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As Milan, Michigan’s Paddock Elementary School closes in on the last two years of a five-year school improvement plan, Principal William Loyd has found the newest technology tools are giving his school’s improvement efforts a major boost. Specifically, it has come this spring from an ambitious new program to measure reading performance in real time.

Through a program initiated via the school’s collaborative partner, the University of Michigan, Paddock Elementary is participating in a pilot project with Wireless Generation, a New York-based educational technology company, to use a mobile reading assessment application <insert link to product section on Wireless Generation>.  This pioneering application allows teachers to use Palm handheld devices in the classroom to diagnose, track, and report real-time reading performance for students in grades 1-4.

“The biggest advantage is the immediate results. It’s the access to scores and having them immediately,” says Loyd, who has been principal of Paddock Elementary School since 1997. He was assistant principal and reading consultant from 1988-1996.

Paddock Elementary is an 800-student elementary school in Milan, a town in southern Michigan. In 1998-99, the school undertook a five-year School Improvement Plan in which a key school-wide academic goal is to have students improve comprehension of informational text. Toward that end, the school has been conducting a Quality Reading Inventory to assess and monitor student progress, Loyd explains. Through the University of Michigan, the connection was made with Wireless Generation, and the possibility arose of developing a version of the QRI that could be run on the Palm. Earlier this year, the school agreed to participate in the pilot project with Wireless Generation, according to Loyd. Now, Paddock Elementary teachers are conducting the assessments using the QRI on the Palm devices – and the entire assessment has gone from paper to electronic form.

Paddock Elementary’s and Loyd’s experiences show some of the immediate impacts such leading-edge technology can have as well as lessons for schools embarking on projects to use technology in new ways for early reading. 

Whereas, his school would have at least a 2-3 week turnaround to get assessment results, teachers and administrators can see them instantly, Loyd says. In his view, the way that Wireless Generation has programmed and designed the QRI on the handheld devices is “phenomenal.”  The data is presented in a “user-friendly way,” in which teachers can click and in an instant see the record of a child’s miscues, self-corrections, and other reading-performance measures. For administrators and teachers, it also allows one to “get the big picture” of how students are performing over time, Loyd notes. The immediate results are being used to adapt and customize lessons for students in reading instruction, which, in Loyd’s view, is providing a very powerful plus in the whole equation.

How did teachers respond to the introduction of the new technology? Teachers’ reactions have spanned the spectrum from “incredible excitement to really apprehensive,” according to Loyd.  Building in substantial training for teachers on both the use of the Palm and of the QRI was important. In all, the school and Wireless Generation had to train 33 teachers in using the computerized reading assessments on the Palm. The school structured the training so that two teachers at each grade level, from 1-4, were trained first and served as sort of technology mentors in showing the others. There has been 30 hours of staff development time in training teachers to use the QRI. As a pilot school, Paddock Elementary is getting a “very good price,” at $250 per classroom for Wireless Generation’s proprietary software application. The company is also paying one of Paddock Elementary teachers extra to serve as a technology liaison.

The assessment program is part of a much larger campaign to improve reading and literacy at Paddock Elementary School. Loyd is overseeing an important collaborative partnership with the University of Michigan, in which a three-year evaluation project is being done to compare the QRI, Michigan Literacy Progress Profile (MLPP), and the Michigan Educational Assessment Program (MEAP).  It will conclude in 2003.

Perhaps one of the greatest benefits at Paddock Elementary of the Wireless Generation pilot project thus far, as Loyd sees it, is one that can’t be shown in numbers, but is substantial nonetheless. “I have never seen teachers respond with such enthusiasm to an assessment,” he says. Citing what he calls rampant “assessment abuse” that has developed in education, Loyd says that the response by teachers to this pilot project differs. “Here teachers are directly involved, and they are the ones doing it,” he explains. “When they see growth, they get very excited.”

Measurement of the program’s real long-term impact will have to await reports after more months of use and into the next school year. The school plans to use the Wireless Generation reading application this fall and next spring. Then, the district will decide whether to continue using the software. 

Loyd is convinced after seeing the initial impact firsthand of its promise. He would like to see more assessment types developed for the Palm. “I see this potential to capture from test data for the classroom,” he says. “I think that this is a field that is vastly untapped.”   
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