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There is a line in an old Mel Brook's film which goes, "It's good to be
the king." Recently I became the dean at Chicago State University
(CSU) and I like to say, "It's good to be the dean"—because you can
do certain things that you've always wanted to do and couldn't. I
would like to share with you some things pertaining to the state
certification tests that I have tried to institute as a new dean.

First, I would like to give you some idea of what CSU's student
population is like, because I'm referring to a very specific type of
population when I discuss what we do to prepare students for the
Illinois teacher certification tests.

Ninety percent of the undergraduate population at CSU is African
American, and most live in the southeast section of Chicago or the
southeast suburbs. CSU's students are commuters, and they are
older. For the last couple of years the average age for College of
Education students was about 30 plus. Over the past two years we
have had a dramatic increase in enrollment, and we are getting
more younger students—straight out of high school. This is very
unusual. I have been at CSU for more than 20 years and I have
known very few students who have come directly from high
school and have finished CSU in four years.

We have a high number of students who work full- or part-time. I
don't know any student who doesn't work at least part-time. We
also have a high number of stopouts: students who run out of
money or for personal reasons stay out of school for two or more
years and then come back. We don't have a cohort that starts at
age 18 and finishes at age 22. In addition, we have a large number
of the so-called "deficiency statement" students. These are students
who already have degrees and then decide they want to be
teachers. They have their transcripts evaluated by the state, get a
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list of courses they need to become certified, and come to CSU to
pick up the courses they need. Also, as with any large city, we
have a lot of students who come underprepared for college-level
work.

Sue Bentz, Assistant State Superintendent in Illinois, noted that the
data the state produces can be used for program improvement.
This is exactly how we use the state data. In 1988, when the
certification tests were initiated, the College of Education at CSU,
like all other Illinois colleges, received the state data—those
pass/fail percentages and diagnostic statistics for the basic skills
and content/field tests. CSU's results on the tests were included in
the state's reports along with other institutions' results, although it
was clear to us that our student population was different from
student populations in other state colleges and universities.

We developed a protocol to analyze our state data. We decided
to look at the types of CSU students who take the state certifica-
tion tests. We knew they were not the typical 22 or 23 year old
who enters college after high school and finishes in four or five
years.

We identified four categories of students. The first category of
students were those who finished the professional programs
(i.e., the last two years of college) at CSU. In other words, these
were students we prepared, students who completed the required
professional work in our various teacher preparation programs.
The second category of students were "at large" students— students
who take the minimal number of professional courses (i.e., three
courses). There was a third category, students who have taken
some coursework at CSU but have taken no professional courses.
A final category included students whose student records pre-date
1977, the first year in our present student database.

After categorizing the state data, we looked at how the students in
each of the four categories fared on the state basic skills and
content/field tests. Then we compared total pass/fail rates among
the categories and analyzed strengths and weaknesses in the sub-
areas of the tests for each of the categories. The disaggregated
data allowed us to institute curricular changes in our programs and
to provide instruction where it was needed. It must be pointed out
that our efforts to assist students reached only students in the first
category—students enrolled and completing the professional
component of CSU's various teacher preparation programs. Thus,
although students in our second, third, and fourth categories are
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listing Chicago State University as the "College or University
Attended," there is little we can do to assist the large numbers of
these students taking the Illinois certification tests.

For the past three years, CSU has been involved in a comprehen-
sive assessment program in which all programs at the university
have developed assessment plans. The plans are outcome-based.
In the College of Education's assessment plans for teacher
preparation programs, all programs' assessment plans use the
results of the state certification tests as a means of program
assessment. Early on in the program assessment process, we
addressed student weaknesses on the state certification tests
through the development of a non-credit course that students took
on a voluntary basis. As I said earlier, it's good to be the dean
because when I became the dean I decided the voluntary non-
credit course was not the way to go. What we did was to include
much of the content of the voluntary course in required courses in
the various teacher preparation programs.

Starting fall 1994, there are other things we are doing relative to
the state certification tests. When students are admitted to the
College of Education (this would be their junior year), we admin-
ister to all students a basic skills test similar to the one the state
administers. For math basic skills, we use the state's 35-item test.
The state has also developed excellent material for use in con-
junction with the 35-item test. (The same type of material is
needed for the writing portion of the basic skills test.) When we
complete the basic skills testing for students admitted into the
College of Education, instruction is mandated for students showing
a weakness in any of the basic skills areas. We show students
where their weaknesses are and then provide instruction, with
College of Education faculty providing the instruction.

We tell students, "Look, we want to help you pass the certification
tests. If you don't, you'll probably still get a job, especially if you're
in Chicago, but you're not going to get as much money as you
would if you were certified." So we don't present the mandated
instruction in a punitive way, but rather that we are trying to help
them get past a hurdle and find a permanent place in the job
market. For CSU students, getting a good job is the reason for
going to college.

Another thing we are doing this fall is addressing what the state
basic skills test has shown for all individuals taking the test: math is
the area with which most students have difficulty. As I mentioned
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earlier, we use the state's 35-item math test for screening students
admitted to the College of Education. We use this same test in our
math methods course; we administer it the first week of the
course. Students enrolled in the math methods course must
demonstrate 100 percent competency on the 35-item math test.
We just recently administered the test in the math methods course,
and we have now set up instructional sessions (provided by the
faculty members teaching the math methods course) for students
demonstrating any weakness. Again, the material used in the
instruction is the math material provided by the state. A second
form of the 35-item test is administered at the conclusion of the
math methods course.

Also, beginning fall 1994, through our comprehensive assessment
program, we require that each of the teacher preparation pro-
grams include in their portfolio assessment at least two writing
assessments. Moreover, the writing assessments are tied to
required courses in the professional component of the teacher
preparation programs. Thus we are giving our students opportuni-
ties to write, but within the context of education rather than the
type of writing assignments they get in their English composition
courses. The state requires an essay in the writing portion of the
basic skills test. In our portfolios, we have a number of different
kinds of required writing assessments: essays, case studies,
integrated teaching units, and reports.

To help our students with their writing and to better prepare them
for the writing portion of the basic skills test, we have found it
useful to help students understand the writing prompt. We do this
because the state's writing examination provides a writing prompt
from which the examinee develops an essay. We show students
how they can plan an essay right from the prompt. Then we give
them a composition plan which helps them understand how to put
together a well-organized essay. Examination of the state's writing
assessment shows that what they are looking for is a well-
organized essay; there is not a lot of emphasis placed on
mechanics and conventions. Our students tend to get hung up on
spelling and properly placed apostrophes. While we do not
diminish the importance of mechanics, we focus more on the
development of a well-organized essay that responds to the
prompt, and we leave it at that.

The state's practice content/field tests are being used as a
prerequisite to registering for student teaching. Unfortunately, the
practice tests are short: 20 items. We have developed expanded
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versions of the practice tests, using the state's objectives for each
of the content/field tests. Students' campus-based supervisors
provide assistance to students who demonstrate weaknesses. The
assistance might be direct instruction, direction to a resource
person, information on a course, or books.

I'd also like to share with you the things we do to prepare faculty
for the state certification tests. I believe it is as important for faculty
to be informed about the certification tests as it is for students.
Unless faculty are campus-based supervisors, they are not likely to
be thoroughly informed about the state tests. One way to inform
faculty is easy and obvious. The state publishes the objectives for
basic skills and content/field tests. We make faculty (and students)
aware of these objectives. We apprise faculty of the objectives as
well as the number of items pertaining to the objectives that
students can expect on the actual certification test. For faculty
teaching math methods, we make certain they are familiar with the
diagnostic forms that accompany the state's 35-item test. This
familiarization allows faculty to be certain the content of their
methods courses includes the types of math proficiencies expected
of students. Familiarization with the objectives of the content/field
tests ensures that faculty include in their courses the content being
assessed by the state certification tests. Faculty can then help
students link what they know or are learning to what they will be
tested on.

We have been involved in state certification testing since 1988.
What I am sharing here is the continuous refinement of what we
have been doing over the past three years to better prepare our
students for the state certification tests. The state data have helped
us provide appropriate instruction and assess our programs. The
fluid body of students at Chicago State University presents certain
challenges for us that other colleges and universities may not have.
My suggestions for helping students with the state of Illinois
certification tests are pertinent, of course, to student populations
similar to CSU's.

It's good to be the dean.


