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While SAT scores are not the only way to measure the success of a district's high school and other programs, they can help assess how students are being prepared in the basics needed for critical thinking: reading, writing and arithmetic.

This year's New Jersey State Report Card presents no real surprises when it comes to the tri-county SAT scores. For the third year in a row, Haddonfield Memorial High School has the top scores for the region -- 1725 for the verbal, math and essay section totals. That is actually down 20 points from the previous year.

For the second consecutive year, Cherry Hill High School East had the second-highest totals -- 1714, four points below the previous year -- and Moorestown High School came in third, with 1709 total points -- four points above the year before.

While Haddonfield ranked highest in its verbal and essay scores, it came in third in math scores. Cherry Hill East took the top spot in math, followed by Moorestown. A perfect score is 2400 for all three sections.
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The Report Card uses SAT scores from 12th-graders based on the final time each senior took the test prior to a March 31 cutoff.

The rest of the Top Ten local high schools for average SAT scores last year include -- in order -- Eastern Regional in Voorhees, the Lenape district's Shawnee (Medford and Medford Lakes students) and Cherry Hill High School West.

Cherry Hill West scores rose by 39 points to 1603, with gains in each area.

"The biggest reason is a commitment of our professional staff across the board," said Cherry Hill West Principal Joseph Meloche. "We have SAT-prep questions in our English and math classes every day, and we continue to emphasize the culture of expectation that rubs off on the kids and makes for a really positive cycle going back and forth."

The next three schools in the Top Ten were the remaining three Lenape district high schools -- Lenape, with Mount Laurel students; Seneca, whose students come from Shamong, Southampton, Tabernacle and Woodland; and Cherokee, with Evesham students.

"I do believe that the inquiry-based programs we have in Mount Laurel prepare our kids for high school," said Sharon Vitella, Mount Laurel's assistant superintendent for curriculum, instruction and assessment. "We do a good bit of articulation with Lenape.

"They (Lenape) need to understand the background our students are arriving with, and we need to understand what their needs are."

In recent years, the Lenape district has stressed the importance of getting sophomores to sign up for the PSAT, considered a practice test for the SAT. The Cherry Hill district, which pays for all its sophomores and juniors to take the PSAT, believes the policy has had a positive effect -- so much so that after canceling it last year because of budget constraints, it found about $18,000 to pay for the tests again this year.

"When we didn't pay for the tests last year, we saw a dramatic decrease in students taking it," Meloche said.

The 10th-highest SAT scores were in Gloucester County's Clearview Regional High School, whose students hail from Mantua and Harrison townships.

Two other Gloucester County high schools, Pitman and West Deptford, finished 11th and 12th, respectively.

West Deptford had one of the most improved scores, moving from a 1470 average in 2008-09 to 1546 in 2009-10. Scores went up in all three areas -- math, verbal and essay.

Ellen Quindlen, guidance chairwoman at West Deptford High, said one reason for the improvement is the district's in-house SAT prep course, offered Monday and Wednesday evenings at a nominal cost.

"We feel that's had a positive effect, because our students are better prepared," she said.

But in some other middle-class districts, including West Deptford, fewer students have been taking the SAT, which can also increase scores.

As more students decide to go to community college for the first two years -- primarily because of the economy, but also because they may benefit academically from the transitional structure of community college -- they forgo the SAT, an expense that is not required for two-year schools, Quindlen noted.

"The kids taking it tend to be brighter kids going on to four-year colleges right away," she explained.

Burlington County's Cinnaminson, eighth in 2008-09, fell to 13th in the SAT rankings, while Washington Township High School, which finished 12th in 2008-09, tied for the 16th spot with Haddon Township in 2009-10. Still, Washington Township 12th-graders scored a mere nine points lower in their SATs on average from the previous year. And a higher percentage of Washington Township seniors -- 69 percent last year compared with 63 percent in 2008-09 -- took the test, which could dilute score averages.

While some say the SATs are biased toward white middle-class or upper-class youth -- and a growing number of four-year colleges and universities no longer require them for admission -- they remain an easily identifiable measure of success for districts.

But results also bear out the bias theory: The Top Ten SAT schools in the tri-county area include Haddonfield, the only one in the highest "J" district factor group; Moorestown, the only DFG "I" high school in the region, and seven "GH" schools. Only Clearview is in the next lowest DFG group, "FG."

(The district factor group is a socioeconomic ranking assigned to districts based on wealth and poverty in their communities.)

Among the high schools that scored the lowest on SATs in the tri-county area are Camden's high schools and Paulsboro High School, the only local schools in the lowest DFG, "A."

At Cherry Hill West -- where English is not the language spoken at home for at least 16 percent of students -- Meloche said he believes the relevance of SAT questions, known as items, has been improved for minority students. He said none of his students has complained they don't relate to SAT items.

"But the problem probably still exists to some extent," Meloche added.
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