Row a Middle School ELA
Teacher Uses the Innovative
AsSeSSment Pilot to Provide

Students with an Equal

Opportunity to Succeed
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esearch shows that students need to '
possess deep knowledge of a subject in
order to effectively read, comprehend,
and write about complex texts. However,
reading tests traditionally use passages
that are not from the texts students study
each day, requiring them to grapple with
vocabulary and content that may be
entirely new, placing those who have fewer life experiences at a
. disadvantage. To solve this disconnect and better assess students’
knowledge of complex texts, Louisiana has partnered with school
systems to pilot an innovative, joint English language arts (ELA)
and social studies assessment, called LEAP 2025 Humanities, that
ensures all students have an equal opportunity to succeed on the
test by focusing it on the top-tier Louisiana Guidebooks
curriculum created for and by state educators. Among
those that have joined the pilot is 7th grade ELA teacher Ariel
Vardy, of Glen Oaks Middle School in Baton Rouge.

Vardy recently sat down with us to share how the Innovative
Assessment Pilot has impacted his teaching and his students,
and to provide insight for others considering joining the pilot. -

Q. By measuring students' knowledge of specific
books, rather than texts they have not read before, the
Innovative Assessment Pilot aspires to build knowledge
of facts and texts in students. How has this change
impacted your classroom?

A. What's great about this pilot is that the content | am teaching is
what my students are being tested on. The standards appear in my
teaching as authentic encounters rather than diversions from the novel,
as | don't need to put novels aside to teach using standards on cold
reads. My students’ ability to find theme, for example, is more nuanced
because my instruction comes from the opportunities.present in the
novels rather than a one-off worksheet. Instead of using a generic
three-step strategy to find theme, they use and synthesize their depth
of knowledge within the text. Their practice at finding theme means

- more to them now because they are placed within authentic situations
where they take what they truly understand about the novel and come
to see how the author meant to sculpt a theme. My themes have evolved
from generic statements such as "never give up”, to what the author
genuinely intends to teach the reader through the novel. This came
out of my students’ deep understanding of the setting, the character's
fundamental conflict, and their resolution. Content allows the standards-
aligned skills to exist within the context of the novel we are reading,
and therefore make more sense. =
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~ focused on the ideas. Through this pilot, everything connects because the content is relevant.

Q. The pilot integrates ELA and social studies. How has this impacted

"+ knowledge (and interest that arises from comprehension) is the key to being
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Q. How does preparing your students for testing differ now?

A. With this pilot, the Guidebooks lessons match what my students and | are bemg graded on. Previously, | would have to e ﬁ
supplement materials to teach my students the skills they would need on a test. But now, because the test assesses what students ;
have learned in class and is aligned with the curriculum, | don’t have the need to go to other resources and can keep my class

your relationship with your peers?

A. Just recently a colleague and | completed a lesson that was split between the
ELA and social studies classrooms. It's fun figuring out how those two parts go
together. Lessons like this allow us to co-team and enable us to form deeper,
more relevant work relationships. |'ve found that it has a positive influence

on us as educators, but even more so on our students.

Q. How are students reacting to the pilot?

A. It makes our class periods more relevant, as they have come to

understand how directly my class links to their LEAP test. My students have -
gone deeper into the novels, and therefore take more enjoyment from them
compared to previously. | also get to spend more time on this content, because

| don't feel the need to splinter off into "Test Prep,” which | think is significantly -
less engaging than doing the Guidebook unit at a thoughtful pace.

Q. Are they more confident?

6‘ THE ENERGY IN MY CLASSROOM HAS
CHANGED. THERE’S MORE FOCUS; THERE'S =
A SENSE OF ‘HEY, | REALLY CAN DO THIS!' ’9

During previous tests, if the excerpt was boring, we lost them. That was it. Now, they
know the content and grind through it. This is their element-this is what they've been
doing in my class all year. They are working toward something, and they know it.

ARIEL VARDY =
GLEN OAKS MIDDLE SCHOOL
BATON ROUGE

This year, 25 schools,
44 teachers, and approximately
2,500 students tested questions
for the new assessments. The pilot
will expand to 7,400 students by
2020-2021. Key features of Louisiana's
innovative assessment pilot include:

C!D’ Combining English and social studies
tests to streamline state testing;

Q. Looking back at your experiences thus far, what is one y: ~
aspect of the pilot you'd like to share with others? o
A. The equity piece is so important and cannot be understated. Background

able to dive in and understand a text. This is dramatically different from
traditional tests where students may or may not have the background
knowledge or the interest to read a random article. This test really
gives the state access to my students and allows them to show
off what they have learned and what they are capable of. The
background knowledge is there. The interest is there.

' JE=> Measuring what students have learned
via passages from books that students
have read, rather than passages that they

Q. What would you tell other school systems have not read as part of the curriculum;

that are considering joining this pilot?

> Assessing students through several brief
assessments throughout the year, rather than
one longer test at the end of the year; and

A. If you want your teachers to focus on the content
they are teaching and engage the texts deeply with
students, this is the way to go. Through this pilot, £
teachers have a lot of reasons to follow the
curriculum with fidelity. It creates buy-in
because the results are more clear.

{E=> Preserving local control as to which books and
which assessments their students will take.

Interested in joining the Louisiana
Innovative Assessment Pilot? Learn more.



https://www.louisianabelieves.com/docs/default-source/key-initiatives/louisianas-key-initiatives---innovative-assessment-pilot.pdf?sfvrsn=a6219f1f_12
https://louisianabelieves.com/academics/ela-guidebooks
https://louisianabelieves.com/academics/ela-guidebooks
https://www.louisianabelieves.com/docs/default-source/key-initiatives/louisianas-key-initiatives---innovative-assessment-pilot.pdf?sfvrsn=a6219f1f_12
https://www.louisianabelieves.com/docs/default-source/key-initiatives/louisianas-key-initiatives---innovative-assessment-pilot.pdf?sfvrsn=a6219f1f_12
https://www.louisianabelieves.com/
https://www.louisianabelieves.com/newsroom/classroom-chronicles



