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Dr. Jennifer B. Presley is the Executive Director of the Illinois Education Research Council (IERC), an organization established in 2000 at Southern Illinois University to provide Illinois with education research to support P-16 education policy-making and program development. The IERC undertakes independent research and policy analysis that informs and strengthens Illinois’ commitment to providing a seamless system of educational opportunities for its citizens. 

IERC began its research on Illinois public school teachers in 2002. They have been looking at the distribution of teachers across the state using five teacher attributes that had been shown in previous research to be related to student performance.  From that information, a Teacher Quality Index (TQI) was created for each school, which is used as an indicator of average teacher quality at that school.  The research found that the TQI of a school generally decreases as proportion of minority and high poverty students in the school increases.  The research also found that performance in high minority/high poverty schools is higher in those schools with higher TQI than those with lower TQI.    The IERC is now planning to update this work by looking at 2005-2006 teachers.  

Dr. Presley and the IERC are currently undertaking a six-year longitudinal study following the Illinois Class of 2002 from public high school to college.  This study takes advantage of the fact that Illinois administers the ACT to all 11th graders in its public schools.  The first report, published in 2005, The Demographics and Academics of College Readiness in Illinois, addresses the readiness of the Class of 2002 for college.  Based upon a readiness index that combined ACT scores and high school GPAs and ranked students along a continuum of most ready to not/least ready, about one third of the Class of 2002 were found to be ready for college coursework at a four-year institution, about one third were somewhat ready, and another third were not/least ready.  Minority students (except Asian students) and students with low family incomes were more likely to be in the not/least ready group.  The IERC used the TQI to look at the relationship between schools and student college readiness.  Some of the findings are:

· The proportion of students ready for college consistently increases as school TQI increases, especially  for high-poverty/high-minority high schools.
· 
· Taking courses that are higher up the “math ladder” makes a difference, but the importance of the TQI increases the higher up the math ladder the students go.  Higher level math courses offered by schools with lower TQIs do not carry the same benefits as courses with the same titles offered by schools with higher TQIs. The content and rigor of courses matters.
· The readiness gap cannot be explained only by a school’s TQI, but it is clear that all students benefit from the opportunity to be exposed to a stronger cadre of teachers in their schools.  

A follow-up study, published in 2006, The Demographics and Academics of College Going in Illinois, examines which students went to college in the first academic year after high school and their levels of preparedness.  It also addresses the impact of schools’ TQI on college going.  Some of the findings include:  

· The vast majority (87%) of the students in the Class of 2002, regardless of their level of readiness, reported (on their ACT background questionnaire) that they aspired to complete at least a bachelor’s degree with only slight differences by family income, race/ethnicity and region.  Nearly three fourths of the not/least ready and 99% of the most ready students expect to earn at least a bachelor’s degree.  More than three-fourths of those who did not enroll in college in their first year after high school still anticipated they would complete a bachelor’s degree at some point. 

· Sixty percent (60%) of the Class of 2002 went directly to college, and another 4% began during the spring semester.  

· Students who scored higher on the readiness index were more likely to attend college across variables of race and income, but almost half of the students who were rated as least prepared continued immediately to college. 

· It is among not/least prepared students that family income matters most.  Those from the higher quartiles were more likely to continue immediately into college.

· Students who were more academically prepared were more likely to enroll in a four-year vs. a two-year college.  

· Academic preparation is the most powerful factor that distinguishes students who went to more competitive as opposed to less competitive four-year institutions.  

· In high schools with the lowest overall college readiness, a higher TQI led to more college going.  

· In high schools with the highest overall college readiness, a higher TQI led to more students enrolling in a four-year college or university.  

· In schools with the highest overall college readiness, a higher TQI leads to more students attending more competitive four-year colleges.    

The Illinois research points up the importance of teacher quality to student success, and the need for adequate preparation for undergraduate students in order to assure their success in their postsecondary experiences.  It highlights the need for close and collaborative P-16 partnerships to assure appropriate communication and alignment of expectations and responsibilities.  Upon discussion of the research, Kentucky’s P-16 council may wish to explore current agency data collections and practices, and consider encouraging or recommending similar research to determine if the Illinois findings would be confirmed in a state with as vastly different demographic patterns as Kentucky. 

