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STATE NEWS
Tennessee bill would end 'social promotion' for eighth-graders
Memphis Commercial Appeal
By: Jody Callahan
December 1, 2011
http://www.commercialappeal.com/news/2011/dec/01/bill-would-end-social-promotion-for-eighth/
Officials like concept, but unsure about cost

If a new bill introduced Wednesday in the state legislature passes, the "social promotion" of unqualified eighth-graders to high
school will no longer be allowed.

State Sen. Brian Kelsey (R-Germantown) was joined by Sen. Charlotte Burks (D-Monterey) in sponsoring Senate Bill 2156.

The bill is expected to come up for consideration in the next legislative session, which begins in January.

"I think it's a travesty that we're sending students to high school without ensuring they have the skills to succeed there," Kelsey
said Wednesday. "Also, high school is the time when students begin to drop out of school. If we're going to improve our dropout
rates, we've got to ensure that they're ready."

If approved, the bill will complement a measure approved last year that ended social promotion from the third grade.

Grade promotion relies heavily on student scores from the Tennessee Comprehensive Assessment Program, which is
administered near the end of grades 3-8.

Sen. Dolores Gresham (R-Somerville), chairwoman of the Senate Education Committee, said Wednesday that she liked the
measure.

"It sounds like a bill that I would be in favor of," she said.

Memphis City Schools Deputy Supt. Irving Hamer liked the idea in principle, but had qualms about its potential cost, which is
unknown.

Costs could rise either through sending an unknown number of students back through the eighth grade, or sending them through
summer school to improve TCAP scores in hopes of advancing to high school.

"If it ends up that the bill requires eighth-graders to repeat ... we have to make sure we have the appropriate resources to give
the students the resources they need to improve," he said.

Hamer was also worried about the potential for trouble if students who, age-wise, should be in the ninth grade remain on a
middle-school campus.

"Now you have an older boy or girl in the same building, so it could present social challenges," he said. "There would be ninth-
graders in the same building as sixth-graders."

Shelby County Schools Supt. John Aitken said the bill wouldn't really affect his schools.



"We're (already) doing what the bill is designed to do," he said. "When I looked at it, I didn't see a whole lot that will change
anything for us."

(Back to top)

New Jersey: Two Decades On, Opportunity Scholarship Act Remains
Moving Target
New Jersey Spotlight
By: John Mooney
December 1, 2011
http://www.njspotlight.com/stories/11/1130/2307/
 
Advocates and opponents struggle to shape final bill and get it in front of entire legislature
Yesterday, it was a rally in opposition to the proposed Opportunity Scholarship Act, although the sparse crowd in the Jersey
City school auditorium made it more a polite gathering than a protest.

Today, advocates of the controversial tuition tax credit bill boast they will have 2,000 people on the Statehouse steps. But if
history is any indication, the vast majority will be Catholic school students bused in for the day.

Either way, the people who really matter -- the legislators who may act on the school voucher bill -- are keeping notably quiet,
even apparently among themselves.

"I haven't heard a thing," said state Sen. Raymond Lesniak (D-Union), the primary sponsor of the bill. "And you would think I
would. One would hope, at least."

But others say negotiations remain active as to the multitude of details in the proposal.

"All I can say is it is getting to a better and better place," said state Sen. Thomas Kean Jr. (R-Union), the primary Republican
sponsor, who has been involved in those talks.

None of this is novel for a bill that has gone though multiple versions over its two-decade history, starting as a pure voucher
proposal under former Gov. Christine Whitman and evolving into a tuition tax-credit pilot.

Under the latest version, low-income students in selected low-performing districts would be eligible for scholarships of up to
$12,000 to attend outside schools, public or private. Those scholarships would be paid through a program funded by corporate
contributions, which in turn would receive matching tax credits.

But while that bill has received at least one committee's approval in the Senate and Assembly, it appears to change by the week
as sponsors seek to get it to a full vote of the legislature.

There is little question that Gov. Chris Christie would sign a final bill, saying it is one of his priorities. But the extent of any
changes may play in that, too, since Christie has recently said he is open to compromise but only up to a point.

"I won't dismiss any compromise as out of hand," Christie said last month when asked specifically about a bill that would
include only a handful of districts. "But I'm also not going to compromise my principles."

State Assemblyman Lou Greenwald (D-Camden), chairman of the Assembly's budget committee and the incoming Assembly
majority leader, has said he would prefer a small program of just a half-dozen districts. Others have said the question of whether
existing private school students could qualify could be a deal-breaker. Another topic of debate is the cut-off point of what
students would qualify as low-income.

Lesniak said yesterday that his only condition is that Elizabeth, his home district, be included. "After that, I will defer to what
others want to get this bill passed," he said in an interview.

Greenwald and other Assembly leaders wouldn’t comment further yesterday, including Assembly Speaker Sheila Oliver (D-
Essex), the linchpin as to whether the bill ever comes to vote.

Of course, that didn't prevent critics gathered at Jersey City's Franklin Williams Middle School yesterday from denouncing the
legislature for even considering a vote, and repeat their claims that the bill is an undisguised effort to prop up private schools with
public money.

"It is a backdoor way to privatize our schools, and legislators need to understand that," said state Sen. Ronald Rice (D-Essex),
one of two legislators who attended and spoke briefly.

Still, Rice acknowledged afterward that the votes could be similar to those of the pension and health benefits bills that split the
Democrats and their core constituencies -- including the public unions -- last summer.



"And just when we were trying to heal from that stuff," he said.

But only about 75 people attended the rally, leaving the impression that there were almost as many speakers and press as
actual participants. Organizers said they had hoped for more, but also ran up against parent-teacher night at the school. Still,
they said they refused to bus in students, like their adversaries, and more such rallies would come.

(Back to top)

 
Michigan House panel OKs bill to allow more charters
Associated Press
By: Staff
November 30, 2011
http://www.lansingstatejournal.com/article/20111130/NEWS05/311300010/Michigan-House-panel-OKs-bill-allow-more-charters?
odyssey=tab|topnews|text|FRONTPAGE
 
LANSING, Mich. — A proposal designed to allow more charter schools or public school academies in Michigan has taken a
step forward.

The Republican-led House Education Committee on Wednesday approved a bill that would end some numerical and
geographical limits on charter schools. The bill passed by an 11-6, mostly party line vote and advances to the House floor.

The measure narrowly passed the Republican-led Senate in October.

The state has roughly 250 charter schools. Supporters say more should be allowed to boost educational options in public
schools.

Democrats oppose the bill and say it appears to be an effort to help charter schools that are sometimes run by for-profit
companies at the expense of other public schools.

(Back to top)
 

Report seeks better Denver Public School data to evaluate reforms
Denver Post
By Yesenia Robles
December 1, 2011
http://www.denverpost.com/news/ci_19444975
 
Denver schools must know which reforms are working, nonprofits say.

A new report complied by a coalition of local nonprofit groups is urging Denver Public Schools to press for better data and to
evaluate reforms more closely.

"There's a challenge in terms of getting good data, and having publicly available data, but we know enough to know where the
trends are," said A-Plus Denver's executive director, Van Schoales. "What we don't know is what's working well and what's not.
Until we know that — from outside the school district's perspective — we're flying blind."

A-Plus Denver partnered with Metro Organizations for People and the Colorado Children's Campaign to produce the report, "Start
With the Facts," released Wednesday.

Of six recommendations made by the report, five focus on creating better data systems — from better tracking of students who
aren't tested through Colorado standardized tests, to making sure the data are clear and available to the public.

While the report restates previously released data about DPS showing faster-than-average growth, the gains have not been
enough to show better achievement than state averages.

"People are working really hard — that's clear — but we should not fool ourselves into thinking that kids will be at 80 percent
proficiency in reading soon," Schoales said.

A-Plus Denver board member Federico Peña, who spoke at the event where the report was presented, said it is the speed of
improvements that is not acceptable right now.

Schoales and others at the event said the need is for a thorough evaluation of the district's strategies — including literacy
interventions, the teacher pay-for-performance system or new schools — to determine what about them is helpful in order to
replicate the helpful strategies and dump the useless ones.

"We're probably never going to have perfect data," Peña said. "But DPS ought to have better data with a billion-dollar budget."



Though evaluations are also costly, Schoales said it's a needed investment.

"These are programs we are spending a lot of resources on," Schoales said. "So it's also really expensive to not have
evaluations."

(Back to top)

Illinois to join new science education standards along with 25 other states
Associated Press
By: Staff
November 30, 2011
http://www.therepublic.com/view/story/78227fb722034ce6972f7f3cda38931b/IL--Education-Science-Standards/

SPRINGFIELD, Ill. — Illinois is joining 25 other states in an effort to develop new science standards for students.

The Next Generation Science Standards Project is coming up with new guidelines to be finished by the end of next year. The
project aims to establish tougher standards for science classes from kindergarten to 12th grade. Supporters say those
standards will better prepare students and narrow the gap between American science education and the rest of the world.

Twenty states were announced as lead partners in September. Illinois and five other states will now join the project.

Illinois has already adopted new Common Core standards for English and math.

State Education Superintendent Christopher Koch says both sets of standards will help make students more competitive with
the rest of the world.

(Back to top)

Opinion: Put Florida lawmakers' record on education to test
St Petersburg Times
By: Editorial Board
November 30, 2011
http://www.tampabay.com/opinion/editorials/article1204178.ece

When the people of Florida adopted a constitutional amendment in 1998 directing lawmakers to make "high quality" free public
education a "paramount duty" of the state, the expectation was that legislators would raise educational excellence and funding
to a top priority. But Florida ranks 41st among the 50 states in total per-pupil funding, according to the U.S. Census Bureau, and
the state's high school graduation rates and SAT scores rank near the bottom of the nation. Now the Florida Supreme Court is
being asked whether a lawsuit that challenges this legislative negligence should be allowed to proceed - something the state is
vigorously fighting. This shouldn't be a close call. Florida's leaders should have to defend their record on education in court.

The initial lawsuit brought by Florida public school students, parents and two education-related nonprofits says that Florida
leaders have not followed the dictates of the state Constitution, which require Florida to make "adequate provision" for a "high
quality system of free public schools." Their suit alleges that graduation rates are too low, student achievement too iffy and the
money the state provides for education, particularly in teachers' salaries, is inadequate.

These kind of lawsuits, which ask courts to evaluate whether lawmakers are upholding the state Constitution's educational
adequacy guarantees, have been around for decades. Across the country, state courts have been generally willing to adopt
judicial standards of educational quality, holding their Legislatures accountable for meeting adequate funding and other
educational objectives. Only a minority have taken a hands-off approach, claiming that to second-guess the Legislature would
violate the separation of powers.

This latter argument is the basis of a challenge by Senate President Mike Haridopolos, House Speaker Dean Cannon and
others, who asked the 1st District Court of Appeal for a "writ of prohibition" to halt the education lawsuit filed against them on the
grounds that educational quality is a political issue for the Legislature alone. In an 8-7 ruling on Nov. 23, the appellate court
denied their request and certified the question to the Florida Supreme Court as a matter of great public importance. The high
court has the discretion to accept the case or not.

This is a valuable opportunity for the high court to protect the will of the people. The situation today is very different from what it
was in 1996, when the high court ruled in Coalition for Adequacy and Fairness in School Funding Inc. vs. Chiles that lawmakers
should be given "enormous discretion" to interpret the state Constitution's requirement for an adequate and uniform public school
system. After that case, the 1997-1998 Constitution Revision Commission proposed a constitutional amendment to provide
measurable education standards. Floridians approved an amendment that made education a "fundamental value" and a
"paramount duty" and required the system to be not just uniform but "efficient, safe, secure, and high quality."

The courts are empowered to uphold Florida's Constitution when it's sidestepped by the other branches. A case challenging
whether lawmakers are fulfilling the Constitution's education mandate should be allowed to proceed, with each side's claims
judged on the merits. That's how accountability is supposed to work in a democracy.
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