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Of the 12,025 Algebra 1, Semester 1 exams taken in January 2013, 7,546 (63 percent) were taken 
by middle school students and 4,479 were taken by high school students.  Sixty percent of 
middle school students earned an A or B with 11 percent receiving a grade E.  For our high 
school students taking Algebra 1, 61 percent earned a grade of E while 11 percent received a 
grade of A or B.  When middle school and high school results are combined, 70 percent of 
students passed the exam.  It should be noted that middle school students must pass the final 
exam to earn credit for a high school course according to state regulations. (Attachment) 
 
We do know that the results on Semester 1 mathematics exams do not mirror how our students 
are achieving in these classes, overall.  By the end of Grade 9, two-thirds of our students earn a 
final grade of C or higher in Algebra 1.  For Algebra 2, more than half of our students have 
earned a C or higher by the end of Grade 11.  So, while the failure rate on the exams is too high, 
it is not automatically translating into failure in a class. 
 
There certainly are a number of possible reasons as to why there are high failure rates on 
semester exams in high school. And some of the questions and issues we will explore will 
include how well the exams are aligned with the curriculum, what supports are being provided to 
students, what professional development our teachers are receiving and what effect teachers have 
on the outcome of the exams. 
 
Another consideration that we must look into is the fact that students are very aware of their 
grades prior to exams and they know if their performance will have an impact on their final 
grade.  If a student knows they are going to get a B in the class–regardless of the grade they get 
on the exam–this may certainly affect motivation and performance.  At the same time, many 
students do give their best efforts on the exam and are not having success. 
 
We know that our current approach to mathematics is not adequately providing all students with 
the depth of knowledge and understanding they need to succeed in higher level classes and 
represents further evidence of the achievement gap.  This is one of the main motivations behind 
the improvements we are making to our mathematics curriculum, including the implementation 
of the CCSS and Curriculum 2.0. 


