eyes of a students.

STUDENT TESTIMONIALS

Throughout the investigative phase and field observations conducted in this
experiment, I had the opportunity to interview several students who had attended public

schools in Broward, Miami-Dade, Seminole, and Orange County Schools throughout
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their entire K-~12 academic career. Most of the students interviewed attended an inner-city
school. All of the students interviewed are former high school classmates of mine, and
colleagues now attending colleges and universities in the state of Florida and across the
United States.

Students interviewed received a survey (See Appendix A). In addition,
participants received an informal test created by the Anti-Defamation League (See
Appendix B). The informal test was provided to determine the subjects’ knowledge about
the current state of education, as it applies to racial segregation {For correct answers to
test provided by the Anti-Defamation League see Appendix C).

Results from the survey showed that of the 30 participants, 17 indicated that they
were black, 7 white, and 6 Hispanic. Of the 17 black students, 14 had indicated that they
had attended an inner-city public school in Miami-Dade, Broward, Orange, or Seminole
County. Also, one of the white subjects indicated “yes™ to attending an inner-city public
school.

An estimated 95 percent of the subjects indicated that they were opposed to
standardized testing and/or that they felt that standardized tests were biased. In respect to
the racial composition of elementary school, middle, or high school, 5 out of the 7 white
participants said that they attended an elementary, middle, and/or high school that was
predominantly white.

Of the black subjects, only two said that they attended a school that was
predominantly white, the other 15 indicated attending a predominantly black elementary,
middle, and/or high school. Of the Hispanic subjects, 5 indicated that they had attended a

predominantly Hispanic school.

25




In addition, in response to questions regarding passing the FCAT the first time, in
the 10" grade, only 3 of the 14 black students that attended an inner-city school with a
predominantly black population, answered that they passed. In response to the same
question, of the 6 Hispanic participants, only 2 answered in the affirmative. Of the 7
white participants, all answered in the affirmative in response to initially passing the
FCAT. When asked whether or not the FCAT prepared them for college, 27 of the 30
subjects answered “No.”

When asked question 6 (Did you ever attend a school where resources were
scarce?), of the 17 black participants 13 indicated that they had attended a school where
the resources were scarce. Only one white subject answered that same question in the
negative. Only two of the Hispanic subjects answered in the positive, In response to
question 7 (Did you ever attend a school in which the physical environment was unkempt
and/or dirty?), of the black participants who had taken the survey, 9 indicated “yes.” In
response to the same question, only one of the Hispanic students’ answered in the
affirmative, All of the white subjects indicated “no” on the survey in response to question
11

In order to probe further, I posed a series of additional critical questions to several
of the interviewees. Interviews were conducted either in-person, via e-mail, or telephone.
For the purposes of maintaining confidentiality the names have been altered. All students
who participated in this interview and survey were of legal age and consent taken.

To better gage the influence that the Florida Comprehensive Assessment Exam
has on students, five college students were provided a survey and asked additional

questions related to their K-12 experience. Before the initial interview, John was
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provided a survey (see Appendix A), along with an inforxﬁai test (see Appendix B} and
asked to complete those items. Throughout the interview, John spoke at length about his
academic experience while attending public school in Broward County, as it related to his
race, thoughts on school academic performance, as well as the impact of standardized
testing on schools and the curriculum.
Student A: Interview with John (Black Male)
(John, personal communication, July 4, 2007)
Question: Have you ever experienced any form of discrimination (i.e. race,
gender, sexual orientation) that has directly impeded or influenced your K-12
education? What was your K-12 educational experience like?
Student Response: I attended a predominantly white elementary school with a
ratio of probably three or four black students. In some instances, even at that
young an age, I found myselfin a battle against the masses.

Allin all, I had a good educational experience after elementary. My family
ended up moving to the east side of town in Fort Lauderdale, and the middle
school that I went to was almost 100% black. It was an ok school. I got along with
the students and teachers. My only complaint is basically what was studied. The
teachers were nice, but the classes were extremely boring. The beginning period
of each class we had to spend about 20 minutes working in our FCAT practice
booklet, even in gym class. This was the routine pretty much everyday. The rest
of the period, depending on the class, we would complete class assignments that

usually dealt with the FCAT or an FCAT strategy. After a while, one multiple
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1o grade

choice test started to look like the same. It took me two tries, but by the 1

1 eventually passed the FCAT.

Through communication with John, he revealed a salient theme that would soon
follow in other interviews to be conducted. An example of this is his account of having
attended a school where more than half of the student population was of African-
American descent. Another similar theme acknowledge by John was the daily use of
FCAT practice booklets in the classroom.

As the study progressed, further interviews were conducted. Among those, was an
interview with Susan, who attended public school in Broward County, and currently is a
sophomore at the University of South Florida. As followed in the interview with John,
before sitting down with Susan, she was provided a survey (see Appendix A), as well as
an informal test (see Appendix B). Following completion of the survey and informal test,
I went over the correct answers of the test with Susan.

Shortly after reviewing the informal test, a discussion centered on the FCAT,
school populations in termas of race, and the environmental conditions of schools ensued.
The student acknowledged the importance behind measuring how much a student knows,
but also pointed out potential flaws that may come about in doing so. To facilitate the
discussion, the student was posed four specific questions.

Student B: Interview with Susan (Interracial Female)

(Susan, personal communication, July 18, 2007)
Question: What are your feelings about the FCAT? What is your race/ethnicity?
What was the racial makeup of your school? What were the conditions at your

school like?
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Student Response: I am an advocate for students needing to know certain
concepts and things before they move onto the next level otherwise the work only
gets harder if they move from grade to grade and still can’t read at the appropriate
level. However, I think that the way in which the FCAT is being used, to punish
schools, is where the big problem is. Also, I know some students who are
incredibly smart, but the minute you put a test in front of them, they get nervous
and draw a blank. That’s at least the case of my little brother. He is a complete
math geek, but you give him a multiple choice test and a set time table; he doesn’t
do so well under pressure.

T am an African-American, My parents came to the U.S. from Jamaica
before I was born. [ attended elementary in Coral Springs, but right around the
third grade my parents moved to east Fort Lauderdale. I attended William Dandy
Middle, and later Blanch Ely High School. There were not a whole lot of black
students at my elementary school, but I did have a Hispanic friend in the second
grade. My middle school was probably 99 or 98% black. As far as my high
school, it was almost entirely black. In fact, I can’t even remember if l had a
white student in my class. This may seem funny, but after a while I forgot what
freckles looked like.

As far as the conditions of my high school, I w'ould have to say that the
cafeteria could be a little bigger, more desks, and more technology equipment
available in the classrooms.

Susan’s interview revealed the potential for bias in standardized testing. As

acknowledge by Susan, some students who are bright, smart, articulate, and who get good
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grades in school, are not necessarily good test takers, as in the case of her younger
brother.

Further discussion also revealed common themes emphasized throughout the
interviews conducted. Susan’s acknowledged of having attended a school where the
student population was over 90% black is an example of one such theme. Another, was
Susan’s recognition of the lack of environmental improvements needed for pupil
development, such as more student desks, larger facilities (i.e. cafeteria, classrooms), and
more advanced technology tools.

Further along in the interview process, I sat down with Samantha, who attended
high school in Broward County. Samantha is a freshman at Broward Community College
in Fort Lauderdale. Like the students interviewed before her, Samantha was provided the
same survey and informal test. Upon completion of the informal test Samantha and I
reviewed together her answers aloud.

Directly following review of the informal test, Samantha and I spoke at length
about her thoughts on the current makeup of school populations in terms of race, as well
as the linkage between the racial populations of schools and environmental conditions of
school facilities. Further discussion was also given to Samantha’s academic experience
while in attendance at her former high school in Miramar.

In this selection, Samantha describes where she attended high school and the
conditions of the facility, as well as her thoughts on the learning experience that she
received while in attendance during high school.

Student C: Interview with Samantha (Hispanic Female)

(Samantha, personal communication, October 22, 2007)
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Questions: Where did you attend high school? What was the diverse population
at your high school? What were the conditions of your high school like? What did
you like most and least about the work you did in your English/language arts class
in middle and/or high school?

Student Response: | attended high school in Miramar. My school was not
exactly entirely black, but we did have some Hispanic students, as well as white
students, and a very small number of Indians. The classrooms were a bit small and
there were several classrooms that I think really needed renovations, refurnishing,
and better bathrooms. We had carpet in one of my classes that looked as though it
had been there since the beginning of time. There was everything you could thipk
of: stains and dried gum. It would smell. Later in my freshman year, they finally
got around to replacing the carpet with tile. My best friend, who happened to be
white at the time, attended a high-end private school in Plantation. I remember
going to his school on a Saturday for a math competition that he was competing in
and the classroom not only had tile, fresh paint, desks that didn’t have gum stuck
to it, a SMART board, and each classroom had at least four computers.

1 enjoyed all of my teachers for the most part. We were drilled practically
everyday leading up to FCAT. 1 think the part I liked the least were the FCAT
drills, where in 10" grade English class we had to read boring passages every
Tuesday and Thursday. It was like all we seemed to be learning were strategies as
opposed to something meaningful. In the long run, all it does is teach you how to
do well on a standardized test, but not what is meaningful. Even now in college, 1

am adjusting to comprehending context as opposed to strategy.
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