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NATIONAL NEWS

Opinion: Reform is Not a Dirty Word
Education Week
By: Kayla McGannon
November 14, 2011
http://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2011/11/16/12mcgannon.h31.html?
tkn=YLMFyiPSKqUhrQQCnb4DA89eV7cdTqSSBSxs&cmp=clp-edweek

There's only one thing that makes my work as an education advocate easy: Everyone agrees that public education nationwide
needs to change. We know that math- and reading-proficiency rates are alarmingly low, dropout rates are far too high, and the
percentage of students who need remediation in college is unacceptable. The difficult part is finding consensus on solutions.

From the pending reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act to the proposal of the dream Act, I can point
to several debates about education that have split caucuses and voters, but none is as close to my home as the recent Denver
school board elections.

At a glance, the importance of a simple school board election may not be obvious. But Colorado, and Denver in particular, have
long been at the forefront of the movement for national education reform. Over the past several years, the board of the Denver
public schools has passed high-impact reforms that aim to improve dramatically the quality of education Denver's children
receive. The reforms, which include turning around underperforming schools, expanding school choices for families, and
developing programs to recruit and retain great teachers and principals, are well ahead of the curve. And with the support of
Denver's school board, the Colorado legislature passed SB 191, the landmark overhaul of the state's teacher- and principal-
evaluation system. By any measure, Colorado is leading the rest of the country in innovative programs designed to help kids
beat the odds.

Though Denver's reforms are showing progress, these policies have not passed without debate. With three school board seats
up for grabs, the November elections were predicted to be a referendum on reform that would havenational implications. But as
the campaigns unfolded, it became clear that voters were not being asked to make a decision on whether reform has a place in
public education, but to define the word itself.

My organization, Stand for Children Colorado, falls into the so-called reform camp. That means we support initiatives such as
meaningful teacher and principal evaluations, accountability for schools and districts, and a range of school models. We
endorsed three candidates in the recent elections, those who in past years would be considered reform candidates. But two
candidates who sought but did not receive our endorsement also claimed the reformer badge, although they wore it in a very
different style.

Take the race in northwest Denver. Arturo Jimenez, an incumbent, fought against Jennifer Draper Carson, a politically savvy
mom who has made a name for herself from her work in several local schools. Jimenez did not receive our endorsement,
because of his record of consistently voting against reform initiatives, but on the campaign trail this year, he began to call for



"real reform" that would put an end to the status quo. He also touted his interest in extending the school year and noted his
support for a poular charter school in his district, even though he voted against that school's placement—twice.

Jimenez held on to his seat in a nail-biting race that extended two days beyond the election. Two of the candidates we
supported, Anne Rowe and Happy Haynes, will be joining Jimenez in the boardroom later this month. If the impact of Denver's
school board elections was a litmus test of any sort, it showed that reform is no longer a dirty word, whether that label comes by
word or deed.

What happens if anyone can claim to be a reformer? Certainly, it stands the risk of diluting our work, making it appear as if any
change is an improvement. But my hope is that this shift offers an opportunity for policymakers and advocates to finally get to
work. After all, if we are all reformers, we are all accountable for the quality of our public schools.

I find it remarkable that the challenges facing public education are unbelievably complex, yet the conversations around them
have been largely black and white. What would happen if we turned labels upside down and started evaluating each program and
policy on its merit, rather than on which faction supports it?

I know all reforms don't work for every school or student. I also know that many of the traditional notions of public education need
a serious re-evaluation. Unless adults can have a real discourse about what works and what is a waste of resources, we'll never
be able to reclaim our position as a world leader in education.

I hope the results of our local board elections are a sign that education advocates are ready to move out of pro-reform vs. anti-
reform camps. Serious, honest, and collaborative evaluations will take work. But for the sake of our children—the real reason we
all got into this work in the first place—we have to aim toward this ideal. Long into the future, no one will remember who
supported which policy. What they will remember is whether those policies actually made a difference.
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Lessons on Teachers’ Unions from Canada, Finland?
Education Week
By: Sean Cavanagh
November 14, 2011
http://blogs.edweek.org/edweek/state_edwatch/2011/11/_my_conclusion_is_that.html

Governors and lawmakers considering following the models of Wisconsin and Ohio in dealing with teachers unions might be well
advised to look to Canada and Finland, instead, in the opinion of one observer.

That's the suggestion offered by Marc Tucker, the president of the National Center on Education and the Economy, in a new
essay published in the journal Education Next.

Tucker, who has studied schools in top-performing nations, is the author of the new book Surpassing Shanghai: An Agenda for
American Education Built on the World's Leading Systems. In his essay, he sketches the history of teachers' unions in the
United States, examining how they became increasingly organized and politically influential. He looks at how working conditions
and seniority-based protections became a common feature of union contracts—and were largely viewed as commonsensical and
unobjectionable, until many school officials came to see them as obstacles to school improvement.

Both Finland and Ontario have a long tradition of heavily involving teachers' unions in policy decisions, Tucker says. Finland sets
high standards for entry into the profession, gives teachers a lot of high-quality training, and then gives teachers a lot of
autonomy in the classroom, in sharp contrast to the "top-down accountability systems" of the United States, with their "implied
distrust of teachers," the author argues.

In Ontario, the relationship between teachers and unions had gone through an acrimonious period, colored by lockouts, strikes,
and bellicose public relations campaigns. But, more recently, peace has broken out, Tucker writes, and the current government
has focused on giving teachers the skills and resources they need to succeed, assuming that "teachers wanted to do the right
thing but lacked the capacity to do it."

Tucker says the experiences of those high-performing jurisdictions offer lessons for the United States:

"My conclusion is that the current impulse to curtail the influence of the teachers unions may return some powers to
management that over the years have gravitated to the unions. But that victory is likely to come at the price of deeply alienating
many teachers from the larger cause of education reform.

Teachers know that if they lose their unions during a fiscal crisis, they will have no protection as long as state and local officials
face enormous pressure to cut teaching jobs, compensation, and benefits. A determined, widespread effort to weaken or destroy
the institution teachers are counting on to protect them economically will force them into retirement or to hunker down and wait
in brooding resentment for a change in the political weather."

Unions in Canada, and especially in Europe, have much different relationships with employers, and the government, than they do
in the United States, as Tucker notes. Do the Finnish and Canadian models for union-management relations offer lessons for



this country, or is the comparison off-base?
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Leftover Political Residue in Virtual Schooling?
Education Week
By: Ian Quillen
November 14, 2011
http://blogs.edweek.org/edweek/DigitalEducation/2011/11/leftover_political_residue_in.html

Back here at EdWeek headquarters near Washington, and a few days removed from a wonderful Virtual School Symposium in
Indianapolis, I'm left cautiously optimistic about the future of virtual schooling but wary of its potential to be politicized as it
moves toward the main stream.

On one hand, the symposium hosted by the International Association for K-12 Online Learning, or iNACOL, demonstrated the
increasingly diverse nature of fully online or blended learning providers and consumers. And that's not much of a stretch
considering the findings in the most recent Keeping Pace, released during the symposium's first day, which identified the
expansion of district-run virtual schools of all shapes and sizes as the fastest growing sector within this world.

On the other, my last Friday breakout session and the closing speech demonstrated partisanship and politics are never as far
away as some might wish.

First up was a panel billed as how parents could advocate for their children's virtual school rights that turned into a session of
mothers sharing stories about how they fought against unions and other left-leaning bodies to preserve the existence of the
virtual schools where their children studied.

Then Indiana house speaker Brian Bosma's (R-Marion Co.) address during the closing panel painted Republicans as supporters
of educational options for parents, including virtual schools, within the state of Indiana.

"The forces of the traditional model [of education] that doesn't work for everyone are very powerful," said Bosma, apparently
alluding to unions while talking about the largely partisan fight within the Indiana legislature to remove virtual school caps as well
as institute a school voucher program. Both measures this year passed in a Republican-controlled state legislature essentially
along party lines.

"I'm not here to talk about Republicans or Democrats," Bosma continued. "I just don't want you to lose sight of the fact that, for
us who are trying to make the changes statutorily, it's become a political battle."

Susan Patrick, iNACOL's president and chief executive officer, followed Bosma's remarks with an assertion that champions of
virtual schooling have indeed come from both sides of the aisle. One example is former governors Jeb Bush, the Florida
Republican, and Bob Wise, the West Virginia Democrat, who have teamed up to lead the Digital Learning Now initiative. But it
remained an awkward moment of polarization in an otherwise inclusive conference.

On a national scale, online learning has become an increasingly non-partisan issue, as the field has evolved from a small base
of practitioners mostly from the home schooling community to a much wider cross-section of the population. But Bosma's
remarks may indicate that, as online and blended learning options become increasingly mainstream—and more importantly vie
for increasingly scarce mainstream dollars—political faultlines could return.

That doesn't always mean support would come from the right, and opposition from the left. Regardless, such conflicts may
endanger the vision of those who see online and blended learning as an avenue to comprehensive education reform.

(Back to top)
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Florida: Tempers flare in debate over FCAT changes
The Florida Times-Union
By: Topher Sanders
November 15, 2011
http://jacksonville.com/news/florida/2011-11-15/story/tempers-flare-debate-over-fcat-changes

A Florida Chamber of Commerce representative says he was called a “coward” and a “sellout” Monday by at least two school
superintendents after he didn’t fully back their endorsement of proposed “cut scores” for the high school FCAT reading test.

Ryan West, the state Chamber’s director of talent and innovation policy, said he was surprised by the superintendents’
comments during a State Board of Education workshop at Florida State College at Jacksonville Monday.

“We devolved from a discourse all of a sudden into name calling because we disagreed on an issue,” West said. “I don’t know



how that’s helpful or beneficial, to call names because we disagree on a cut score.”

About 100 people, mainly educators, attended the workshop to discuss setting new achievement levels for the Florida
Comprehensive Assessment Test.

West was part of a panel that in September looked at the cut scores — which determine achievement levels — and made their
own recommendations. West and a representative of the Foundation of Excellence in Education told the State Board of
Education Monday that the proposal before them made it too easy for high school students to pass the reading portion of the
exam.

West had two heated conversations with superintendents after he asked the board for slightly tougher reading standards. One of
those conversations was with St. Johns County Superintendent Joe Joyner.

West couldn’t name the other superintendent or say if there were more than two, but he said Joyner called him a “coward” and a
“sellout.”

"I don't know why superintendents would be surprised that the business community would oppose a de facto reduction in
reading scores [standards]," West said.  "I don't know who's surprised by that."

Superintendents felt blindsided by West’s comments on Monday.

“When we were in the reactor panel we had a lot of open discussion and I just didn’t hear that, what I heard today,” Joyner said.

Joyner couldn’t be reached to comment on West’s claims about the disparaging comments.

West wants only a point or two increase from what is proposed, but the tiff with the superintendents illustrates how important
setting the cut scores is for educators and the larger Florida community.

The proposal before the state board would increase the number of points a student needs to earn in elementary school to be
proficient in reading, while decreasing the number of points a high school student would need to be proficient.

The change will also impact school grades. The state is going to tackle making changes to the rules around school grading in
February.

State board members expressed concerns about lowering standards at the high school level, while educators making
presentations Monday said the proposal would keep Florida’s exam challenging but achievable for students.

The board is scheduled to vote on the scores in December. It has its monthly meeting in Jacksonville at 9 a.m. today at Andrew
Jackson High School.

(Back to top)

New Jersey: In Facebook chat, Gov. Christie discusses education reform,
GOP chances to top Obama
The New Jersey Star-Ledger
By: Jeanette Rundquist
November 14, 2011
http://www.nj.com/news/index.ssf/2011/11/on_facebook_chat_gov_christie.html

PALO ALTO, Calif. — Science and math teachers should be paid more than gym teachers, Gov. Chris Christie told a national
audience today during a live online chat on Facebook.

"You have to pay them more than we pay the gym teacher. I’m sorry, in today’s society they’re more valuable," he said.

In an interview also touching on taxes, "Jersey Shore" and his decision not to run for president, Christie spoke about reforming
education in New Jersey — "if I’m able to get it done" — as the "most important thing I’ll do as governor."

Christie also cautioned Republicans not to underestimate President Obama in next year's election, referring to him as a
"formidable" candidate.

"Anyone who underestimates the president underestimates at their own peril," Christie said. "(Democrats) know how to
campaign, they know politics. ... People who believe he's a shoo-in loser are wrong."

One of Christie’s education proposals is merit pay, or offering bonuses to teachers who are more successful or who teach in
high-need schools or subject areas. "You have to incentivize people to be science and math teachers," he said in response to a
question about how to improve schools in those subject areas.

Along with merit pay, Christie listed tenure reform; more charter schools and school choice; and a longer school day and year
as his proposals for change.



A spokesman for the New Jersey Education Association, reached afterward, bristled at Christie’s comments, and called his
statement about gym teachers "subjective judgment."

"What’s he got against gym teachers?" NJEA spokesman Steve Wollmer asked. "The role a teacher plays at all levels is
equally important, equally challenging and contributes equally to the outcome.

"Sound body, sound mind," he said.

Wollmer said the union has had effective programs that increased the number of STEM teachers in New Jersey, by training
existing teachers in areas such as physics and chemistry.

He also said the union has proposed substantive tenure reforms.

Christie was interviewed at Facebook headquarters in California by Facebook Chief Operating Officer Sheryl Sandberg. The
interview was upbeat; Christie has a history with Facebook, dating back to founder Mark Zuckerberg’s pledge last year of $100
million to improve Newark schools. Christie also invited Zuckerberg to "come to New Jersey" if he is looking to open a new
office.

The Governor’s flight to California was paid for by the Committee for Our Children’s Future, a non-profit group, according to a
Christie spokesman.

The interview can be viewed here.
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Florida: Future FCAT to be harder to pass
The Gainesville Sun
By: Jackie Alexander
November 14, 2011
http://www.gainesville.com/article/20111114/ARTICLES/111119760/1002/NEWS?Title=Future-FCAT-to-be-harder-to-pass&tc=ar

JACKSONVILLE — State Board of Education members will raise the scores necessary for Florida students to pass the newly
revised FCAT, but members and panel participants were divided as to how high is high enough to ensure students are ready for
college.

The board held a workshop on Monday at the Florida State College at Jacksonville Urban Resource Center to discuss new
achievement levels for the standardized test.

New cut scores, or the lowest score a student must make in order to make a certain level on the FCAT, are necessary due to
changes in the test and content, said Kris Ellington, Department of Education deputy commissioner. Students took a new test
— dubbed the FCAT 2.0 — for the first time in the spring.

“Standards define what we want to achieve — not describing what we are currently,” she said, adding that the scores are “noble,
but achievable.”

The test is rated on a scale from 1 to 5, with a score of a 3 denoting in most cases “satisfactory” performance.

Board members debated if “satisfactory” translated to “proficient” in the subject.

“We shouldn't necessarily be ecstatic about (a score of a 3), but they just made the basics,” said vice chairman Roberto
Martinez.

He also questioned the necessity of having scores of 4 and 5 if there are no policy implications or rewards for schools.

Malcolm Thomas, superintendent of Escambia County's school district, said his district is focused on increasing the number of
students who perform higher than a 3.

Less passing

With the new scoring system, fewer students would pass math and reading portions of the test. According to DOE data, 28
percent of third-grade students failed to earn a 3 in reading. That number would jump to 43 percent with the new scoring system.

“Florida doesn't have kids that are dumber than kids in other states,” Ellington said. “It is hard work, but I think our kids deserve
it and I think they have the capacity to.”

The change in the cut scores also will translate into more schools earning lower school grades, according to the state data.

Lee Clark, a Union County high school teacher, served on the educator panel that suggested new cut scores for the algebra end-
of-course test.



Board members questioned if scoring a 3 really meant students were college-ready.

Clark said the panel believed that if students scored a 3 in ninth grade and continued to increase their knowledge through the
rest of high school, they would eventually become college-ready by graduation.

A second panel, the reactor panel made up of superintendents and business leaders, then adjusted the cut scores.

According to DOE data, 60 percent of 10th-grade students were determined college-ready in reading, although only 39 percent
scored a 3 or higher. That's because the graduation passing score was lower than the achievement level score.

Under proposed cut scores, 56 percent of those same students would earn a 3 or higher, but that also would serve as the score
needed for graduating.

Scoring issues

Superintendents have historically complained that the scores needed for elementary students were too low, while the scores
needed for high school sophomores were too high.

Thomas, the superintendent of Escambia County, said the reactor panel sought to eliminate those inconsistencies within the
testing scale so that schools could ensure that a student performing well in middle school wouldn't suddenly be labeled as
failing.

“We have to begin to build the bridge from where we are to where we need to be and where our students need to be,” he said.

Board members said it seemed that the standards were being lowered if more students passed the test. Sally Bradshaw said it
seemed that “smoothing” the cut score transition was a disservice.

“You want them all to be able to read. I guess that's my point,” she said.

Sam Whitten said the new scores will ensure students enter college prepared.

“Why aren't they college-ready? We didn't make them,” he said. “Now we will.”

Mary Laura Bragg of the Foundation for Excellence in Education said she believes that lowering the cut score will cause an
increase in the number of students who need remediation once they enter college.

“They have to pay tuition for remediation courses that their diploma says they should not need,” she said.

Ryan West of the Florida Chamber of Commerce said he felt like the reading cut score should have been higher as well.

Commissioner Gerard Robinson revised the proposed cut scores to ensure that only 10 percent of students in each grade would
make the highest score of a 5. His office is still considering what reading scores should be necessary for eighth through 10th
grade.

The Board of Education will vote on the proposed changes in December, which would take effect for this school year's testing
cycle.
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Louisiana Gov. Bobby Jindal stays out of key education board race
Associated Press
By: Staff
November 14, 2011
http://www.nola.com/education/index.ssf/2011/11/gov_bobby_jindal_stays_out_of.html
Amid the well-recognized names sprinkled among the campaign finance reports of a candidate for a New Orleans-based seat on
the state education board, one is conspicuously absent: Bobby Jindal.
Louisiana's governor hasn't made an endorsement in the runoff between incumbent Louella Givens and challenger Kira Orange
Jones, nor has he made a campaign contribution to either candidate. He also has stayed out of a race in the Baton Rouge area,
where newcomers Jimmy Guillory and Carolyn Hill hope to replace incumbent Linda Johnson, who didn't run again.
"Nobody in those races has sought the governor's endorsement," Jindal spokesman Kyle Plotkin said in an email.
There are runoffs in three Board of Elementary and Secondary Education races on Nov. 19. Jindal has endorsed, and his
campaign fund has donated money, in only one. It pits incumbent Chas Roemer, who has supported Jindal initiatives and has
his backing, against challenger Donald Songy.
But it's the New Orleans race that's drawn the most attention. Jones' high-profile donors include New Orleans Saints owner Tom
Benson, author Walter Isaacson and New York Mayor Michael Bloomberg.
Givens is a longtime incumbent and a frequent critic of Jindal-backed policy.
Jones, head of the New Orleans Teach for America office, would seem a likely candidate for Jindal's support. However, the New
Orleans area district, with a heavy African-American and Democratic base, is one of the few areas of Louisiana where Jindal's



backing might not help.
It might even be a hindrance, said Clancy Dubos, longtime political journalist and publisher of Gambit, a New Orleans weekly
newspaper that has endorsed Jones.
"I think he would like very much for her to win, but I think he can't really help her in that race," Dubos said. "Rather than give her
opponent something, a sword to use against her, he's staying out."
Without Jindal's help, Jones is doing well in terms of financial support.

(Back to top)

 
 


