CAPT Interdisciplinary Writing Test


Session 1

Online Learning

Overview

The purpose of this Interdisciplinary Writing test is to determine how well you can write to persuade others to think as you do about an issue. In this test, you will read three short articles about an important issue, take a position on the issue and write a first draft of a persuasive letter. You must support your position with information from each of the source materials. Your response will be read and scored by trained readers.

About This Test

In this Interdisciplinary Writing test, you will think about and take a position on an important issue: online courses for high school students. While you are working on this test, you will use skills and knowledge you learned in your language arts, mathematics, science, social studies, the arts and other classes.

The Issue

Online courses have been offered to college students for a number of years. Now high schools are starting to become involved in the process. Proponents argue that online offerings allow students in small districts to have access to classes that the school wouldn't be able to afford or staff. Opponents counter that online courses cannot be equivalent to the experience of having the interaction of a teacher and classroom of students.
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Your Task

You will read three articles about online courses, take a position on the issue and write a persuasive letter to your local school board. In your letter you must support or oppose a proposed plan to offer online courses in your high school. Your letter must include information from each of the source materials.

Below are the steps you will follow:

1. Read the source materials.

Before taking a position on the issue, it is important that you read all the source materials related to online courses. (Take a minute to locate the source materials beginning on page 13 in this booklet.) As you read the source materials, you may underline information, highlight or write notes on the articles themselves.

2. Prepare to write your letter.

You have been given two organizers which you may find useful as you consider the various arguments for and against the proposed plan to offer online courses in your high school. You may use the organizer that best suits your position. In addition, scratch paper has been included for any additional notes or outlining you may wish to do in preparing to write your letter. The organizers and scratch paper can be found on pages 19-21. You are not required to complete these pages, and they will not be scored.

3. Write your letter in the answer booklet.

Write a letter to your local school board either supporting or opposing a proposed plan to

offer online courses in your high school. You must include information from each source.

Write your response in your answer booklet. Only what is written in the answer booklet will be scored. Three pages have been provided for your response. Any additional pages will be removed prior to scoring.
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Your Score

Your score will be based on the following criteria:

1.

Position-Did you take a clear position on the issue?

2.

Comprehensiveness-Did you use information from each of the three sources that are provided?

3.

Support-Did you support your position with accurate and relevant information from the source materials?

4.

Organization-Did you organize your ideas in a logical and effective manner so that your audience will understand and follow your thinking?

5.

Clarity and Fluency-Did you express your ideas clearly and fluently using your own words?

Organizing Your Time

You will have 65 minutes to complete this test. The following schedule is suggested: 30 minutes for reading the source materials and planning your letter; and


35 minutes for writing your letter.

You may re-read or refer to the source materials at any time during the test. You may also

highlight .or make notes on the sources if this is helpful to you.

Know your purpose for writing and remember to: READ, THINK, PLAN, WRITE.
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The following article appeared in Issues and Controversies On File on March 16, 2001. It offers arguments for and against online courses.

Distance Learning

~

High school and college courses are traditionally taught within classrooms or lecture halls. However, in recent years more and more students have opted to pursue education outside the classroom via "distance​learning" programs, or programs in which the instructor and student are in different locations. While such programs have been evolving for more than a century, advancements in the Internet and other technologies have recently led to a vast expansion in distance-learning programs in the U.S. and abroad.

The burgeoning [fast growing] distance​learning movement reflects an important shift in educational focus. Because there is no face​to-face interaction with the teacher, on-line learning gives more control to the learner and less to the educator, many experts say. "We're moving from a mode where the institution is in charge and provides context, to the mode where the learner is in charge and provides the context," says Paula Peinovich, vice president of academic affairs at Regents College, an on-line learning institution. However, there is a great deal of debate about whether the growth of distance education, and specifically on-line education, is a positive or negative educational trend.

When distance education first began more than a century ago, educators and students communicated by mail. However, with the emergence of technologies such as video and the Internet, methods of delivering distance education have changed dramatically. Most experts agree that the Internet has revolutionized the way that distance learning is delivered by providing teachers and learners in widely scattered locations with an incredibly efficient method of communication.

Today, most distance education is

conducted over the Internet (on-line). A student can log on to his or her computer and complete class assignments posted on special Web sites, access virtual research material, participate in classroom discussions via electronic mail (email) or in chat-rooms, and use special software to take tests.

Some on-line courses are asynchronous, meaning that the student and instructor communicate through the Internet, but not simultaneously. Electronic mail and most other uses of the World Wide Web are examples of asynchronous Internet use. Other distance-learning courses are taught synchronously over the Internet, meaning that the teacher and student use "real time" or simultaneous technologies, such as interactive computer conferencing, to communicate. [See graph at the end of the article]

On-line courses exist at all educational levels, from kindergarten classes to graduate and postgraduate school. While a significant number of real-world high schools and colleges offer some type of on-line education, there are also accredited institutions that exist exclusively on-line. Today, a student can earn a high school, undergraduate or graduate degree without ever setting foot in a classroom.

Internet courses are most common at the college and professional level of instruction, and are becoming an increasingly standard feature of postsecondary (post-high school) education in the U.S. According to the U.S. National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), about one-third of the nation's two​year and four-year postsecondary education institutions offered some distance-education courses during the 1997-98 academic year. That number has risen dramatically in recent years. Although estimates vary, some analysts
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say that as many as three-quarters of all U.S. postsecondary institutions currently offer on​line study.

On-line courses are less common at the high school level, although their numbers are increasing. At least four states-Florida, Kentucky, Illinois and Utah-have started virtual high school programs, and other states are developing such programs. Many experts predict that the number of virtual high schools in the U.S. will increase dramatically in coming years. Most experts agree that the number of institutions offering on-line courses will continue to grow. As more institutions begin to offer on-line courses, analysts predict that more and more students will enroll in them. In fact, according to International Data Corporation, a market research firm, the number of students enrolled in distance-learning courses will increase to an estimated 2.23 million in 2002, from 710,000 in 1998.

Some educators laud [praise] the growth of on-line courses. Proponents of such courses say that the Internet provides an affordable and practical method of providing students with instruction. Students do not need to leave their homes in order to attend class, and many students who have job or family commitments that would make it impossible to attend real​world classes are able to receive a quality education over the Internet, they say.

Supporters say that not only are Internet courses affordable and convenient, they are also very effective. On-line courses force students to be self-disciplined and self​motivated, they say, and demand that the student take an active role in learning. Proponents also say that for some students, the anonymity of the Internet is a huge benefit. For a shy student who might otherwise sit passively in a lecture hall or classroom, for example, the Internet often facilitates participation and self-expression.

Yet critics contend that on-line institutions provide a second-rate education, and cannot compare to traditional classroom experiences. Face-to-face interaction, they say, is an essential aspect of any educational experience,

and the Internet lacks that aspect. The Internet is not an adequate medium for judging how much a student comprehends, or how much a student has progressed, critics say. As a result, students may be provided with knowledge and facts via on-line courses, but they fail to really learn.

Is the growth of distance learning in general, and on-line education in particular, a positive trend in this country's education system? Are on-line educational facilities accessible, flexible and effective venues for learning and teaching? Or do on-line high schools and colleges provide students with second-rate and inadequate educational experiences?

Copyright 2001 World Almanac Educational Group. Reprinted with permission.
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When distance education first began more than a century ago, educators and students communicated by mail. However, with the emergence of technologies such as video and the Internet, methods of delivering distance-education courses have changed dramatically. According to the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), in 1997-98 the most common method of delivering distance education was via the Internet, while in 1995, the majority of distance-education courses were delivered by video. Most experts agree that distance-education courses delivered online have become even more common in the last few years. The Internet is now by far the most common method of delivering distance education, they say.

Note. "Asynchronous Internet" refers to Internet use that is not simultaneous, such as email and most other uses of the World Wide Web. "Synchronous Internet" refers to "real time" or simultaneous technologies, such as interactive computer conferencing.

Source: National Center for Education Statistics
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This article appeared in the October 15, 2001, issue of U.S. News & World Report magazine. It details a Florida high school's experience with online courses.

Want More From High School?

Florida high school uses online learning. BY BEN WILDAVSKY

Before high school teacher Kimberly Rugh got down to business at the start of a recent school week, she joked with her students about how she'd had to clean cake out of the corners of her house after her 2-year-old son's birthday party. Then she reminded her English II pupils that overdue assignments would be counted against them on their upcoming progress reports, and she promised to get caught up soon with "a mega amount" of grading.

This friendly combination of chitchat and class management took place not in front of a blackboard but in an E-mail message that Rugh sent to the 145 students she's teaching at the Florida Virtual School, one of the nation's leading online high schools. Now in its fifth year, the state-funded institution enrolls 3,505 students and employs 41 full-time and 27 part​time teachers. Students can take a wide range of regular, honors, and Advanced Placement [AP] classes and choose from one of three paces: traditional, accelerated, or extended. The school's motto is "any time, any place, any path, any pace."

The number of online high schools has grown quickly in the past few years. Most offer classes intended to supplement regular high school courses, though many plan to offer their own diplomas as well. (Online schools offering a full curriculum for grade school children-usually home-schoolers-are spreading, too, but at a much slower rate.) Online high schools-or individual Web-​based AP classes offered by companies like Apex [Apex Learning Company]-are now planned or underway in numerous states,

including Massachusetts, Kentucky, Illinois, Nebraska, and Michigan.

Florida's E-school attracts many students who need flexible scheduling, from budding tennis stars and young musicians to brothers Tobias and Tyler Heeb, who take turns working on the computer while helping out with their family's clam-farming business on Pine Island, off Florida's southwest coast. Home-schoolers also are well represented. Most students live in Florida, but 55 hail from West Virginia, where a severe teacher shortage makes it hard for many students to take advanced classes. Seven kids from Texas and four from Shanghai round out the student body.

The great majority of Florida Virtual Schoolers-80 percent-are enrolled in regular Florida public or private high schools. Some are busy overachievers like Sarah Hackney, 17, student government president at DeSoto County High School in rural Arcadia, whose 1,050-student school offers no AP classes. She took AP American government last year and is signed up for AP microeconomics and HTML programming this semester. "I don't want to be left behind in the college rush," she says. Others are retaking classes they barely passed the first time. "I would prefer not to be in class with a bunch of sophomores," says 18-year-old Mark Miner, a senior at Bartram Trail High School in the suburbs of Jacksonville, who wants to raise the D he earned in 10th-grade English to match the A's he's earning now.

Personal touch. The school's biggest challenge is making sure that students aren't left to sink or swim on their own. After the school experienced a disappointing course completion rate of just 50 percent in its early
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years, Executive Director Julie Young made a priority out of what she calls "relationship​building," asking teachers to stay in frequent E-mail and phone contact with their students. That personal touch has helped: The completion rate is now 80 percent.

Critics of online classes say that while they may have a limited place, they are a poor substitute for the face-to-face contact and socialization that take place in brick-and ​mortar classrooms. "The bulk of understanding is best acquired in a classroom-in a community of fellow learners," says Alan Warhaftig, a Los Angeles teacher who heads a nonprofit group that's critical of Internet education. Despite opportunities for online chats, some virtual students say they'd prefer to have more interaction with their peers. "The main thing that I miss in this online setting is class discussion," says Hackney.

Students and parents are quick to acknowledge that virtual schooling isn't for everyone. "If your child's not focused and motivated, I can only imagine it would be a nightmare," says Patricia Haygood of Orlando, whose two daughters are thriving at the Florida school. For those who have what it takes, however, virtual learning fills an important niche. "I can work at my own pace, on my own time," says Hackney. "It's the ultimate in student responsibility."

Copyright 2001 U.S. News & World Report, L.P. Reprinted with permission.
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This article was printed in Technology and Learning in March 2002. Some of the advantages and disadvantages of online courses are discussed.

Virtual Learning Takes a Front Row

BY SUSAN MCLESTER

Senior Nora Matell attends classes at the Eastern Sierra Academy, a California "necessary small high school" situated high up in the Sierra Nevada mountains more than 15 miles from the nearest school, which is inaccessible in bad weather. With three teachers (one of whom is also the principal) to serve the school's 11 students, the academy does not have the resources necessary to provide Matell with the AP classes she needs to be ready for the University of California​Davis, Amherst, Williams, or one of the other colleges she hopes will accept her. A veteran of seven distance learning courses, Matell is clear about what makes some courses work better than others. "The quality of the teacher can make or break the class," she says. Very critical of a Web-based physics course she took through Stanford's Education Program for Gifted Youth, Matell cites the lack of interaction with an instructor, saying, "I could have learned just as much simply reading the book."

Another type of distance learning course was a Spanish class that combined video and a direct phone line to the teacher. "But it still wasn't that great," she says.

Matell has better things to say about the Apex AP statistics course she's taking now, which includes teacher e-mail, chat, phone access, and an on-site mentor. However, she tells us her ideal course would include "a very enthusiastic mentor who was really interested in the subject and could ask the right questions." Staying on schedule is the hardest part of virtual learning, Matell tells us. Her idea would be to pair up each student with a community member who uses the skills in a real-life situation. Mostly, Matell, says, "I'm tired of taking classes by myself."

Other companies are also recognizing the importance of human support. Says Katherine Endacott, president of class.com, "What we're finding is that the most powerful model is one in which there is a local teacher who mentors students and makes sure they are making progress."

Lisa Neshyba, an online AP chemistry instructor for Apex, feels that a close monitoring of the mentor role is what makes it most successful. "Mentors who have specific office hours and are easy for the students to interact with are the most effective." Peer interaction is also important, says Neshyba, who notes, "Kids love the discussion forum online, which in many ways is better suited to

class participation than the traditional room. A

classroom can be noisy, body language might be an issue, and traditional classrooms have lots of built-in interruptions. There's a certain anonymity to typing in a response. Also, live discussion provides immediate feedback, and you can read everyone's responses, whereas in class you might miss some." Neshyba also points out that a well-designed course can give students unprecedented access to the instructor. One student averaged five e-mails a day to her and another regularly made two half-hour phone calls to her a week. She appreciates the fact that students can log on to Ask the Instructor and receive feedback not just from their own but from several other teachers as well.

At the FVS [Florida Virtual School], chat is recognized as valuable, but instructors are reluctant to lock students into a preset time frame, so they are experimenting with offering chat opportunities several times a week to provide flexibility. "Good parental modeling and assistance" are also key ingredients to student success, says Young [Julie, a FVS
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employee]. "We require our teachers to make parents their partners, via e-mail and monthly phone calls, even if students are doing well."

At VILAS [Vilas (County) Interactive Long-Distance Alternative School], Endersby, [Gene site director for VILAS] says teachers check in once a week with students, and get in touch right away the first time an assignment is missed to ensure they don't lose kids - something they've learned from experience.

While it's recognized that virtual leaming can be a boon to unchallenged students or to those who may feel overpowered by the teacher, shy, distracted by classroom disruptions, or who may just need a longer time to think before responding, virtual learning is not for everyone.

According to VILAS's Endersby, the students who do best are those who have a pretty good self-image. "In a classroom, it's important to ask questions, but online it's essential, as students can't benefit from responses to questions asked by students around them. If they feel they're looking dumb by asking a question and don't have the confidence to do so, they won't succeed." Also important, he feels, are a strong work ethic, self-determination, and most key, self​discipline. "Even for some really bright kids who can handle it intellectually, physically they may have trouble because when they go online and the big wonderful World Wide Web beckons, school may not seem like such a high priority."

Says Julie Young, "We've found it works for any student who wants to learn." But she also emphasizes the importance of time management skills and parental communication and support.

Senior Nora Matell feels that self​motivation and the ability to keep yourself on a schedule are the two main challenges. "It's hard when there's no one there to tell you to turn in your work."

All seemed to agree that students who are able to focus and pace themselves successfully in a virtual learning course will find they're particularly well prepared for college,

where there's no one around to insist you attend classes, and also for the work world, where you might be at home and communicating primarily via e-mail, phone, or videoconference.

Copyright @ 2002 Technology and Learning. Reprinted with permission.
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