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NATIONAL NEWS
Santorum Would 'Eliminate' No Child Left Behind Act
Education Week
By: Michele McNeil 
February 22, 2012
http://blogs.edweek.org/edweek/campaign-k-12/2012/02/rick_santorum_is_still_regrett.html
 
UPDATED
Rick Santorum is still regretting his vote in favor of the No Child Left Behind Act.

In tonight's CNN debate in Arizona—which hosts a primary, along with Michigan, on Tuesday—the former Pennsylvania senator
was hammered again for voting for NCLB in 2001. He's neck-and-neck with former Massachusetts Gov. Mitt Romney, who also
charged Santorum with a fiscal conservative foul: voting to expand funding for the U.S. Department of Education.

 
Santorum, who reiterated that he regretted voting for NCLB, said that law has led to increased federal education spending. And,
indeed, according to the New America Foundation, spending on federal Title I (one of the big federal education programs) has
grown 88 percent, or $7.7 billion, since 2001. Santorum later said NCLB created a "testing regime."
U.S. Rep. Ron Paul piled on. He has a new television ad out in Michigan calling Santorum a "fake." Paul was asked during the
debate to defend that ad. On his list of evidence of Santorum's purported fakery, Paul noted that Santorum voted in favor of
NCLB in Congress and "now he's running in an effort to get rid of it."
 
In the debate, Santorum said he would "eliminate" NCLB (which I guess would mean eliminating the entire law authorizing
important federal duties in elementary and secondary education?) and cut federal education funding, returning the money to the
states. Most people, on both sides of the aisle, agree that NCLB needs a major overhaul, not to mention that the law is overdue
for congressional reauthorization.
 
While Santorum, who home-schools his children and has recently called "government-run" schools "anachronistic" and "factory"
bureaucracies, does seem to acknowledge a role in education for the federal government—namely protecting civil rights and
special education. That's at least according to his campaign website.

"The federal government's role is limited to areas such as supporting civil rights protections such as IDEA in a common sense
fashion, enabling essential research, and promoting equality of opportunity where needed," his website says.

One of the last questions of the debate sparked a more general discussion about the candidates' positions on the federal role in
education. Although the four were asked specifically about their views of NCLB, they didn't really address what they would do
with the law.

Santorum elaborated that not only does he not want the federal government really involved in schools, but he said that "state
government should get out of the state education business" as well. (This Politics K-12 blogger is no constitutional scholar, but



don't state constitutions explicitly make schools a state responsibility?) Anyway...Santorum said he was for "customizing
education," "parental control," and "local" control.

Romney touted his education record as Massachusetts' governor, including enforcing his state's graduation exit exam,
expanding school choice, and giving teachers more "opportunity for advancement." As for NCLB, he used that as an opportunity
to take a shot at "federal" teachers' unions, who "don't want school choice," he said. "We have to stand up to the federal
teachers' unions and put the kids first and the unions behind."

Former House Speaker Newt Gingrich, who once pledged to work with the Obama administration to reauthorize NCLB and even
toured with U.S. Education Secretary Arne Duncan to promote education reform ideas, said the federal role in education should
involve "nothing but research." He echoed Santorum's call to return power over schools to local communities, and parents—while
at the same time decrying the state of education in Los
 
Angeles as "almost criminal" (he was particularly blaming the teachers' unions for that one). He also criticized schools of
education for emphasizing pedagogy over content, and in general, doesn't like the idea of Carnegie units, state standards, and
"bureaucratizing" the teaching profession. He instead likened the profession to that of being a missionary.

 

Meanwhile, Paul predictably said the feds have no business whatsoever in education.

With all this talk about returning power of schools to local communities, and parents, are these candidates advocating states
give up spending tens of billions of dollars every year on K-12?

(Back to top)

Republicans for Education Reform
Education Next
By: Michael Petrilli 
February 22, 2012
http://educationnext.org/republicans-for-education-reform-2/
This post originally appeared on National Review Online and is adapted from an Education Next article.
 
The “Race to the Top” education initiative is one of President Obama’s most vaunted domestic-policy successes. The name
itself connotes progress, forward movement, even competition. And there’s plenty of substance for the president to brag about:
Forty-six states and the District of Columbia signed on to rigorous common standards; dozens of states got serious about
teacher evaluations; key jurisdictions removed caps on charter-school expansion. This is what New Yorker contributor Steven
Brill called “a sweeping overhaul” of the system.
 
With the Department of Education proposing a new $5 billion Race to the Top–style competitive grant program aimed at teacher
policy, however, it’s worth taking a closer look at Race to the Top’s results. When you do, the scorecard changes considerably.
 
Ponder: Did the 2009–10 period, in which states were competing for Race to the Top funds, see the most reforms ever enacted?
No. That distinction belongs to 2011, after the 2010 midterm elections swept historic Republican majorities into office in state
after state.
 
Start with teacher evaluations . In 2009, no state specified ineffectiveness as grounds for the dismissal of a teacher (incredible
but true!). By 2010—in part because of Race to the Top—four states did (Colorado, New York, Oklahoma, and Rhode Island).
But in 2011—after the main Race to the Top competition was long past—eleven states joined the club (Delaware, Florida,
Hawaii, Illinois, Indiana, Massachusetts, Michigan, Nevada, Tennessee, Virginia, and Wyoming).
 
Or take “last in, first out” policies—i.e., basing layoffs on seniority rather than effectiveness. In 2009, only Arizona prohibited
school districts from basing teacher layoffs on seniority. Colorado and Oklahoma followed suit in 2010. And then, in 2011, the
issue really took off, with seven more states jumping on board, most of them Republican strongholds: Florida,
 
Idaho, Indiana, Michigan, Nevada, Tennessee, and Utah.
And of course, 2011 was also the “year of school choice,” with seven states enacting new voucher or tax-credit programs
(Arizona, Colorado, Indiana, North Carolina, Ohio, Oklahoma, and Wisconsin)—versus just two each in 2009 and 2010.
 
Race to the Top wasn’t meant just to catalyze legislative changes. Winning states made bold promises about implementing the
reforms they’d enacted, and Obama and his education secretary, Arne Duncan, issued stern statements about their intention to
pull dollars away from jurisdictions that fell short. How has that effort fared?
 
In short: not so well. Eleven states and the District of Columbia won first-round grants of up to $700 million from the $4 billion
Race to the Top pot in 2010, promising to deliver a range of ambitious programs and results. A little more than a year later, every
one of those grantees has amended its plans at least once, with the Department of Education approving a grand total of 47
amendments to date. Maryland asked for another year to finish its teacher-evaluation system, while North Carolina opted for a
more modest teacher-retention bonus program. Time and again goals have been lowered and timelines extended. When in late



2011, in response to Hawaii’s stalling, Duncan finally threatened to cut off the Aloha State’s funding, it marked a sharp and
belated shift from the dozens of accommodating letters of approval his department had sent to states wavering on their
commitments.
 
Scaled-back ambitions are only half the problem: Many states seem to have barely started putting their plans in motion. As of
May 2011, a year after the first Race to the Top awards, just over $80 million of the $4 billion in funding had actually been spent.
While it’s at least reassuring that states haven’t been burning through the money, the urgency of the “Race” petered out once
the awards were made. With the latest round of grants awarded with little fanfare, the Obama administration’s signature effort is
losing steam.
 
So the Race to the Top was good for education reform. But the 2010 election, it turns out, was much, much better.

(Back to top)

STATE NEWS
Iowa schools: Evaluating our educators
Des Moines Register
By: Mary Stegmeir
February 23, 2012
http://www.desmoinesregister.com/article/20120223/NEWS/302230048/1004/NEWS02/Iowa-schools-Evaluating-our-educators
 
Teachers say yearly reviews would give them feedback that's 'more, not better'
 

Teachers in Iowa’s public schools will likely face some form of annual evaluation under legislation being discussed by state
lawmakers, but educators say they are hesitant to endorse the proposal because of the increased time and paperwork involved.

Currently, the laborious documentation now mandated by the state — plus classroom observations and one-on-one conferences
with teachers — can take principals up to 16 hours to complete for each teacher.

And while the Legislature is expected to consider a streamlined version of the system in 2013, there are no guarantees it will be
approved. Currently, most teachers are evaluated once every three years. As the law now stands, requiring annual performance
reviews would triple the time most administrators spend on the task.

“I think the questions that most of us have about annual evaluations revolve around time — we want to make sure that whatever
we do, it’s time well spent,” said Beth Thornton, principal at West Des Moines’ Western Hills Elementary School.

Thornton oversees 50 teachers, and worries that conducting annual evaluations will hamstring her ability to attend to other
important work, including student issues and school improvement initiatives.

The proposal for annual teacher evaluations is part of Iowa Gov. Terry Branstad’s reform efforts to ensure that all students are
taught by highly qualified educators. Branstad wants to improve Iowa students’ academic performance, and part of the way to do
that is by bolstering teacher quality, he has said.

Currently, all educators are measured against the state’s eight teaching standards, as well as 43 different subcategories related
to those standards.

Sixty-one percent of respondents in an Iowa Poll released this week said that mandated yearly evaluations would make a major
difference in raising the quality of education in the state.

Principals and teachers say they support the concept of more feedback, but don’t look forward to the increased paperwork or
time it will take to complete.

Iowa Department of Education Director Jason Glass and others leading the state’s school reform efforts contend the issue boils
down to a debate over priorities.

Two dozen states and the District of Columbia already require annual evaluations, giving their educators the information and
impetus to improve, Glass said.

The faults of Iowa’s current evaluation process should not derail the push for consistent, yearly feedback, Glass said.

“Yes, we have to re-evaluate the evaluation system, but we also need to increase its frequency, and we need to do that this
year," Glass said. “It’s sort of a full court press on improving the way we gauge teacher performance."

More states enact annual evaluations



Federal grants and other incentives have spurred a growing number of schools to adopt annual evaluations in recent years.
Fifteen states required yearly teacher reviews in 2009. Today, they’re mandated in 24 states.

During the same time period, 33 states revised their educator evaluation policies.

“States universally are under pressure to adopt new systems of teacher evaluation that are more rigorous and that incorporate
some measure of student learning,” said Joan Herman, director of an education research group based at the University of
California, Los Angeles. “I think everyone is uniformly struggling with how to do that.”

A Tennessee policy put in place in the fall has principals racing to complete the up to six classroom observations required
annually for each teacher, according to media reports.

In New York City, teacher evaluation negotiations between the mayor and union representatives became so heated last week
that state Gov. Andrew Cuomo was called in to arbitrate.

Annual evaluations are already in place in the state, but arguments erupted at the city level regarding the role student
achievement will play in the process.

Those headaches and missteps weigh heavily on the minds of Iowa educators who face uncertainty over what the state’s new
evaluation process will entail.

In addition to mandated annual performance reviews, Branstad’s school reform bill would also create a state task force to revamp
Iowa’s teacher and administrator evaluation systems.

The group — which is a separate entity from the teacher pay task force announced last week —will develop an evaluation
system to be piloted in select districts in the 2012-13 school year.

The governor’s bill proposes that a new statewide teacher evaluation system be adopted by July 2014.

Glass said he expects the committee, which has yet to be convened, to reduce the written portion of the teacher evaluation
process.

Also included in the bill is a requirement that student achievement data be included in teacher performance reports.

“It’s hard to give blanket approval for a change when you don’t know what that change is, and when that change has yet to be
determined,” said state Rep. Cindy Winckler, a Davenport Democrat and former teacher.

Students benefit with better teachers

Charlotte Danielson, who 16 years ago created one of the field’s most respected teacher evaluation systems, believes all states
will require annual performance reviews within five years.

“The benefit for teachers is that it helps their teaching improve,” said Danielson, who runs an education consulting firm based in
New Jersey. “The benefit for students is that they have better teachers, and I don’t think that really needs a defense.”

A 2011 study examining Danielson’s method found that students in Chicago Public Schools showed the greatest test score
growth in classrooms where teachers received the highest rank on Danielson’s four-point evaluation scale. Similarly, students
showed the least growth on test scores in classrooms led by low-rated teachers.

The University of Chicago research report shows the value of setting teacher quality benchmarks, Danielson said. Annual
evaluations provide the feedback educators need to improve their teaching tactics, she said. In turn, that raises student scores.

“It seems like a no-brainer,” she said. “When teacher performance is high, kids learn more.”

State educators contend systems are already in place in Iowa to raise teacher quality.

Although veteran educators don’t receive official annual reviews, informal discussions about performance are ongoing. Many
districts, including Waukee and Ames, have also developed programs that encourage teachers to coach and critique each other.

“When people hear us say we don’t support the idea of annual evaluations, they think somehow that we’re opposed to
accountability, but that’s just not the case,” said Mary Jane Cobb, executive director of the Iowa State Education Association.
“Educators want to be accountable for their work. They just want good feedback.

“I’m afraid that this approach gives us more, but not better," she said.



But state school chief Glass said Iowa’s teacher evaluation and improvement initiatives have not done enough to spur change.

“I think that’s just a fantasy that’s been put out there to protect the status quo and not improve,” he said. “This is an area where
we have to dramatically improve.”

Necessary changes include replacing Iowa’s current evaluation systems with a more user-friendly, less text-heavy review
process, he said.

Branstad’s bill calls for a four-tier performance scale. Iowa teachers now are judged as either satisfactory or non-satisfactory,
with roughly 98 percent of the 12,431 Iowa teachers evaluated last year receiving positive reviews.

Conversely, more than 25 percent of eighth-grade students failed to meet proficiency requirements on the math portion of the
Iowa Tests of Basic Skills from 2009 to 2011.

Another 23 percent of eighth-graders didn’t meet state reading standards during that same time period.

High teacher ratings paired with sub-par student scores prompted Tennessee to update its evaluation system at the beginning of
the school year.

In addition to requiring multiple classroom observations, the standards used to judge teacher performance were also raised, said
Ted Murcray, an assistant principal at DuPont Tyler Middle School in Hermitage, Tenn.

“The fact is, if, as principals, we’re not about the task of improving education and evaluating teachers, then our priorities are
probably off,” he said. “We’re finding statewide here that (as principals) we’ve been focusing our time on the wrong things, and
that may very well be the case in Iowa, too.”

(Back to top)

Connecticut Governor Promotes Changes to Teacher-Tenure System
Education Week
By: Sean Cavanagh 
February 22, 2012
http://blogs.edweek.org/edweek/state_edwatch/2012/02/conn_governor_promotes_changes_to_teacher-tenure_system.html
 

Connecticut Gov. Dannel Malloy is just the latest state leader to propose big changes to his state's system for awarding
teachers tenure. And he's facing some tough questions along the way.

The governor, a Democrat who is calling for broad changes to Connecticut's education system, testified about his tenure
proposal before a legislative committee this week.

Malloy said his goal is not to disparage teachers—a charge levied recently at many governors and lawmakers around the
country—but to create a system in which teachers who clearly can't cut it are not allowed to remain in the classroom.

The goal of his proposal is to "transform the current rigid, red tape morass to a fair, performance-based system of evaluation,
certification and tenure," Malloy said in his testimony Feb. 21. "Taken together, they will ensure that we have a system in place
that justly rewards the many hardworking and dedicated public school teachers, while at the same time giving us the tools to
help the few that are falling behind."

Union representatives are wary of Malloy's teacher proposals.

"We run the risk of losing good teachers, of evaluation becoming a 'gotcha' practice, and we establishing a culture of fear, rather
than collaboration, in our schools," Phil Apruzzese, president of the Connecticut Education Association, told lawmakers. The
union is trying to work with lawmakers to shape any legislation that emerges, according to the organization.
Connecticut this month approved an overhaul of its system for evaluating teachers and principals, which, like models in many
states, ties educators' reviews in part to their ability to raise student achievement, as judged by student test scores and other
factors.

Malloy says his tenure proposal will complement that evaluation system. Currently, teachers can earn tenure after four years by
default, with service that is merely satisfactory, the governor says. He wants to give them the right to tenure after three to five
years, but only after they receive a series of "exemplary" evaluations.

He wants to change the probationary period for teacher from 90 days to a year, and allow teachers to be dimissed for
ineffectiveness, as defined by the state's new evaluation system, rather than just incomptence, according to a recent draft of his
plan.

In a speech earlier this month, Malloy said that debates over tenure and other education proposals have descended into



unnecessary polemics.

"I'm a Democrat," he said in a Feb. 8 budget address. "I've been told that I can't, or shouldn't, touch teacher tenure ... I hope
you've learned this: I do what I say I'm going to do, and I do what I think is right for Connecticut, irrespective of the political
consequences."

Yet Malloy also added: "Connecticut will not join the states trying to demonize and antagonize their way to better results, and
we won't get drawn into making a false choice between being pro-reform or pro-teacher. I've said this before and I'll say it again, I
am both. I'm pro-teacher, as long as that doesn't mean defending the status quo, and I'm pro-reform, as long as that isn't simply
an excuse to bash teachers."

(Back to top)

Michigan state schools superintendent tells local educators you have to
go along to get the money
Central Michigan Morning Sun
By: Linda Gittleman
February 22, 2012
http://www.themorningsun.com/articles/2012/02/22/news/doc4f457becdc8af340877335.txt?viewmode=fullstory

Ashley School Superintendent Tim Hughes said he is just trying to understand what the state wants

Hughes directed his comment to State Superintendent of Public Instruction Michael Flanagan who was in Ithaca Wednesday for
an informal meeting with local superintendents and members of the Gratiot-Isabella Regional Education Service District.

“I’m just trying to understand charter schools,” said the superintendent who oversees a district of about 310 students. “We’ve
heard consolidation, consolidation consolidation. Now let’s add more small schools?”

Flanagan said he believes the request for additional charter schools is “heartfelt” in order to give parents more options.

However, while he noted that the charter school in Highland Park has failed utterly , “others are doing the right thing.”

Still, he acknowledged the seeming inconsistency with charter schools and consolidation.

“But they don’t want consolidated districts, they want consolidated services,” he said.

A bigger concern of Flanagan’s however, is a proposed cyber program that would allow students to take on line classes through
some company or organization and not go to school.

Per pupil funding would be eliminated for that student in the district he or she would no longer attend.

“I’m totally unhappy with that cyber stuff,” he said.

He’s struggling now with the question of capping the on line courses offered and the number of students taking the courses,
along with the ways and means to do that.

Teacher evaluations – tied to funding – and student achievement, also tied to funding, were also discussed.

Flanagan said that disliking change and being defensive doesn’t help.

He said he was glad he was asked for his input on the achievement bonus. He and others in education can help design the plan.

If there are oppositions to the governor’s plans and the legislators, “you don’t get the money,” he said.

Teacher evaluations however, were a “big mistake,” he said, adding that the state’s legislature didn’t give them the tools to work
on this. In a few years, however, a better system will be in place.

“The Michigan Education Association has never tried a compromise,” he said. “All these others are the bad guys. How have you
(MEA) not been a player?”

However, he said he believed that teacher performance funding was “strictly MEA punishment time.”

It’s hard not to be defensive, he said.

“A lot of people hate me,” he said. “I represent public education. I won’t play the defensive game. But I won’t sugar coat it .”

Defensiveness doesn’t work, he said. “Unless you’re constructive you’ll be dismissed.”



His advice to the superintendents?

“Take (the money) and run,” he said. “Otherwise it looks like you’re afraid of performance evaluations. Don’t you want to know
how the students and your district are achieving?”

(Back to top)

New Mexico: Grade A—or F?
Santa Fe Reporter
By: Wren Abbott
February 23, 2012
http://www.sfreporter.com/santafe/article-6585-grade-a%E2%80%94or-f.html
 
New Mexico is free of No Child Left Behind, but is the state’s plan any better?

“Vague.” “Disjointed.” “Unlikely to improve student achievement.”

That’s how the US Department of Education described New Mexico’s education reform initiatives when it denied the state’s
request to opt out of the federal school rating system.

But five days later, the New Mexico Public Education Department got its waiver after all. 

New Mexico schools will no longer be rated based on a system created under No Child Left Behind, the federal law enacted by
former President George W Bush, which creates ever-advancing achievement standards for public elementary and secondary
school kids. On the one hand, the waiver PED just earned—which is good through the end of the 2013-2014 school year—is a
promising step. NCLB’s “Adequate Yearly Progress” evaluation system is widely acknowledged to be flawed, and it condemned
a whopping 87 percent of the state’s schools as “failing” last school year.

But critics say the A-F school grading system, which has been the cornerstone of Education Secretary-designate Hanna
Skandera’s education reform efforts, is just as flawed. New Mexico public school teachers and administrators—the same people
who had been demanding a new school grading system for years—worry that the A-F system will be only marginally effective
and say they’ve been left out of the process. The federally appointed peer panel that reviewed New Mexico’s waiver application
substantiated many of local educators’ concerns—and the US DOE initially rejected the application as a result. New Mexico
was the only one of 11 states that initially applied but didn’t make the cut. In 28 of 31 categories for which it rated New Mexico,
the panel unanimously judged the PED’s new initiatives to be inadequate.

The A-F system was transplanted to New Mexico from Florida, where Skandera originally had success implementing it. But New
Mexico Public Education Commissioner Jeff Carr tells SFR that Florida’s claims of improving achievement resulted from
excluding some children from testing and holding many back a grade, artificially creating the impression that achievement
improved.

New Mexico’s A-F system is supposed to be superior to the AYP scale partly because it measures improvement from year to
year, rather than providing a static snapshot of a school’s standing. But the system is so vague that it’s not clear what schools
need to do to improve: The panel notes that certain grades, such as “D/F,” sometimes signal the need for remediation at a
school, and other times, inexplicably, indicate it no longer needs remediation. When school superintendents from around the
state testified before the Senate Finance Committee about A-F during New Mexico’s 2012 legislative session, the system’s
vagueness was one of their top complaints. 

“[A-F] was billed, when it was presented last year in the Legislature, as something that would be more easily understood by
parents and educators,” Albuquerque Teachers Federation union President Ellen Bernstein says. “I think it was universally not
understood—it was put together so poorly. The idea was, this was going to be better than AYP, which is a bad system; I’m not
protecting that system. But the idea that A-F was more easily understood—that’s just not real. That’s not what happened.”

In fact, the PED continues to withhold the formula used to calculate the A-F grades doled out to the state’s schools earlier this
year. 

“Mostly, so far, [A-F] has been kind of a black box,” Santa Fe Public Schools Board of Education Vice President Glenn Wikle
says. “They’ve released about half of the information you would need to understand how they’re calculating it…so how are
schools going to be able to work toward improving their scores?”

Because the A-F system is supposed to factor in schools’ improvement—and there are many different ways to do so—it’s
particularly important that schools understand how it is calculated, Bernstein says. Under two different metrics, the same school
can appear to be doing great or terribly, she notes.

“It’s the public institutions that are being judged by the formula,” Bernstein says. “The formula should not just be made public,
but should be understood by the people being graded by it.”

PED spokesman Larry Behrens did not return a call for comment before press time.



PED has not only has failed to explain A-F to New Mexico’s educators, but also to acquire their input during its reform process,
the panel alleges. The same complaint came up repeatedly in meetings over the past year, when teachers and administrators
from around the state challenged the new administration’s reforms, including a plan to create a new teacher evaluation system.
Bernstein says the PED only paid lip service to the idea of involving teachers.

“It’s something we’ve been really disappointed in,” Bernstein says. “Consultation was like, ‘Hey, I was in a room and so was
Ellen, and our conversation didn’t go anywhere, but that equals consultation.’” 

Bernstein is not alone in that opinion. 

“I felt most of it was a farce anyway,” Carr says of the PED’s involvement of teachers in its reform process. “They were trying to
push their own ideology on everyone anyway, things coming from Florida and other states.”

Other groups that didn’t get enough input and consideration, according to the panel: minorities, English language learners and
special education kids.

Other decisions the administration has made similarly leave those subgroups out of the education-reform conversation. The PED
has kept a vacancy in the key position for education of Native Americans in the state and disbanded several advisory
committees designed to provide input on minority educational needs. 

After its waiver denial, PED said it would implement a new system of teacher evaluation; the waiver was then accepted, partly on
that basis. But none of the bills that would have overhauled teacher evaluation passed this legislative session. A US DOE
spokeswoman tells SFR that, since the legislation didn’t pass, the PED must develop teacher evaluation guidelines, negotiate
them with districts and implement them by the 2014-2015 school year in order to meet the waiver requirements. There are no
requirements for the state to pass legislation creating the evaluation system, the spokeswoman says.

The PED’s failure to adequately consult with the state’s educators lends credence to a recurring complaint about Skandera’s
reforms. 

“I think the governor has been really clear that she was going to implement reforms from Florida,” Bernstein says. “Whether they
make sense as stand-alones or whether they make sense for New Mexico schools doesn’t matter.”

(Back to top)

New Research Finds Benefits From Alabama STEM Initiative
Education Week
By: Erik Robelen 
February 22, 2012
http://blogs.edweek.org/edweek/curriculum/2012/02/new_research_finds_benefits_fr.html
 

An ambitious effort to improve STEM education in Alabama has generated academic gains for students, according to a study
issued this week by the federal Institute of Education Sciences.

The study involved a randomized control trial to assess the effectiveness of the Alabama Math, Science, and Technology
Initiative. The program, which was profiled in a 2009 EdWeek story, seeks to provide teachers with intensive professional
development, access to quality instructional materials and technology, and in-school supports.

After one year, the effect on math achievement was positive and statistically significant, based on end-of-year scores on
standardized tests, according to the new study. That impact amounted to a gain of 2 percentile points, the study says. The
researchers helpfully sought to translate this for a general audience (as in reporters like me!) and said the gain was equivalent to
28 days of additional student progress in comparison with students receiving "conventional mathematics instruction." However,
the effect on science achievement was not statistically significant after one year.

In reading, meanwhile, the study detected a gain of 2 percentile points for students participating in the STEM initiative.

Although the Alabama program targets students and schools across all grade levels, the study from U.S. Department of
Education's Institute of Education Sciences focuses on the effectiveness in grades 4-8.

An "exploratory investigation" of the two-year effect of the Alabama STEM program found a gain of 4 percentile
points—equivalent to an estimated 50 days of additional student progress. In science, the gain was 5 percentile points. (The
two-year effect is less reliable, the report says, because of changes to the control group. Or to put it in research-speak, the
analyses after two years is "exploratory rather than confirmatory.")

The researchers also explored matters beyond test scores, including changes in classroom practices and teacher knowledge. It
found that the STEM program "had a positive and statistically significant effect on classroom practices in mathematics and
science after one year." Based on multiple teacher surveys, math teachers reported an average of an extra 50 minutes, every 10
days, in which they used "active learning strategies." For science teachers, the bump was 40 more minutes in comparison with
teachers in the control group.



The study also looked at the impact of the initiative on teacher-reported content knowledge and here found no statistical
difference in the level of such knowledge.

The Alabama Math, Science, and Technology Initiative, which was described in my colleague Sean Cavanagh's 2009 story as
"one of the largest and most ambitious state-run math and science programs in the country," was launched in 2002 and has
seen increased participation across the state over time. As of 2009, the report says, it reached about 40 percent of the state's
public schools.

Alabama's state schools superintendent, Tommy Bice, hailed the report's findings

"This is a day of affirmation, that what we've felt and known for almost a decade we've now had affirmed," he said, according to
the Birmingham News. "Alabama's future is bright as these young minds are challenged to think critically and solve complex
problems with no obvious answer—the 21st-century skills business and industry are asking of our graduates."
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