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NATIONAL NEWS
House Panel Gives Partisan Approval to ESEA Bills
Education Week
By: Alyson Klein
February 28, 2012
http://blogs.edweek.org/edweek/campaign-k-12/2012/02/_democrats_offered_just_two.html

On a partisan vote, the House Education and the Workforce Committee today gave its stamp of approval to GOP-backed
legislation reauthorizing portions of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act.

A pair of bills, both of which were introduced by U.S. Rep. John Kline, R-Minn., the chairman of the committee, would scale
back the federal role in education and give states much more running room when it comes to K-12 policy, a 180-degree pivot
from the current version of the law, the decade-old No Child Left Behind Act. The measures passed on a party-line vote of 23-16.

Debate around the measures at today's committee markup was predictably partisan.
Rep. George Miller, the top Democrat on the committee, said the legislation "turn[s] its back on the civil rights promises of this
nation: that every child deserves a fair shot at success, no matter what their background."

Not surprisingly, Kline sees it differently. He said the legislation "untie[s] the hands of state and local leaders who are clamoring
for the opportunity to change the status quo and revive innovation in our classrooms."

Also on a party-line vote, the committee accepted an amendment from Rep. Todd Rokita, R-Ind., which would seek to reduce
the number of staff employees at the U.S. Department of Education.

But another amendment that rural school advocates have been pushing for ages went down to defeat. The provision, introduced
by Rep. Glenn Thompson, R-Pa., would have totally revamped the Title I funding formula, which distributes money for
disadvantaged students.

Right now, the formula favors high-population areas (like Montgomery Country, Md., one of the richest counties in the country)
over smaller, rural schools (like those in Thompson's western Pennsylvania district). The change would have been phased in over
four years. Background here.

Thompson argued that such a change would be just pure fairness. But Miller argued that the provision wouldn't be fair to the
school districts that would lose out under the deal, since there wouldn't be any extra Title I money to offset their loss. The
amendment failed on a vote of 22-16, despite Kline's support.

Funding-formula fights, which are more likely to divide on geographical lines than on partisan ones, can throw a monkey wrench
into ESEA renewal, slowing down a bill for a long time. But given the partisan division in Congress, lawmakers probably have
plenty of time to sort out the funding formula issue.



Democrats introduced two amendments, which would have replaced the accountability bill with their own version, authored by
Miller. It would have required states to set their own achievement targets and expanded accountability for English-language
learners and students in special education, among other provisions. Not surprisingly, the amendment was defeated, on a party-
line vote.

Miller also put forth an amendment that would have essentially replaced Kline's teacher bill with his own ideas. The measure had
language requiring districts and states to craft teacher evaluation systems. It also would have included funding for programs
such as prekindergarten, American History, and the arts. That also went down on a party-line vote.

Rep. Judy Biggert, R-Ohio, introduced and then withdrew an amendment that would have made teacher evaluation an option, not
a mandate. For those keeping score, Rep. Todd Platts, R-Pa., was with her on this.

The big question going forward is: What happens next?

Maybe floor action, although some advocates are skeptical. Kline said in an interview after the markup that he's already spoken
to Rep. Eric Cantor, R-Va., the House leader, about getting the bill on the floor.

"We've gotta keep the process moving forward," he said.

The Senate education committee has already approved its own bill to reauthorize the Elementary and Secondary Education Act.
But the measure's sponsor, U.S. Sen. Tom Harkin, D-Iowa, has said he's not going to move that legislation to the floor until the
U.S. House of Representatives passes a bipartisan ESEA renewal bill. (He didn't say, though, just how much Democratic
support would count as "bipartisan".) In fact, Harkin put out a statement right after the vote saying that he's sorry it was a GOP-
only affair.

"There's no doubt that achieving bipartisan consensus on a critical and complex issue like education reform is difficult," Harkin
said. "But it is not impossible - we've been able to achieve it for decades on education, and even in this partisan environment we
achieved it just last fall in the [Senate education] Committee."

The two top Republicans on the Senate education committee, Sens. Michael B. Enzi, of Wyoming, and Lamar Alexander, of
Tennessee, were in favor of the Senate bill. But most GOP lawmakers on the panel voted no.

And if today's markup is any indication, getting any Democrats to go along with the House bills could be a very tall order.

Plus, there are GOP lawmakers on the committee who seem to want to go much farther. Rokita introduced, then withdrew, an
amendment that basically would allow states to opt out federal funding for education and give the money back to taxpayers

Still, there are GOP lawmakers on the committee who seem to want to go much farther. Rokita introduced, then withdrew, an
amendment that basically would allow states to opt out federal funding for education and give the money back to taxpayers.

And, in an interview, Rep. Trey Gowdy, R-S.C., said that, if he had his way, the Education Department would be reduced to just
one staff person who would distribute best-practices information to states. K-12 policy just isn't a federal issue, he said.

Background on the bills: The committee is actually considering two separate pieces of legislation, one aimed at accountability,
and the other at teacher quality. The accountability bill, called the Student Success Act, would dismantle adequate yearly
progress, or AYP, the controversial, signature yardstick at the heart of the NCLB law, and allow states to craft their own
accountability systems. It would no longer require states to test students in science. And it would scrap the School
Improvement Grant program, which offers resources to states to turn around their lowest-performing schools.

The teacher bill would require states and districts to craft teacher evaluation systems. And it would get rid of many targeted
federal programs, such as the 21st Century Community Learning Center program, which covers after-school activities, in favor of
block grants to states and districts.

For a breakdown on the differences between these bills, the version approved by the Senate education committee, and
provisions of the Obama administration's waivers under the NCLB law , check out the handy chart with this story.

The markup is taking place the very same day that nearly 30 states are set to apply for wiggle room under the administration's
waiver plan. For now, that seems to be where the action is, not with Congress, where lawmakers can't seem to get much done
on any issue, not just on education.

Who supports the legislation? The American Association of School Administrators and the National School Board Association
have both officially endorsed the bills. AASA love letter here, NSBA fan mail here.

Who is opposed? The tri-caucus, a group of powerful House lawmakers representing districts with lots of black, Hispanic, and
Asian students, who say the bills are a big step back on accountability, particularly for subgroups of students, such as racial
minorities and English-learners.

Thirty-eight business and civil rights groups, including the U.S. Chamber of Commerce, the National Council of La Raza, and the
Education Trust, share those concerns. Disability rights groups including the National Center for Learning Disabilities and the



Council for Exceptional Children are also in the "against" team. Teachers' unions don't have much love for the bill either.

Who is not fully on board or fully against? A number of groups fall into this camp of folks who want to see reauthorization happen
and like some aspects of the bills, but have concerns about others. The Council of Chief State School Officers is on the list.

So is the National Association of Secondary School Principals. Its members like provisions such as the legislation's move to
scrap AYP, but are upset about others, such as the lack of a comprehensive literacy program.

(Back to top)

STATE NEWS
A new era: Florida schools face toughest standards ever
Orlando Sentinel
By: Leslie Postal
February 28, 2012
http://www.orlandosentinel.com/features/education/os-school-grades-florida-20120228,0,7275788.story

Florida's public schools face a tougher grading formula this year — and the prospect of a less-than-stellar report card.

But the revamped A-to-F school-grading plan approved by the State Board of Education on Tuesday deleted or delayed a few
parts of the proposal that school administrators had found most troublesome. That included an "F trigger" that would have meant
an automatic F for schools with a lot of struggling readers.

"I feel that they listened," said Orange Superintendent Ron Blocker. "There's some good that came out of it, but we are going to
have to get used to school grades dropping."

The complicated changes are still expected to lower school grades this year, though perhaps not by as much as first feared.
Simulations based on the initial proposal, for example, showed the percentage of D and F schools statewide increasing to 21
percent, up from 6 percent in 2011.

Education Commissioner Gerard Robinson recommended some changes after reading the hundreds of emails sent to him. But
he said he still supports tougher standards that push schools to expect more of students.

"I don't think any one of us believes this is easy work," he added.

The board, meeting in Tallahassee, decided it would pull together a task force to recommend how to carry out sections of the
formula that deal with the performance of students with disabilities and of students still learning English.

Many of the emails that state educators received came from people worried about the impact on those two groups of students.

After hearing testimony from more than a dozen speakers, the board also said it would use any recommendations from the new
task force in its continuing negotiations with theU.S. Department of Education.

The federal department demanded some of the grading rule changes if Florida wanted a waiver from the federal No Child Left
Behind law.

Florida, eager to be free of some of the constraints of the federal law, received a waiver earlier this month. To keep it past July,
however, it must alter its school-accountability system to the satisfaction of federal education leaders.

Board Chairman Kathleen Shanahan called the testimony "incredibly helpful and insightful" but also said Florida needed the
waiver because having two accountability systems — Florida's school grades and the federal law's rules — led to "total
confusion in the marketplace."

A key federal requirement for the waiver was that Florida count the academic performance of students with disabilities and
students still learning English in its school-grading formula in all the same ways that nondisabled, native English speakers are
counted. Currently, those groups of students count if they improve on state tests, but are not expected to score at grade level on
the Florida Comprehensive Assessment Test, as most students are.

Parents and educators said demanding grade-level performance could make those students undesirable to their schools
because they typically struggle on FCAT and their low scores could hurt their schools' grades.

Students learning English for just one year rarely score well on FCAT reading, saidMiami-Dade CountySuperintendent Alberto
Carvalho.

"That does not mean that good instruction isn't happening in that building or that students are all failures," he said.

Carrie Glassman, an Orange County parent and teacher, wrote the board with similar worries about her son, who has autism and
might not have the potential to score well on FCAT.



"I would hate to see that count against his school," Glassman wrote. "I fear that if teachers and schools are held accountable for
things that are not within their control, they will be less willing to educate our special needs children."

But a top federal official, in a letter sent to Florida on Monday, said including all students in all parts of the grading system was
a "fundamental requirement."

The federal department doesn't want students excluded from parts of the grading formula because that makes no one
responsible for what they learn. Some parents agreed and urged the board to approve the plan as presented.

The federal department also insisted Florida now use its way of calculating graduation rates in its grading formula. That method
is stricter than what Florida had been using, so it could lower high-school grades. When the 2011 graduation rate was
recalculated using the new federal method, it dropped from 80.1 percent to 70.6 percent.

Other grading changes came about from state laws.

"It's almost cataclysmic how much is coming together at one time," Okaloosa County Superintendent Alexis Tibbetts told the
board.

(Back to top)

Iowa Governor Branstad to lawmakers: Be bold on education reform
Sioux City Journal
By: James Q. Lynch
February 28, 2012
http://siouxcityjournal.com/news/state-and-regional/iowa/branstad-to-lawmakers-be-bold-on-education-reform/article_c4ca48b2-
59b6-587a-9484-86b55584d681.html

DES MOINES - Be bold, Gov. Terry Branstad urged state legislators who, he said, "are watering down our aggressive education
reform."

"It's not fair to our kids to be timid," Branstad said Feb. 28. "We should not be afraid to be bold and do good things that are
going to dramatically improve education."

He called House Education Committee action, including cutting 75 pages from his 156-page education reform package, a
mistake, but said he's hopeful when lawmakers vote "they will pass a bold education reform agenda."

However, Senate Majority Leader Mike Gronstal, D-Council Bluffs, said Branstad is "the guy who was pretty timid." The
Branstad plans cut funding for class-size reduction and staff development. "That's a mistake."

Rep. Josh Byrnes, R-Osage, called the changes the Education Committee made part of lawmakers' due diligence.

"I don't think that we watered it down," said Byrnes, who voted against Branstad's plan in committee. "I think the Legislature has
to be responsible and think this thing through.

Committee members, including teachers and former teachers, come at education reform from a different perspective than the
governor.

"That's what you have to have - people who have been in the trenches taking a look at this, not just people up above taking a
look at this," he said.

Branstad, who returned Monday from the National Governor's Association winter meeting, which included a meeting with
President Obama, said at his weekly news conference he agrees with one of those people up above - President Obama - who is
calling for education reform.

"The president pointed out we've slipped as a nation," he said. "We're not competing effectively for the really great jobs for the
future if we don't have good education. We need to make sure we are preparing our students for those jobs and that we have
demanding and rigorous standards, that we have effective assessments aligned with it and we have a good evaluation system
and that we are measuring how well our teachers are doing and making adjustments and changes there."

"We put together a bold, comprehensive reform package and we're appreciative that significant portions have emerged from
committees," Branstad said. As for the significant portions that have been deleted, "I think it is a mistake not to be bold and
pass significant reforms this year."

Being bold isn't enough, added Rep. Sharon Steckman, D-Mason City.

"I think we sat down and looked at it as a joint committee and found lots of issues that have been brought up years and years
ago that proven not to work," she said. For example, Steckman and other Democrats on the Education Committee objected to
ending promotion of third graders not reading at grade level.

"What we were looking at were some forward-looking measures like competency-based learning," she said.



"If you're going to be bold, you have to consider research-based results," Steckman said. "You can't be bold and just try
something you think might work."

Although he agreed the governor's plan has been watered down, House Education Committee Chairman Greg Forristall, R-
Macedonia said Branstad has to understand the version of his plan that came out of committee on a 12-11 vote reflects current
political reality.

"That indicates how difficult it was to put together the votes necessary," he said.

Education reform is too important to get caught up in the politics of the session, Branstad said.

"Iowa has waited way too long while other states have passed bold and significant initiatives," he said. "We haven't and we're
paying a price for that."

(Back to top)

Florida board reverses denial of 3 school charters
Associated Press
By: Staff
February 28, 2012
http://hosted.ap.org/dynamic/stories/F/FL_CHARTER_SCHOOLS_FLOL-?
SITE=FLTAM&SECTION=STATE&TEMPLATE=DEFAULT&CTIME=2012-02-28-18-22-09
 
The Florida State Board of Education has reversed the denial of charters for one regular and two virtual schools.

Charter schools receive taxpayer money but are operated by entities other than school boards.

Both virtual charter schools approved Tuesday will be run by private companies.

School boards in Seminole and Duval counties rejected the virtual charters. Their decisions were affirmed by the state's Charter
School Appeal Commission.

In reversing those rulings, board members said virtual schools should not be required to meet standards for "brick and mortar"
schools.

Education Commissioner Gerard Robinson said he would submit a proposed rule on virtual schools as soon as possible.

Virtual charters were authorized by a law enacted last year.

The board also reversed the Orange County School Board's denial of a regular charter.

(Back to top)

Wisconsin: New Milwaukee Choice Results
Education Next
By: Jay P. Greene
February 28, 2012
http://educationnext.org/new-milwaukee-choice-results/

My colleague at the University of Arkansas, Patrick Wolf, along with John Witte at the University of Wisconsin and a team of
researchers have released their final round of reports on the Milwaukee school choice program. You can read the press release
here and find the full set of reports here.

They find that access to a private school with a voucher in Milwaukee significantly increases the probability that students will
graduate from high school:

“Our clearest positive finding is that the Choice Program boosts the rates at which students graduate from high school, enroll in
a four-year college, and persist in college,” said John Witte, professor of political science and public affairs at the University of
Wisconsin-Madison. ”Since educational attainment is linked to positive life outcomes such as higher lifetime earnings and lower
rates of incarceration, this is a very encouraging result of the program.”

They also find that “when similar students in the voucher program and in Milwaukee Public Schools were compared, the
achievement growth of students in the voucher program was higher in reading but similar in math.” Unfortunately, the testing
conditions changed during the study because the private school testing went from being low stakes to high stakes, making it
difficult to draw strong conclusions about the effects of the program on test scores.



In addition, it should be remembered that the design of the Milwaukee study is a matched comparison, which is less rigorous
than random-assignment. The more convincing random-assignment analyses are significant and positive in 9 of the 10 that have
been conducted, with the tenth having null effects. You can find a summary and links to all of them here.

Perhaps the most interesting part of the new Milwaukee results is the report on special education rates in the choice program.
As it turns out, Wisconsin’s Department of Public Instruction grossly under-stated the percentage of students in the choice
program who have disabilities. Some reporters and policymakers act as if the Department of Public Instruction’s reports are
reliable and insightful because they are a government agency, while the reports of university professors are distorted and
misleading. Read this report on special education rates and I think you’ll learn a lot about how politically biased government
agencies like the Department of Public Instruction can be.

-Jay Greene

(Back to top)

Plan would tweak Louisiana schools’ letter grade evaluations
Baton Rouge Advocate
By: Will Sentell
February 29, 2012
http://theadvocate.com/home/2187800-125/plan-would-tweak-la.-schools

State education leaders said Tuesday that letter grades for public schools, which have sparked controversy for months, can be
overhauled without scrapping the current rigor that is supposed to improve student performance.

The new plan to rate Louisiana’s roughly 1,300 public schools is contained in a waiver request that the state is seeking from the
U.S. Department of Education.

The proposal, which was filed on Monday, is supposed to lift what critics call burdensome parts of a 2001 federal law called the
No Child Left Behind Act.

But it would also revamp a public school grading system that was approved just 14 months ago, and which caused controversy
last year when 44 percent of public schools were given a “D” or an “F” from the state.

“It is sort of a recalibration,” said Penny Dastugue, president of the state Board of Elementary and Secondary Education, which
approved the grading plan in December 2010.

Dastugue said the new review system would not make it easier for schools to get an “A” or avoid getting an “F.”

State Superintendent of Education John White agreed.

“The measures are more rigorous,” White said of how public school grades would be calculated.

The annual grades are linked to what the state calls school performance scores, which are based mostly on how students fare
on key tests.

Gov. Bobby Jindal has made the initial grade results a key part of his call for sweeping changes in public schools during the
2012 legislative session, which begins on March 12.

Making the results understandable to parents and students has been a recurring problem.

Under current rules, schools have to achieve scores of at least 120 for an “A” and, starting this year, would get an “F” for scores
under 75.

But the top score is 200, which causes problems.

“This scale is not intuitive to parents or educators and therefore complicates the accountability system,” the state’s request to
federal officials says.

“Far too many parents have incorrectly assumed throughout the years that their child’s school was performing satisfactorily
based on a 100-point scale, not realizing that the school’s performance was in fact based on a 200-point scale,” it says.

Under the proposed change, schools could achieve an “A” with a score of 100 or more out of a top score of 150.

The rest of the breakdown would be:

B, 85-99.9.
C, 70-84.9
D, 50-69.9
F, 0-49.9



Dastugue, who backed the plan approved in 2010, said Tuesday that, even with the new way to measure school performance,
the rigor will be similar to what the state already uses.

“What they are saying to me is that the benchmarks would be the same,” she said of state education officials.

Chas Roemer, a board member who played a key role in crafting the current grading system, said he is satisfied with the
proposed new way to rate schools.

Roemer said he would not have gone along with a change that lowered the bar for rating school performance.

Michael Faulk, president of the Louisiana Association of School Superintendents, said he does not expect any major change in
school grades if the change wins approval.

Officials of the state Department of Education also disputed concerns that the proposed components that determine the grades
would artificially inflate public school performance.

Toughening some of the rules for how students fare on LEAP and iLEAP, adding ACT results to the mix — a test of college
readiness — and strengthening some of the requirements on the impact of college credit tests will add rigor to school
performance scores, they said.

The change would also remove the plus and minus signs added to school grades.

Schools now get a plus if they meet their annual state growth target. They get a minus if their scores drop.

Under the proposal, schools would be labeled “top gains” if they meet growth targets or “declining” if their scores dropped even a
tenth of one point.

White said that switch is needed because, under today’s system, a school can get a “B plus” with a lower school performance
score than one that receives a “B minus.”

State officials expect to hear from federal officials later this year on whether the waiver request will be approved.

(Back to top)

CHIEFS FOR CHANGE IN THE NEWS
Rode Island Commissioner Gist Setting Lofty Goals for Rhode Island
Students and Teachers
Rhode Island Patch
By: Russell Waterman
February 28, 2012
http://coventry.patch.com/articles/gist-setting-lofty-goals-for-rhode-island-students-and-teachers
Education Commissioner wants state to excel in public education.

RI Education Commissioner Deborah A. Gist spent nearly two hours discussing a wide array of educational issues affecting
students, teachers and parents of children from grades K-12 in the Media Center at Alan Shawn Feinstein Middle School on
Monday night.

At a session called, ‘How’s School? A Parent Forum’, Gist spoke before an audience of 35 parents, educators, Coventry School
Committee members and other citizens. She was introduced by Pam O’Brien, Coventry PTA Council President and Rhode
Island PTA President-Elect, on behalf of the RI PTA, a co-sponsor of the event open to the public and media.

“We are all here tonight to share a common goal,” Gist began. “We have a shared commitment to education for the love of our
children with a connection to the community. The partnership between parents and schools is critically important and is a
shared responsibility.”

“A good learning experience often starts at home," she went on to say. “Parents have to foster a love of learning and show how
much fun it is to learn.”

In the open discussion, three educators said they were “excited” about the Common Core State Standards (CCSS) for Math and
English/Language Arts being instituted in their schools, part of a state mandate. The state also joined PARCC, or Partnership
for Assessment of Readiness for College and Careers, in 2010 which will help the state assess the progress and growth of all
students.

“Our goal is to have every child graduate and be ready for success in college, the military, technical trades and in the work
world,” Gist said. Members of the class of 2014 will be the first senior high school class in each public school throughout RI to
be tested to see if they meet CCSS requirements.

“They will have to be at least partially proficient in Reading and Math and that is a minimum expectation,” Gist said. “That will



help them get into community college and get a reasonable job. But we want students to do better than that.”

Gist emphasized children at every learning level and in any community have the ability to succeed. “All children can achieve at
high levels. All children, even in high poverty areas, can learn with the correct support," she said.

“The No Child Left Behind Act ensured all students were reaching a minimum bar, but it didn’t measure student growth. Now we
want every student to excel to their greatest ability.”

Evaluation and testing of students can be overdone, she noted. “There have been schools that have made dramatic gains and
none of them practiced just taking tests. At these schools there was great instruction with amazing teachers engaging students
in meaningful ways. And parents are also engaged in schools that work. There is misplaced emphasis sometimes on
assessments,” Gist admitted.

“Learning is more than making assessments. That’s just one way of measuring growth. It’s also about students acquiring skills,
knowledge information and abilities.” With other states also having to establish CCSS requirements in the next few years, "we
will now have the same expectations as every other state in the country,” Gist said.

"So we can compare results with communities and schools of similar sizes. We will now have a shared language across states
about content and thinking and applying that knowledge to the curriculum.”

Coventry School Committee member, Judith Liner asked if Rhode Island could follow other high schools who allow older
students to start school later since many brain study results indicate they achieve better later in the morning.

“We should leave that decision to each local community because they have to decide how it could impact jobs and sports and
other after-school activities,” Gist answered.

When asked if kindergarten should be extended full-day for all students, Gist said it should not be mandatory in every
community, but added: “Many studies have shown it (full-day classes) is effective and saves on transportation and on other
costs down the line.”

The commissioner said there should be “dramatic rethinking how schools are set up. We must look at how we can set up a
different school day and use different models for learning.”

"Professional development is another essential key,” she said. “We have trained over 4,000 educators thus far, referring to the
CCSS being implemented. “We want to promote a culture of continual improvement and professional growth. There is power in
the feedback of professionals.”

Gist indicated virtual learning will likely play a bigger part in teaching with online courses. “Technology is changing so rapidly,”
she said. “The governor’s budget has included investing in wireless technology and access to routers and servers.”

One parent said he could not understand what was being taught to his second-grade child. “We are setting up sessions to have
teachers show the parents how to teach the kids,” said one Hopkins Hill School parent.

One educator in the audience said “the days of social promotion are gone” but worried about her child and others being “stuck in
educational purgatory” if a student meets or exceeds standards ahead of their peers. “Some might be reading at seven words
per minute and others at 180 words per minute. They get bored and lazy.”

“Don’t lump students into any one category,” said Gist. “Many gifted and special needs students have a lot in common. It is
important to challenge them with a wide range of materials and that can be done in a classroom. We are developing more
support for teachers on how to extend learning for students. We want every person involved in education to ask questions,” she
explained.

“Parents should ask children their children every day: ‘How’s school? ‘ We should ask every teacher, ‘How can we help you?’
And we should ask our elected officials: ‘How’s school?’”

Within a few years, the commissioner hopes the process of setting and meeting higher standards in education for teachers and
students will make a profound impact.

“I would like to have a sign along Rt. 95 that says: Welcome to Rhode Island, Home of America’s Best Public Schools,” she
said. “Society sometimes sends a message that it is not good to go to school,” Gist lamented “On a talk show the other day
they talked about students moaning and whining about coming back from vacation. We must change that with a stronger
climate of belief to show the power and importance of education.”

For more information about the CCSS and other educational issues, go to www.ride.ri.gov.

(Back to top)


