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Kentucky seniors post gains on ACT

Chris Kenning
August 13, 2008
Kentucky high-school seniors posted slight gains on ACT college-admission tests in 2008 -- but there were wide disparities in testing and results among Jefferson County Public Schools.

Statewide, 31,728 public and private-school students of the class of 2008 took the ACT, earning a composite score of 20.9 out of a possible 36. That is up from 20.7 the previous year, but still below the national average of 21.1, according to the latest ACT results.

Although gains were modest, "nearly 800 more students took the test this year than last year, and the scores improved in each subject area," said Dianne Bazell, assistant vice president for academic affairs at the Kentucky Council for Postsecondary Education.

In Jefferson County, where 3,658 public-school seniors took the ACT and earned a composite score of 20.4, up from 20.3 and including gains among black students. But there were notable variances among higher- and lower-performing regular high schools, district data showed.

Schoolwide composite scores ranged from 15.6 at Western High to 25.4 at Manual High. And the percentage of students taking the test ranged from 32 percent at Valley High to 97 percent at Louisville Male High.

Superintendent Sheldon Berman said he was concerned about such gaps, which he said exist partly because some magnet schools can select students while some others serve more disadvantaged students.

"We're going to work on that," he said, noting that he hopes his plan to add more magnet programs in schools and to try to better connect to students in high school will help.

In addition, the state last academic year required all juniors to take the ACT -- whose first-time results will be reported in the coming weeks -- along with new predictive testing in earlier grades.

The ACT tests students in English, math, reading and science to determine college readiness. Scores are used in admitting students to universities and determining eligibility for scholarships and remedial courses.

Since 2001, the state has required students to score at least an 18 in math and reading to take college-level classes that count toward a degree at a Kentucky public university. Those who score lower usually must take remedial courses. But starting in the fall of 2009, standards will rise to 19 in math and a 21 in reading. It will remain 18 in English.

Along with the addition of juniors taking the test, officials expect the result to be a rise in college remediation rates and a dip in overall results.

"In most other states that have gone to a mandatory junior testing, you have seen a drop in the state average score," said Jenny Sawyer, director of admissions at the University of Louisville.

But the state has also begun to require ACT-like pre-testing in earlier grades, and Sawyer predicted that all those efforts eventually would raise participation and scores.

In Indiana, fewer took the test than in Kentucky -- just 15,884, partially because universities and colleges in the Hoosier state rely on the SAT. But those that did take the test earned a composite score of 22, the same as last year. And a larger percentage met college-readiness benchmarks set by ACT than those who took the test in Kentucky.

Under those benchmarks, most of which are higher than those set by Kentucky, just 19 percent of Kentucky high-school seniors who took the ACT this year earned college-readi-ness scores in all four tested subjects, compared to 28 percent in Indiana and 22 percent nationwide.
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