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Abstract

Students with specific learning disabilities (SLD) are required to pass the same competency exams as students enrolled in general education in order to graduate to new grade levels and to earn a high school diploma. In this study, students with SLD were taught a self-directed organizational strategy designed to assist them in passing the expository and persuasive essay writing portions of a state competency exam. The established state writing rubric was used to measure student performance. Scores were compared between students with SLD who received strategy instruction and their general education peers to assess gains in writing ability. The class average for students with SLD who received strategy instruction and practice was equal to the average achieved in the general education population of the state in the same year and was not significantly different from the general education peers in the same school for that year.

Students with Specific Learning Disabilities Can Pass State Competency Exams: 

Systematic Strategy Instruction Makes a Difference 

Recent legislation in the form of the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act contains mandates for national education reform designed to increase accountability for student achievement (Lewis, 2003). The mandates of the NCLB Act include requiring states to demonstrate student proficiency through standardized competency exams (Linn, Baker, & Betebenner, 2002; McDonald, 2002). In response to this legislation, state departments of education across the country have begun to introduce competency exams to assess student performance as they progress through grade levels and/or graduate from elementary, middle, and high school curriculum (Chudowsky, Dober, Gayler, & Hamilton, 2002).

One of the most controversial issues of the NCLB Act is the mandate for administering competency exams to students with specific learning disabilities (SLD; Lewis, 2003). Concern rests with the fact that students with SLD may not be equivalently prepared for competency exams in comparison with their general education peers because they have not received the same instruction (Baker & Zigmond, 1995) or may not receive the same curriculum (Rado, 1999; Rea, McLaughlin, & Walther-Thomas, 2002). Students with SLD may miss practice administrations, test prep courses, and in-class practice due to pull out programs for special services or alternative classroom assignments (Rado, 1999; Rea et al., 2002). In sum, students with SLD, many of whom are likely to have difficulty passing state competency exams, may be denied critical opportunities to learn the content and to practice test-taking strategies normally afforded other students. 


Most states currently require, or soon will require, all students to pass competency exams in order to advance to higher grade levels and to receive a high school diploma (Giacobbe, Livers, Thayer-Smith, & Walther-Thomas, 2001; O’Neill, 2001). Adaptations or accommodations to these exams are offered to students who qualify under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) 1997 amendments. In cases of disability, students can be exempt from taking the exams if it is specifically written in their Individual Education Plan (IEP). However, if a student is exempt, they may not be eligible to obtain a high school diploma (O’Neill, 2001). In cases of severe disability, student exemption might be appropriate. However, widely applying exempt status maybe a violation of student rights if the student has the ability to prepare for and take the exam (Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, 1997). 

The consequences of student failure to satisfactorily perform on state competency exams, or being exempt from them, are potentially enormous (Jacob, 2001; Rumberger, 1987). For example, those students who are denied a high school diploma will likely suffer financial losses due to different employment opportunities and differences in pay offered for those opportunities (Blackorby & Wagner, 1996; Harvey, 2001; Strother, 1986). Further, without a high school diploma, students may have difficulty gaining admission to most colleges/universities, which require a high school diploma or a recognized equivalent prior to admittance (O’Neill, 2001). Singly and collectively, these consequences can have extensive negative implications that reach across an individual’s life span (Jacob, 2001; Rumberger, 1987). 

Due to the importance attached to satisfactory performance on state competency exams, educators need to identify ways to support student ability and performance on these exams. Competency exams that require writing essays are particularly problematic for students with SLD. According to Newcomer and Barenbaum (1991) essays written by students with SLD generally are of poorer quality and shorter in length than those of their non-disabled peers. Furthermore, students with SLD are less likely to use planning strategies and organizational tools such as outlines to compose an essay (McCutchen, 1988). Finally, students with SLD are more likely to include irrelevant and extraneous information in their essays than their non-disabled peers which, in turn, has deleterious effects on overall performance (Graham, 1990). 

Given that all students must pass competency exams in order to earn a high school diploma and the importance of a high school diploma for later success in life, students with SLD may benefit from specialized instruction designed to enhance their state competency exam performance. Classroom teachers may have the opportunity to increase the chances that students with SLD pass state competency exams. With that objective in mind, the second author, who works with students with SLD, developed a simple self-directed organizational strategy designed to assist students with SLD to increase performance on a state writing competency exam. In the present study, we explored the effects of that strategy instruction on the performance of students with SLD on writing competency exam scores in comparison to their general education peers. 

Method

Participants


Twenty eighth-grade students classified as having SLD by the state of Florida (15 boys and 5 girls, mean age = 13.5 years) volunteered to participate in the treatment group. Ninety percent of the students were Caucasian and ten percent were African American. These students had spent 3 to 8 years enrolled in special education. The comparison group of students consisted of 207 general education students (114 boys and 93 girls, mean age = 13.3 years) who were enrolled in the same grade at the same school as the treatment group. Ninety percent of the students in the comparison group were Caucasian and ten percent were African American.

Setting


The school in which these children were students was located in a rural northwest Florida school district. There were 772 students enrolled at the school. Seventy-eight percent of those students were Caucasian, nineteen percent were African American, and three percent were Asian or Hispanic. Forty-six percent of the total population of the school received free or reduced lunch prices due to low socio-economic status. 

The self-directed organizational strategy was taught to the students in a resource room for students with SLD located on the middle school campus. Nineteen of the twenty students in the treatment group received more than fifty percent of their daily instruction in regular education classrooms throughout the school.

Design


A single group pre and posttest comparison was used to assess increases on practice competency exam scores within the treatment group of students who received the instructional strategy. This single group comparison between pre and posttest diminishes ones ability to make cause and effect statements due to low internal validity, but it does provide useful information on individual changes within each student over time (Trochim, 2000). This method of assessment is also practical for use in a classroom setting where the teacher’s goal is individual student performance improvement. 

To provide an assessment of student improvement that establishes some internal validity, the treatment groups’ state writing competency scores in the eighth grade were compared to the general education students’ state writing competency scores for the same grade at the same school for the same year. Additionally, the county and state average scores for the same grade in the same year were also reported. 

Self-directed Organizational Strategy 

Drawing on the work of De La Paz (1999), the second author created a self-directed organizational strategy designed to increase student performance on a state writing competency exam for students with SLD. De La Paz (1999) developed a mnemonic reminder strategy for students with and without SLD, designed to increase student performance on essay writing. The second author developed a self-directed organizational strategy in which the individual uses their hand and each finger to prompt organization in a written essay. Through modeling, students were taught to use their hand and five fingers as an iconic memory stimulus, which equated with a strategy that delineates a format and organizational structure for a traditional five paragraph expository or persuasive essay. Each finger of the student’s hand represents a specific paragraph in the essay. 

 To teach the self-directed organizational strategy, we used a diagram of the hand with specific instructions associated with each finger. The fingers were to serve as reminders of the associated instructions. The introduction or thumb of the hand had three directions associated with it. First, the student was instructed to restate the topic provided in the writing prompt in his or her own words. Second, the student stated their opinion about the topic under discussion. Third, the student was to write three reasons that support their opinion of the topic. Together, these three reasons provide students a scaffold for the body of the essay. 

To illustrate, the following is an excerpt from a student essay that demonstrates following each instruction for the opening paragraph. “Many animals have abilities that humans do not have. If I could be an animal for one day I would like to be an owl. The reasons for this are thay can fly, their mom doesn’t yell at them if they sleep all day, and thay are allowed out at night.” In this example, the student restated the topic, provided their opinion about the topic, and provided three reasons in support of their opinion. 

The index finger, middle finger, and ring finger are associated with the first, second, and third reasons or arguments respectively that support the opinion of the topic provided in the first paragraph. Each finger serves as a reminder to the student to focus on only one of these reasons in each corresponding paragraph. Students are instructed that at least three sentences are needed for each paragraph to be complete and are encouraged to use transitions to begin each paragraph to indicate a new idea is being introduced. 

As an example, the following is a supporting paragraph written by a student that follows the instructions associated with index, middle, and ring fingers. “The first reason I want to be an owl for one day is because they can fly. If I were an owl I would fly all around floridia, and over the Bermuda triangle to see If I would dissiper or not. then I would come back home rest then fly to Michigan to see my grandparents. then after that I would come back to crestview and sleep.” Although there are spelling, punctuation, and capitalization errors, the student did restate their first supporting reason with a transition and included at least three sentences that kept with a consistent topic. 

Four instructions are attached to the pinkie finger. This finger represents the conclusion of the essay. First, the student states their conclusion, which is often accomplished by stating “In conclusion,” and then rewording their original opinion from the first paragraph. Second, the student restates the topic of the writing prompt. Third, the student summarizes their three reasons for support of their opinion in one sentence. Finally, they are to wrap up their essay by relating their opinion to the original topic or prompt provided. 

To illustrate, we have included the concluding paragraph of a student essay that demonstrates the instructions for the pinkie finger. “In conclusion, holidays are a time to relax and enjoy yourself. I enjoyed my Thanksgiving week very much. Some reasons I liked it are rides, a break from normal, and my mother. Altho there were some bad parts, such as long lines, I really am glad for our vacation.” This student restated the topic and their opinion of it, summarized their supporting reasons, and wrapped up with a statement that related their opinion to the original prompt. 

Self-directed Organizational Strategy Instruction

 Before beginning instruction, students in the treatment group were given a pretest using old state writing competency exam prompts in the classroom setting. Students were given forty-five minutes to plan and write their essay. Next, over a twelve-week period, the students in the treatment group were taught to use the self-directed organizational strategy. One day a week was devoted to instruction and practice of essay writing and the use of the strategy. Twelve prompts were used throughout the twelve-week period. These prompts were taken from previous state writing competency exams or from practice exams distributed by the state. 

The twelve weeks of instruction for students in the treatment group was divided into two phases. For the first six weeks of instruction, the classroom teacher focused on teaching students the basic organizational structure of a persuasive or expository essay as indicated by the self-directed organizational strategy. The second six weeks of instruction focused on word choice, development of ideas, and elaboration in the body of the essay. 

Explain the purpose (weeks 1-6).  We began instruction with an explanation of the purpose of the self-directed organizational strategy. The self-directed organizational strategy was identified as a tool that students could use to guide them when organizing an essay. Further, memorizing the specific instructions associated with each finger could serve as a reminder of specific content to include and where to include it. The students were instructed to use their fingers on one hand to self-check their essays to be sure they covered each component in the self-directed organizational strategy. Overall, the self- directed organizational strategy served as a model for the format of a five-paragraph essay.

Model (weeks 1-6). We continued teaching by reading student papers and comparing the structure of those papers with the prompts in the self-directed organizational strategy. Cases were identified that varied in levels of compliance with the self-directed organizational strategy. The classroom teacher carefully reviewed these essays with the class as a group, identifying multiple examples of proper structure with the class. By the fifth week of instruction, all members of the class could identify the elements of the self-directed organizational strategy, recite the specific instructions linked to each finger and thumb, and could discriminated between essays that used the structure and instructions in the self-directed organizational strategy and those that did not with 100% accuracy. 

Practice (weeks 1-12).  On one day each week, students practiced writing essays using prompts from previous state writing competency exams or from practice writing competency exams distributed by the state. On the following Monday of each week, the classroom teacher selected the very best essays from the class and used them as examples for review with the class during a 30-minute review session. As the positive effects of instruction were observed in student performance, our instruction shifted from the organizational structure to the supports of that structure, such as the use of transitions between paragraphs and choosing different descriptive words to support ideas.

Corrective feedback (weeks 1-12). Each week, the students received corrective feedback on their essays on an individual basis and as a group. Feedback included: corrections of basic mechanics, spelling, organizational structure, and use of transition and descriptive words. 

Peer review using the rubric (weeks 6-12). At this point we introduced the state writing competency rubric to the class as a group. The rubric was read together in class and specific language was identified and defined. Later, the teacher used multiple examples in class to clarify the language used in the rubric. Students used the rubric to grade each other’s papers each week. This peer evaluation practice encouraged students to learn the rubric and provided them the opportunity to identify specific qualities of writing specified in the rubric.  

After twelve weeks of instruction, the classroom teacher administered a posttest to the treatment group. For the posttest, students were expected to plan and write an essay in forty-five minutes using a prompt from an old state writing competency exam that they had not previously encountered. Six-weeks after the posttest was administered in the classroom, the actual state writing competency exam was administered by the state. The interim six-week period included additional instruction on developing the body of an essay, additional practice, corrective feedback, and peer review. 

Rubric for the State Competency Writing Exam


The state writing competency rubric was used to measure student performance by the researchers in the classroom setting with practice exams and by the state on the actual state administration of the writing exam (Florida Writing Assessment Program, 2003). In the classroom setting, each essay was scored using the state writing competency rubric independently by two reviewers, the classroom teacher and a teacher assistant. The data collected from the classroom teacher and teacher assistant was used in the single group pre and posttest comparison to assess within student gains. 

Data were also collected on rubric scores for the actual statewide administration of the state writing competency exam. The state reviewers used the same rubric to assess student performance. The data collected from the state reviewers was used in the comparison between the treatment group who received the strategy instruction and the general education comparison group.  

The rubric used by the classroom teacher, teacher assistant, and the state reviewers has seven levels with a range from zero, which indicates an “unscoreable” paper, to a score of six, which indicates an excellent paper (Florida Writing Assessment Program, 2003). A score of zero indicates that the paper was “unscoreable” because there was either, “no response or the response was unrelated to the topic, incomprehensible, plagiarized, or simply restating the prompt with no further words” (Florida Writing Assessment Program, 2003). A score of three indicates that, “writing is generally focused on the topic, an organizational pattern has been attempted, some of the supporting ideas or examples may not be developed, word choice is adequate, sentences vary somewhat in structure, though many are simple and punctuation and capitalization are sometimes incorrect, but most commonly used words are spelled correctly” (Florida Writing Assessment Program, 2003). A score of six indicates “writing that is focused, purposeful, and reflects insight into the topic. A level six paper is complete, focuses on the main idea, and the structure provides a logical progression of ideas” (Florida Writing Assessment Program, 2003). 

Fidelity


In addition to rubric scores, we collected additional information on the essays that were written in the classroom setting to address fidelity of the intervention. Additional information was collected on student compliance with the self-directed organizational strategy as well as word count of student essays to document the consistency with which the strategy was implemented. This additional information was not available from the essays written for the actual state administration of the writing competency exam. 

Inter-rater Reliability 


Essays that were written for the pre and posttest in the classroom setting were graded independently by the teacher and a teacher assistant using the same rubric developed by the state. Inter-rater reliability was assessed between the rubric scores given by the teacher and those given by the teacher assistant in the classroom setting to increase the confidence in the reliability of the rubric as a measure for student performance. Rubric scores provided by the state are also graded by two independent reviewers and are then averaged to calculate the final score (Florida Writing Assessment Program, 2003).

Results

Within group pretest-posttest


Rubric score. The mean rubric score achieved by students prior to the strategy instruction was 2.7 (SD = 0.66). Only two students achieved a passing score above a 3.0. Following strategy instruction, student scores increased to a mean of 3.4 (SD = 0.85). Sixteen students achieved passing scores on the twelve-week posttest. A t-test comparison between group means at pretest and posttest was statistically significant, t (19) = -4.034, p = .001, with a Cohen’s d of 0.920 and an effect-size r of 0.418. 
Fidelity. To assess the fidelity of the self-directed organizational strategy, we measured student compliance with the strategy using the prompts listed in the strategy as a checklist for student compliance and use of the strategy in their writing. Compliance was calculated by subtracting the number of instances of non-compliance from the number of compliances and dividing that number by the total number of opportunities to comply. Compliance with the self-directed organizational strategy was calculated to be 78% at pretest and 90.1% at posttest. In addition, the word count of student essays was measured to provide evidence that students were writing longer essays after the strategy instruction was introduced. Initially, the students’ average word count was 158 words per essay. After 12 weeks of instruction, the students’ average word count increased to 209 words per essay. 

Inter-rater reliability. Inter-rater reliability was assessed on the rubric scores assessed by the classroom teacher and a teacher assistant. Inter-rater reliability was calculated by subtracting the number of disagreements of rubric scores from the number of agreements and dividing that number by the total number of rubric scores assessed. Inter-rater reliability was 100%.  

Between groups posttest only


The performance of the treatment group of twenty students was compared with the school average for the two hundred seven students enrolled in the same grade for the same year. The mean score for the treatment group on the competency exam administered by the state was 3.9 (SD = 0.62). Meanwhile, the average performance for the general education population of the same school for the same grade was 4.1 (SD = 0.79). A t-test comparison between group means of the treatment group and the average for the general education population of the same grade on the writing exam was not statistically insignificant, t (225) = 1.269, p = .206, with a Cohen’s d of 0.325 and an effect-size r of 0.160. 

All twenty students in the treatment group earned a passing score on the state writing competency exam. Three students earned a rubric score of 5.0. By comparison, the county average for the same grade that year was 4.0. Finally, the state average for the same grade that year was 3.9. The students enrolled in this resource room for students with SLD achieved the state average of 3.9 on the state administered writing exam. 

Discussion


The current education reform movement has placed increased accountability in the form of high-stake state competency exams at center stage. It follows that students must all be afforded every opportunity to pass those exams, in that the repercussions if students fail can be devastating (Jacob, 2001; Rumberger, 1987). Based on our review of the literature, we speculated that simple strategy instruction might make the difference for some students between failing and performing satisfactorily on state competency exams (Giacobbe et al., 2001; O’Neill, 2001). We further concluded that classroom teachers are in the unique position to potentially make a difference in student performance and outcomes. 

In the present study, twenty eighth-grade students with SLD were taught to write expository and persuasive essays using a self-directed organizational strategy. Before that instruction, only ten percent of the students could write an essay that earned a score of 3.0 or above on the state writing competency rubric. This poor level of writing performance is similar to that documented in writing of other students with SLD (Graham, 1990; McCutchen, 1988; Newcomer & Barenbaum, 1991). After implementing twelve days of strategy instruction over a twelve-week period, students who received the instruction improved their rubric scores significantly and eighty percent were able to earn a score of 3.0 or above. In addition, student essay length increased and the organization and composition of the essays improved as measured by word count and compliance with the self-directed organizational strategy instructions. 

A comparison between the mean of the treatment group and the mean of the comparison group who were students in the same grade at the same school on the actual state writing competency exam provides additional support for the strategy instruction designed to increase writing performance. The statistically insignificant results indicate that there were no differences between the classroom of students classified with SLD and the general education population of the school on their writing exam rubric scores. In fact, the students enrolled in the SLD classroom achieved the same average as the state for that year. 

There are several limitations that necessitate caution when interpreting the results of this study. First, information collected from a convenience sample consisting of one classroom and using one instructor must be viewed as preliminary. Use of randomly selected classrooms with larger groups of students across multiple teachers would be more useful to assess the effects of instruction. Second, we were unable to include a comparison between students with SLD who received strategy instruction and those who did not. Future efforts to examine the effects of the strategy should include a comparison between students with SLD who receive the strategy instruction and those who do not. Finally, it is not possible to accurately determine which aspect(s) of the intervention produced the positive outcomes in student performance. Accordingly, future research might include a component analysis of strategy instruction to determine if each aspect of the intervention is important. 

Notwithstanding it’s limitations, the results of the present study do provide support for arguing that students with SLD should be allowed to prepare for and participate in competency exams if those exams are necessary to achieve class level promotion or a diploma. Like students in schools across the country, our students were traditionally excluded from state competency exams. However, these same students, after strategy instruction and practice, were able to increase their exam scores to meet the state average. At the most practical level, these students now have the opportunity to earn a high school diploma.

In sum, our purpose was to examine if simple strategy instruction would increase the performance of students with SLD on state competency exams. Positive outcomes of this study should encourage educators to look for strategies that may increase their students’ ability to succeed on the state competency exams that they face. At the classroom level, educators should systematically implement and directly assess the benefits of this or similar strategies on student competency exam performance and have their students participate in state competency exams to that they can succeed in today’s state educational system. 
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Table 1

Established Writing Competency Exam Rubric

	Rubric Score
	Description

	6
	Writing focuses on the topic, is logically organized, and includes ample development of supporting ideas or examples. It demonstrates a mature command of language, including precision in word choice. Sentences vary in structure. Punctuation, capitalization, and spelling are generally correct.

	5
	Writing focuses on the topic with adequate development of supporting ideas or examples. It has an organizational pattern, though lapses may occur. Word choice is adequate. Sentences vary in structure. Punctuation, capitalization, and spelling are generally correct. 

	4
	Writing focuses on the topic, though it may contain extraneous information. An organizational pattern is evident, but lapses may occur. Some supporting ideas contain specifics, but others are not developed. Word choice is adequate. Sentences vary somewhat in structure, though many are simple. Punctuation and capitalization are sometimes incorrect, but most commonly used words are spelled correctly. 



	3
	Writing generally focuses on the topic, though it may contain extraneous information. An organizational pattern has been attempted, but lapses may occur. Some of the supporting ideas or examples may not be developed. Word choice is adequate. Sentences vary somewhat in structure, though many are simple. Punctuation and capitalization are sometimes incorrect, but most commonly used words are spelled correctly. 

	2
	The writing may be slightly related to the topic or offer little relevant information and few supporting ideas or examples. There is little evidence of an organizational pattern. Word choice may be limited or immature. Sentences may be limited to simple constructions. Frequent errors may occur in punctuation, capitalization, and spelling. 

	1
	The writing may only minimally address the topic because there is little or no development of supporting ideas or examples. No organizational pattern is evident. Ideas are provided through lists, and word choice is limited or immature. Unrelated information may be included. Frequent errors in punctuation, capitalization, and spelling may impede communication. 



	0
	There is no response or the response is not related to the prompt, simply rewording the prompt, a copy of published work, written in a foreign language, illegible, incomprehensible, or insufficient to determine if the student was attempting to address the prompt. 


Note. This information is a direct quote and was taken directly from the Florida Department of Education website for the Florida Writing Assessment Holistic Rubric http://www.firn.edu/doe/sas/fw/fwapscor.htm retrieved September 9, 2003

