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The Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS) Mathematics Test is administered to high school students enrolled in ninth, tenth, and eleventh grades in late spring each year.  Though the TAKS test could not possibly measure every Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills (TEKS) student expectation, it does assess a great portion of them.  In my career as a mathematics teacher, I have administered the TAKS test every year since it has been implemented.  I have gained a tremendous amount of knowledge about the test itself and have been successful in preparing kids for the test.

The test for each of the high school grades is separated into ten objectives.  A blueprint of each test, which shows the breakdown of the number of questions for each objective, can be found in the TAKS Information Booklet published by the Texas Education Agency (TEA).   Although the objectives are the same for each grade, the degree of difficulty of the questions intensifies for each grade level.  Objectives 1 through 5 cover material from Algebra I student expectations.  Geometry, spatial reasoning, and measurement skills are tested in Objectives 6 through 8.  Objective 9 includes percents, proportions, probability, and statistics.  Lastly, students’ knowledge of mathematical processes and tools is incorporated into Objective 10.  

Many TEKS student expectations from the eighth grade are tested throughout the high school tests.  Approximately half of the ninth-grade test is based on eighth-grade TEKS with declining amounts being tested in tenth and eleventh grades.  Needless to say, eighth grade math concepts are extremely important and should not be omitted.  For students taking Algebra I in the eighth grade, this could pose a serious problem and districts should take steps to ensure students learn the eighth-grade material.  Nonetheless, high school geometry concepts are not tested until the eleventh-grade test.

The ninth-grade test has 52 items plus a few field-test questions which are not scored.  This test contains four questions each from Objectives 5 through 8, five questions each from Objectives 1 through 4 and 9, six questions on Objective 8, and nine questions on Objective 10.  In 2006, the passing standard for ninth grade was 31 out of 52 questions answered correctly, approximately 60%.

The tenth-grade test contains 56 questions in addition to field-test questions.  This test is composed of five questions each from Objectives 1 through 7 and 9, seven questions from Objective 8, and nine questions on Objective 10.  The passing standard in 2006 was 33 out of 56 questions, approximately 59%, answered correctly.

Students in the eleventh grade face the highest stakes.  They must pass the test in order to graduate from high school.  However, if a student fails the test on the first administration, he will be given several other opportunities to take and pass the test before graduation.  In 2006, students must have correctly answered 33 out of 60 questions, or 55%.  Of the sixty questions, the blueprint for grade eleven shows that five questions each come from Objectives 1 through 5 and 9, seven questions each originate from Objectives 6 through 8, and nine questions come from Objective 10.

In 2006 the state passing rates in high school math were very low.  In the ninth grade, only 56% of the students passed the test.  Of the sophomores, 60% of the students passed.  The passing rate for students in the eleventh grade improved to 77%.  These statistics prove that teachers must work harder than ever before in order to be successful according to the state standards.

As for the testing format on all three tests, the majority of the items are multiple-choice questions with four answer choices.  The fourth answer choice may simply be “not here.”  A minimal number of questions are of an open-ended format which require students to grid their answers.  In the past few years, only one of these types of questions has appeared on the TAKS tests that have been released for viewing.  The griddable items must be recorded in an eight-column grid on the answer document.  The students write the numbers in the boxes on the grid and fill in the bubbles corresponding with that number below the boxes.

A Mathematics Chart is included in the beginning of each high school mathematics test; each student will also be given a separate Mathematics Chart.  The charts are identical except that one customary ruler and one metric ruler are printed on the separate Mathematics Chart.  Both charts contain measurement conversions on one side and mathematical formulas on the other.

Districts are responsible for each student possessing a graphing calculator throughout the entire test administration.  Each grade level of the high school math test is given on different days for this very reason.  Almost any type of graphing calculator is acceptable, but the calculator’s memory must be erased before and after each test administration.

The test booklets provide plenty of space around each test item for students to work problems.  Grid paper is also included at the end of the mathematics section.  Nevertheless, the students must be reminded to put all of their answers on their answer documents since the answer document is what will be scored.

Teachers are obligated to prepare students for the TAKS test, although teaching the test material should not be the only focus in the classroom.  Throughout the year, I do several things to prepare my students for success on the test.  At the beginning of the year, each student receives a copy of a released TAKS test such as the test given in the spring of 2004.  I typically begin with the test that is a grade level below.  For example, I use an eighth-grade test for Algebra I in the beginning of the year.  Each day, students begin class by working two problems on their own.  After a few minutes, the students and I discuss the possible methods of finding the solutions to those questions.  Many students work problems differently, and I encourage each student to go to the board and show the class his work.  Countless times students prefer the method used by their classmates to my approach.  Students must be held accountable for the problems discussed in class.  I typically include five questions on my classroom tests every few weeks.  Otherwise, many students would not pay attention and learn how to work the problems.  Using a released test throughout the year not only helps familiarize my students with the testing format but also ensures they will be as comfortable as possible on testing day.

In addition to being familiar with the test format, students should also know how to use their graphing calculators.  Students in my school are assigned graphing calculators in the same way they are assigned textbooks.  They use calculators in my room on a daily basis.  However, on several of my tests, students must work a few problems without the calculator.

Terminology used on the TAKS test also confounds students.  A word as simple as “valid” can bewilder some of the brightest children.  One of the best ways to teach the vocabulary is to use it everyday in the classroom on assignments and tests.  Another method that will help students learn the terms is for the students to write the definitions on note cards and have quizzes on them periodically.

Students are much more likely to engage in learning if the material is presented in a fun manner.  For this reason, I often use games in my classroom.  A power point presentation of the Jeopardy! game is an excellent way to review students for tests.  In the past, I have used Jeopardy! categories that are the TAKS objectives.  This allows students to see the types of questions that may be asked on the TAKS test.  Other power point presentation games such as Who Wants to be a Millionaire?, The Weakest Link, and Hollywood Squares are also user-friendly and may be altered to fit the topics a teacher wishes to incorporate.

Resources to prepare students for the TAKS test are widely available on the Internet, and many materials may be found in print as well.  Education service centers offer workshops throughout the year that are extremely helpful.  Not only is the material presented in the workshops beneficial, but also the knowledge gleaned from fellow teachers is invaluable.

The following pages list several resources, along with a brief description of each, which will help teachers prepare students to be successful on the TAKS test.

Texas Education Agency (TEA):  www.tea.state.tx.us
TEA’s website is comprised of many areas that are valuable to teachers.  TAKS released tests and TAKS Information Booklets are found in the “Most Popular Information” section.  The “Teacher Resources” tab on the left side of the page contains the Teacher’s Tool Bag that includes lesson plans and other resources.  Items of interest under the “Assessment/Testing” tab include Student Assessment Division, 2006 Released TAKS Student Expectations, and TAKS Performance Level Descriptors.

The Charles A. Dana Center at the University of Texas:  www.utdanacenter.org

This site includes the Mathematics TEKS Toolkit.  Instructional materials such as clarifying activities, clarifying lessons, and assessments are categorized by grade level or subject.  The TEXTEAMS Institute is a wonderful professional development opportunity created by the Dana Center and offered through education service centers.  The TEXTEAMS material incorporates both math and science TEKS.

National Council of Teachers of Mathematics (NCTM):  www.nctm.org

The NCTM is a mathematics education organization whose purpose is to promote excellence in mathematics teaching.  The cost for an individual membership ranges from $76 to $100.  Members receive publications and journals throughout the year and gain access to many other resources in the members-only section of the website.

AIMS Education Foundation:  www.aimsedu.org

The AIMS Education Foundation offers instructional materials with excellent hands-on activities that can be easily used for daily lessons.  Books of activities are organized into grade levels that cover numerous areas of math and science.  The cost of a book is typically $25 or less.  A subscription to the AIMS Magazine, which is published quarterly, costs $19.95 for one volume or $34.95 for two volumes.

Figure This!  Math Challenges for Families:  www.figurethis.org

The Figure This! website is sponsored by organizations such as the NCTM, the National Science Foundation, and the U.S. Department of Education   The website’s purpose is to involve families in learning math.  Figure This! is a very user-friendly site with online activities that students and parents alike will enjoy.

Region IV Education Service Center:  www.esc4.net

Region IV has several outstanding resources available for purchase that I use daily in my classroom.  The TAKS Mathematics Preparation Series is available for kindergarten through eleventh grades and provides assessments that are formatted like the TAKS test.  The Making Connections with Measurement Series includes lessons and assessments based on TAKS objectives.  The Mathematics Models with Applications (MMA) / Algebra II Alignment Series can be used as the sole curriculum for an MMA course or in conjunction with Algebra II to prepare students for the eleventh-grade TAKS test.

School Matters:  www.schoolmatters.com

The School Matters website allows a person to research information about public schools throughout our nation.  Statistics such as school enrollment numbers, number of economically disadvantaged students, and how students performed on their state tests are available.

Texas Instruments (TI):  http://education.ti.com

Graphing calculators and accessories may be purchased on the TI website.  The site also offers games, programs, and other software applications that are downloadable for the calculators.

MathType:  http://www.dessci.com/en/products/mathtype/

MathType is a user-friendly software that helps teachers incorporate mathematical symbols, equations, and formulas into documents and other forms of presentations.

Game websites:


http://jc-schools.net/tutorials/PPT-games/

www.hardin.k12.ky.us/res_techn/countyjeopardygames.htm

These sites offer templates that can be downloaded and edited for games such as Jeopardy!, Who Wants to be a Millionaire?, The Weakest Link, and Hollywood Squares.  These games are an excellent means of reviewing concepts with students.

