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Reviewing Test Items
A common framework of academic English words and structures is an important tool for teachers, in the experience of the schools profiled on Doing What Works.  Schools and districts build those frameworks by reviewing text materials and assessments to identify lists of critical content terms and structures that students must grasp in order to understand subject matter.  Then classroom teachers use the list as a reminder of those words that should be previewed and practiced with all students; ESL teachers and other specialists may provide additional reinforcement of the words to ensure that English learners understand and can use the terms.  

Here’s a step-by-step process that a school staff could use to develop an academic English framework of mathematics terms for use by an elementary school staff.

Academic English:  Building a Framework of Mathematics Words and Structures

Step 1
Engage a cross-role team of staff to develop the framework.  Include teachers from adjacent grades, the school or district assessment specialist, mathematics coach, and ESL and Title I teachers.  Because patterns of errors on items will be more visible when looking at larger data sets, it is advantageous to conduct this work on a districtwide rather than a single school basis.

Step 2
Gather assessment items used in elementary mathematics for a cluster of grade levels (e.g. grades 3-5).  Consider released items from state assessments, end-of-unit tests, standardized achievement tests, and so forth.  Assessments for which student results are available on an item-by-item basis are ideal.

Step 3
To the extent possible, prepare item analyses that show response patterns per item for all students and the subgroup of English learners.  Identify those items that were answered incorrectly by a higher-than-expected proportion of your students overall as well as those where a higher proportion of English learners provided incorrect answers.  Enter those items onto the attached analysis worksheet.  

Step 4
Review the items to identify specialty content words and structures that might have tripped up students.  Use the categories of words shown on the attached analysis worksheet to guide your review.  If the item analysis provides the alternative responses that students selected instead of the correct answer, it may even be possible to speculate about students’ likely misinterpretations or confusions between words.  

Step 5
Highlight the potentially challenging words and structures and then tally the frequency of appearance.  The most frequent “challenge” words and structures become your list of academic English mathematics terms.  A list of about 100 words will provide a solid foundation for teaching and/or reinforcing several words each week.

Step 6
To confirm that particular words and structures are problematic for English learners, work through items with a few English learners.  Ask them to explain the item in their own words and how they would go about solving the problem as well as what questions they may have for you about the item.  Their explanations may help you to confirm which vocabulary is challenging and why.

Note that similar approaches can be used for reviewing any subject area as well as text and workbook materials that students are expected to read independently.

Elementary Mathematics:  Item Analysis Worksheet

	Assessment Item
	Academic English Challenge Words

	
	Special Content Terminology
	Common Words with Particular Meaning in Mathematics
	Words Used to Convey Directions/ Transitions
	Word Structures

Common to Mathematics

	
	Examples:

Symbol

Fraction

Variable

Place Value


	Examples:

Area

Plot

Equal


	Examples:

Display

Estimate

Confirm

Besides


	Examples:

Comparison, 

--er

--est
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