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NATIONAL NEWS
Tight Script for NCLB Waivers in Turnaround Arena
Education Week
By: Alyson Klein
December 13, 2011
http://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2011/12/14/14waive-turnaround.h31.html?
tkn=LWXF1csdnrcb5UPrhACvmrTs%2F08lP4e1lNhU&cmp=clp-edweek
States seeking leeway from the mandates of the No Child Left Behind Act are proposing ways to execute the Obama
administration's playbook for turning around their lowest-performing schools.
Although the U.S. Department of Education gave states significant flexibility on other areas in crafting their waiver applications,
the administration was much more specific when it came to the right prescriptions for improving the bottom 5 percent of schools
in every state, defined as "priority schools" in the waiver process.
In the turnaround area, the department is requiring that states spell out how they would address such "principles" as extending
learning time, using student achievement data to inform instruction, putting in place an instructional program backed up by
research, and considering nonacademic factors in student achievement, such as students' social and emotional needs.
Experts often cite as a weakness the part of the NCLB law that explains how to fix schools that perennially miss achievement
targets. Under the law, a state could require such a school to close down, reopen as a charter, or choose another option. Most
states picked the most flexible, "other" option.
That last option "provided a loophole from meaningful reform for the lowest-performing schools," said Carmel Martin, the
assistant secretary for planning, evaluation, and policy development at the Education Department.
The federal agency is hoping to help states think through more specific steps under the waiver process. "Through flexibility,
states will implement comprehensive interventions that address specific steps to improve these schools with the overall goal of
dramatically improving student achievement," Ms. Martin said.
The new waiver guidelines would not apply to schools receiving federal School Improvement Grant money, however; they would
still have to use the stringent options spelled out in the sig regulations.

Shared Strategies
Some common turnaround approaches emerge in the first round of applications, which were submitted last month. While most
of the states address all the areas outlined in the department's principles, in general, they do not go far beyond them, according
to an Education Week review of the applications.
Common ideas include hiring data coaches to help teachers and principals better understand where students are in terms of
performance, putting in place instructional "walkthroughs" to check out teachers' practices, and working with districts to extend
the school day or add extra planning time.
The shared strategies are to be expected because the "turnaround principles"—areas the department is asking states to
specifically address—make sense, said Jeremy Ayers, a senior policy analyst at the Center on American Progress, a think tank
in Washington. "These are the right ingredients," he said. The test is, "how are you implementing them, are you getting the



accountability and support you need to meet those goals?"
Some states have put their own twist on school improvement.
For instance, Tennessee has designed what it calls the state-run Achievement School District, modeled on the Recovery School
District set up in Louisiana after Hurricane Katrina. Schools in the special, statewide district would be run by charter operators,
or directly by the Achievement School District itself. Schools directly operated by the new authority would be given charterlike
leeway when it comes to hiring, budgeting, scheduling, and programming.
Districts with low-performing schools could choose to take part in an "innovation" zone. That would require the district to give
schools autonomy and intensive support, similar to what schools are getting from the state-operated ASD district.

Professional Development
Staff development is also a key component of the applications. In Georgia, for instance, the school leadership teams of "priority
schools" would attend a summer leadership academy, where they would develop their improvement plan for the year.
In Kentucky, data coaches and math and reading specialists—selected and trained by the state—would be placed directly in
the priority schools.
For the most part, the applications do not call for the removal of a particular percentage of teachers, a much criticized hallmark
of the Obama administration's turnaround models.
Still, states are proposing to look closely at the performance of teachers in priority schools. In Florida, for example, teachers
that don't increase learning gains at a rate of 65 percent or more in reading and math—or don't contribute to school
improvement—would be replaced.
The performance of subgroup students, such as English-language learners, was another consideration. In Minnesota, schools
that are identified as priority schools because of the performance of student subgroups would get a chance to learn from high-
performing schools with similar demographics.
In the areas of parent engagement and support services, at least two states—Florida and Kentucky—say they would like
schools to use an approach known as positive behavior supports, a classroom-management strategy.

Different Endgames
States vary widely in how they would determine when a school could exit from priority status and no longer be deemed low-
performing or given special attention.
In Massachusetts, schools would have to meet numerous benchmarks. For instance, elementary and middle schools would
need to improve student performance at a rate that's consistent with low-performing schools that made substantial gains
between 2006 and 2009.
And in Minnesota, schools would no longer be considered "priority" if they get out of the bottom quartile of performers for two
consecutive years.
Kentucky schools would have to meet the state's new achievement benchmarks for three years in a row, and actually get out of
the bottom 5 percent, statistically speaking, when it comes to student achievement.
The states' approach to turnarounds in their waiver applications may be a harbinger of what's to come in the reauthorization of
the nation's main education law, the Elementary and Secondary Education Act.
Under a comprehensive reauthorization bill approved by the Senate Health, Education, Labor, and Pensions Committee in
October, states would no longer have to use the four SIG models for schools that receive federal improvement dollars. Instead,
they would be allowed to submit their own improvement plans to the secretary of education for approval.
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Online Algebra I Class Can Boost Rural Students' Access, Skills
Education Week                                                                                   
By: Sarah D. Sparks
December 13, 2011
http://blogs.edweek.org/edweek/inside-school-research/2011/12/online_algebra_i_class_can_boo.html

With Algebra I often seen as a gateway course, online algebra classes can bridge the gap for rural students who are ready for
advanced math but whose schools lack the resources for a formal class, according to the first federal longitudinal study of online
algebra instruction.

The study, released today by the Regional Educational Laboratory Northeast and Islands, finds that 8th-graders taking a virtual
algebra course performed better in algebra testing and were nearly twice as likely to take rigorous math courses by 10th grade
as students who only had access to general 8th-grade math.

"The equity issue is really core to the study," said Jessica B. Heppen, lead author of the study and principal research analyst at
the American Institutes for Research, which conducted the study with the Education Development Center, Inc., for REL-NEI.
"Students from these small rural middle schools don't necessarily go on to small high schools, but to big regional high schools
where many of their peers had access to a face-to-face algebra course."

Researchers tracked the math performance and course-taking trends of 1,885 students from 68 overwhelmingly rural schools in
Maine and Vermont. Each school identified students prepared to take algebra in 8th grade during the 2008-09 school year, and
then was randomly assigned to either have those students participate in a Class.com online Algebra I class or go through the
normal hodgepodge of 8th grade math experience: a middle-school course including some algebra topics, dual-enrollment in a
high school algebra class, or even reading an algebra book on their own at the back of the room.



The study found that algebra-ready 8th graders who participated in the online classes outperformed their peers in control schools
on a 100-point test of algebra knowledge by 5.5 scale points, and 30 percent of students who took the virtual class scored above
the midpoint of the test in algebra knowledge, compared to only 12 percent of students who took standard 8th-grade math.

That finding is even more significant, considering that only about half of the students who took the somewhat student-paced
online course were able to complete all nine content units, and that more than 90 percent of the standard 8th grade math
classes included algebra in at least half of their topics.

The structure of the online course may have contributed to the students' algebra mastery, according to Peggy Clements, study
coauthor and EDC research scientist. "We know students who took the online course had to complete every topic in every unit
and take a quiz in order to move on. ... They couldn't skip anything," she said. While students in the regular class may also
have been exposed to algebra topics, she added, "we don't know in a face-to-face course if there is that same level of coverage."

Moreover, by the end of 9th grade, researchers found the students who had taken Algebra I online in 8th grade were nearly twice
as likely to be taking a rigorous math track, including geometry and Algebra II by 10th grade. Students who had not had access
to the online course, by contrast, were more likely to be doubling up on math classes in an attempt to catch up.

The study did not directly compare the effects of online to in-person algebra courses, but the findings highlight the potential of
distance learning for students in any schools that cannot provide middle school algebra. That's a common problem for cash-and-
staff-strapped rural schools: The study found 24 percent of rural schools nationwide do not offer Algebra I in grade 8, compared
with 21 percent of urban schools and 9 percent of suburban schools.

"We know the critical importance of providing Algebra I to eighth graders who are ready to take the course," said Armando
Vilaseca, Vermont's education commissioner and a member of REL-NEI's governing board, in a statement on the study. "The
research makes a compelling case for extending access to an online version of Algebra I in schools that otherwise do not
typically offer the course."
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STATE NEWS
New Colorado School Grades website grades schools with simple A
through F
Denver Post
By Yesenia Robles
December 12, 2011
http://www.denverpost.com/news/ci_19527122 

A coalition of 18 community organizations has launched a nearly $1 million Internet-based project that translates state rankings
of public schools into simple letter grades.

"Every parent can relate to grades A through F," said Colorado Succeeds president Tim Taylor, a member of the Colorado
School Grades coalition. "We're not changing inputs, just translating in a way that is clear."

The website — in English and Spanish — went live today to coincide with the start of choice enrollment for many districts in
Colorado.

The launch includes an advertising campaign with 18 billboards across the state and multiple radio and television commercials.

The coalition has been working with the Center for Education Policy Analysis at the University of Colorado Denver's School of
Public Affairs to determine the grade breakdown.

The state Department of Education ranking system labels 60 percent of public schools in the top category of "performance,"
according to Colorado School Grades.

"We thought it would be better to be able to acknowledge who our top performers were," Taylor said. "Clearly some schools
need help too."

Under the coalition's grading system, most schools are given a letter C for average, allowing the top performers to be highlighted.

The coalition grades on a curve, allowing only schools with the top 10 percent of scores — based on the state's calculation — to
receive an A.

The state calculations of school rankings take academic growth into high consideration, letting it account for 75 percent of the
final score in elementary and middle schools, and 50 percent in high school grades.

The website provides links to the original state school grades.



"Transparency is the most important factor — clear, concise and easy-to-understand information," Taylor said. "But the second
part is taking action."

In addition to grading every school and allowing side-by-side comparisons, the website provides information on how to reach out
to teachers, principals, superintendents, board members and legislators to push for school improvement.

"If someone's not satisfied with their school's grades, they can see the different opportunities and suggestions on how to get
involved to make an improvement," Taylor said.

Other coalition members include the Colorado Children's Campaign, Stand for Children, the Professional Association of Colorado
Educators, the Walton Family Foundation and the Adolph Coors Foundation.
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South Dakota Proposing New School Assessment System
Associated Press
By: Staff
December 12, 2011
http://www.keloland.com/NewsDetail6162.cfm?Id=0,124797
 
PIERRE, SD - State Education Secretary Melody Schopp says South Dakota has proposed a new system for assessing school
performance to replace the federal school improvement law known as No Child Left Behind.
 
Schopp says the proposed new system would not only qualify South Dakota for a waiver from the current federal program, but
also would provide a long-term method of holding schools accountable after Congress makes changes in the education law.

Schopp says the proposed new system would use five factors to give a better assessment of how well schools are performing. It
would measure student proficiency, student growth, students' readiness for college or jobs, the effectiveness of teachers and
administrators, and community assessments of schools.

After making final changes, the state will seek federal approval for the new system in February.
(Back to top)

Washington Governor Gregoire proposes changing the way teachers are
evaluated
Associated Press
By: Rachel La Corte
December 13, 2011
http://www.bellinghamherald.com/2011/12/13/v-print/2309676/gov-gregoire-proposes-education.html
OLYMPIA, Wash. -- Gov. Chris Gregoire on Tuesday proposed changing the way Washington teachers and principals are
evaluated, providing them with more feedback and potentially expanding the field of educators at risk of being fired for poor
performance.

Gregoire said the evaluation system would replace one in which teachers and principals are now rated as either satisfactory or
unsatisfactory with one that would have four categories: unsatisfactory, basic, proficient and distinguished.

Her plan builds upon a four-tier evaluation process that has already been tested as a pilot program in several school districts
across the state under a law passed in 2010. While all school districts would have been using a multi-tiered process by the
2013-14 school year, what Gregoire is proposing is to say what exactly the tiers are and to set probation limits, said Judy
Hartmann, Gregoire's K-12 policy adviser.

Gregoire said teachers need to know what they're doing well and how they need to improve.

"It will be fair. It will be clear. It will be effective," the governor said.

Under the current law passed in 2010, teachers and principals who are found "unsatisfactory" are placed on probation. And if
they don't improve by the end of the academic year, they are at risk of being fired, Hartmann said. Under Gregoire's proposal,
that will remain, but teachers who receive a basic rating for two consecutive years would also enter probation and have to raise
their evaluations.

"We need to address this concern out there that we have bad teachers," Gregoire said. "For the most part, we have very, very
good teachers. We want to make sure the public feels confident that we have everybody at the proficiency-or-above level."

Washington Education Association President Mary Lindquist said her organization supported and helped develop the pilot
evaluation system, and isn't concerned with the governor's announcement.



"We think when it's fully implemented it's going to make a significant difference to the students in our classrooms," she said.
"The purpose of the evaluation system is to improve instruction. That's the focus of our evaluation system."

Lindquist said the greater concern is further budget cuts to education.

"The biggest problem facing us is not tinkering with the evaluation system. The biggest problem is we don't have adequate
funding for our schools," she said.

Gregoire also wants opportunities for struggling schools to partner with universities and to create a new office called the Office of
Student Achievement that will focus on educational attainment for students from high school until graduate school.

(Back to top)

New limits added to contested Ohio voucher bill
Associated Press
By: Staff
Dec. 14, 2011
http://www.lancastereaglegazette.com/article/20111214/NEWS01/112140324/New-limits-added-contested-Ohio-voucher-bill
 
COLUMBUS (AP) -- A lawmaker who wants to expand private-school vouchers in Ohio is putting new restrictions on his plan in
response to concerns from public schools.

State Rep. Matt Huffman said at a news conference Monday that he wants to protect public schools and not see "doomsday
scenarios."

The Columbus Dispatch reported the Lima Republican's revised proposal would offer private-school scholarships to not more
than 1 percent of students per school district. That would limit vouchers to 17,000 students statewide.

The newspaper reported the new plan could still double the number of Ohio students receiving vouchers.

Legislative director Damon Asbury with the Ohio School Boards Association said Huffman's proposal still amounts to transferring
public dollars to private schools.

More than half the state's school boards oppose a voucher expansion.
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Florida Opinion: Skip new FCAT standard: Don't raise 'cut' scores without
knowing why scores
plummet in high school
Palm Beach Post
By: Jac Wilder VerSteeg
December 12, 2011
http://www.palmbeachpost.com/opinion/editorials/skip-new-fcat-standard-dont-raise-cut-scores-2028173.html
Florida Education Commissioner Gerard Robinson, on the job 17 weeks, wants to be even tougher on Florida high school
students than his advisory groups have recommended. This would be a bad year to do that, and the state Board of Education
should overrule Mr. Robinson when it votes in six days on new passing grades for the FCAT.

For the first time in a decade, the state is revising the "cut scores" that determine whether students pass the Florida
Comprehensive Assessment Test. Tenth-graders must pass the FCAT to graduate. Last year, 60 percent of 10th-graders
passed the reading FCAT. With Mr. Robinson's recommendation as the standard, 52 percent would have passed. His advisory
panels wanted to set a passing score that would have reduced last year's passing percentage to 56 percent.

In an interview Monday with The Palm Beach Post Editorial Board, Mr. Robinson acknowledged that if the state adopts his
recommended 10th-grade cut scores, "15,000 additional students may not pass the FCAT on the first try." He noted that failing
students can retake the FCAT in their junior and senior years, or use scores on the ACT or SAT college entrance tests. The
passing rate on retakes is low. But we have two more basic objections.

One is timing. The higher FCAT bar would apply to this school year, which is almost halfway over. The Legislature cut education
spending 8 percent this year. Gov. Scott and the Legislature also walloped teacher morale by requiring them to contribute 3
percent of pay toward retirement and by imposing a teacher evaluation and retention system that relies heavily on student's
FCAT scores.

Mr. Robinson responded: "It's the year that we have to do it. It's often difficult to find any right time." He said Gov. Scott's
request for an additional $1 billion for education next year is an attempt to boost teacher morale. But that money, even in the



Legislature approves it, would not get state education spending back to where it was last year.

Our second objection is that raising the passing grade for 10th-graders wouldn't address the most serious problem with Florida's
FCAT system. Though reading scores for elementary and middle school students steadily have improved in 12 years, that gain
hasn't carried through to high school. Some educators even recommended lowering cut scores for high school students. Chronic
low scores, they said, didn't prove that high school students suddenly forget how to read; they proved that the scoring system
was wrong.

The state still doesn't understand why scores plummet in high school. Raising the cut scores - which would flunk more
students, lower school grades and end the careers of more teachers - is the same punitive approach Gov. Bush embraced in
1999 when he misused FCAT scores to slap schools with the "F" label. "Raise scores or else" has political appeal, but it's not a
credible plan to improve Florida's high schools.
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Idaho Superintendent of Public Instruction Tom Luna's tech task force
approves recommendations
KTVB.com
By: Ty Brennan
December 13, 2011
http://www.ktvb.com/home/Lunas-tech-task-force-to-vote-on-recommendations-135519133.html

BOISE -- It was one of the most contentious pieces of legislation during the 2011 legislative session, and now a task force has
unanimously voted on how to implement new technology in the classroom.

It's all part of Superintendent of Public Instruction Tom Luna's Students Come First plan.

"There's nothing more important in Students Come First than this component because it's going to prepare every child for the
21st century,” said Luna.

Luna says he's excited to see the unanimous decision made by the task force on how to move forward with implementing
laptops to every high school student and teacher over the next five years.

"This is the part of Students Come First that makes sure we have equal access and opportunity for every student in Idaho,” said
Luna.

Here are some of the rules the task force has set regarding the use of the laptops.

- All schools will have to establish an acceptable use policy, which will outline what kinds of websites can be accessed, among
other things.
- District staff will be able to monitor all activity on the laptop to ensure acceptable use.
- Students are allowed to install personal things on the laptop, like pictures and music as long as it doesn't hinder network or the
laptop.

As far as implementing the laptops into the classroom, the task force has asked for more hours of professional development. 
They say this will allow teachers more time to come up with ways to use the laptops in their daily lessons.

"The most effective professional development is teachers teaching other teachers," said Stephanie Cook, Idaho Teacher of the
Year and subcommittee member.

The recommendation is to increase professional development time from 22 hours to 72 hours. Luna says that increased time will
be covered by the budget already set.

The next step for the task force is to present its recommendations to the Legislature when the session begins in January.  Luna
doesn't expect any issues.

"I'll strongly support these recommendations going forward and I expect the Legislature and the governor to agree to them also,”
said Luna.

A referendum vote to do away with Luna's Student Comes First plan is set to go up for a vote in Nov. 2012.

Luna says he isn't worried and believes that once people see the success of the plan, they'll change their minds.
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