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Quantifying Pain  
From ‘Sequester’ 
Proves a Puzzle 

By Alyson Klein

As Congress shifts focus to next 
year’s spending bills, education ad-
vocates are getting ready  to renew 
their push against the across-the-
board funding cuts known as se-
questration. But the fallout from 
the cuts, which trimmed roughly 5 
percent from federal K-12 funding 
overall this year, is often hard to 
illustrate or quantify, even for sea-
soned number-crunchers.

The sequestration cuts—which 
were put in place for virtually all 
federal agencies in 2011 to force a 
long-term budget agreement—are 
hitting most districts at the start 
of this coming school year. While 
some Head Start early-childhood 
programs already have had to 
make painful choices, sequestra-
tion’s impact on K-12 education in 
the fiscal year ending Sept. 30 is 
very uneven around the country.

“I thought by now we’d start to 
hear feedback from school districts 
and states,” said Michael Griffith, 
a school finance consultant for 
the Education Commission of the 
States in Denver. Mr. Griffith, who 
travels around the country talking 
to state and district officials about 
fiscal issues, hasn’t heard nearly 

BUILDING SKILLS: Inside Central College Academy, Shabria Hathorn, left, and Josephine Holmes build a pergola, which will be 
installed in a nearby park. The 2013 graduates and other students from disadvantaged schools in Detroit are working with 
General Motors retirees, who teach them work and life skills in preparation for college and and workplace. PAGE 8 
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NAEP Data Misused 
To Promote Policies

By Andrew Ujifusa

Having failed to persuade lawmakers in 
any state to repeal the Common Core State 
Standards outright, opponents are training 
their fire on the assessments being developed 
to go with the standards and due to be rolled 
out for the 2014-15 school year. 

They’re using as ammunition concerns 
about costs and the technology required for 
those tests, in addition to general political op-
position to the common core. A few states—
including Georgia, Oklahoma, and Pennsyl-
vania—have already chosen to limit or end 
their participation in the assessments under 
development by two federally funded consor-
tia, the Partnership for Assessment of Readi-
ness for College and Careers and the Smarter 
Balanced Assessment Consortium. 

Legislators in Kansas, where a common-
core repeal bill failed this year, may ulti-

Common Tests 
In Cross Hairs
Assessments Cast as Weak Link

Syracuse ‘Says Yes’ to Whole Child
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FLORIDA CHIEF 
RESIGNS POST 
Tony Bennett quit 
last week after 
accusations that he 
altered the state 
grading system to 
benefit a charter 
school in his 
previous job as 
Indiana state chief. 
The controversy 
raises questions 
involving leadership 
and accountability 
systems. PAGE 27 St
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By Stephen Sawchuk

The National Assessment of Educational 
Progress is widely viewed as the most accu-
rate and reliable yardstick of U.S. students’ 
academic knowledge. 

But when it comes to many of the ways the 
exam’s data are used, researchers have gotten 
used to gritting their teeth.

Results from the venerable exam are fre-
quently pressed into service to bolster claims 
about the effect that policies, from test-based 
accountability to collective bargaining to spe-
cific reading and math interventions, have had 
on student achievement. 

While those assertions are compelling, 
provocative, and possibly even correct, they 
are also mostly speculative, researchers say. 
That’s because the exam’s technical properties 

By Sean Meehan

An unusual partnership involving 
Goldman Sachs, a school district in 
Utah, and several community chari-
ties to expand the school system’s 
early-education program is intended 
to save taxpayers money and provide 
a financial return for investors.

This fall, Goldman Sachs and an-

other investment company, the Pritz-
ker Group, will pay for the expansion 
of an early-childhood program in the 
67,000-student Granite district through 
a social-impact bond, also known as a 
pay-for-success loan. Social-impact bonds 
are loans that seek to achieve a positive 
social outcome, and reduce future costs, 
by investing in prevention and interven-
tion programs in the public sector.

If successful, the venture would be 
the first investment of this kind to 
finance a public school program, ac-
cording to officials at Goldman Sachs, 
which has its headquarters in New 
York City but whose second-largest 

Investors Seeking 
Preschool Returns

By Sarah D. Sparks
Syracuse, N.Y.

For Syracuse, N.Y., “educating the whole 
child” is not just a mantra for school improve-
ment but a strategy to save a struggling urban 
community, too.

Five years ago, Syracuse became the first 
city to adopt, citywide, a national education 
partnership model called Say Yes to Educa-
tion, which provides academic, legal, social, 
and health supports to families and students 
from preschool all the way through college, 
culminating in free tuition for any of the dis-
trict’s 21,000 students who graduate from 
high school and want to attend college.

In the process, the Syracuse Say Yes initia-
tive offers a rare look at what the popular 

push for holistic, community-centered educa-
tion reform can look like in practice, both in 
the ongoing challenges of meeting students’ 
and families’ needs, and in the surprising ef-
fects on communities. 

According to 2012 data from the Census Bu-
reau, “for the first time in 50 years, the Syracuse 
population has stabilized,” said Ann Rooney, a 
member of the Say Yes task force and the dep-
uty executive for human services for Onondaga 
County, which includes Syracuse. “That’s one 
thing we as a community all focus on.”

Syracuse’s struggles mirror those of post-
industrial communities nationwide. The city 
of just more than 145,000 has steadily lost in-
dustry and residents over the years, and the 
remaining population—especially the public 

POCKETBOOK ISSUE: States weigh their options 
now that they know the cost of the tests. PAGE 20
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Serena Lee, 14, plays a video game developed by University of Wisconsin-Madison 
researchers. Video games may be the next frontier of student assessment. PAGE 14.

Researchers See Video Games as Testing Tools
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Student-Loan Measure 
To Drop Rates, for Now

A bipartisan bill that would 
lower the costs of borrowing for 
millions of students is awaiting 
President Barack Obama’s signa-
ture.

The House last week gave final 
congressional approval to legisla-
tion that links student-loan inter-
est rates to the financial markets. 
The bill would offer lower rates 
for most students now, but higher 
rates down the line if the economy 
improves as expected.

Undergraduates this fall would 
borrow at a 3.9 percent interest 
rate for subsidized and unsubsi-
dized Stafford loans. Graduate stu-
dents would have access to loans 
at 5.4 percent, and parents would 
borrow at 6.4 percent. The rates 
would be locked in for that year’s 
loan, but each year’s loan could 
be more expensive than the last. 
Rates would rise as the economy 
picks up and it becomes more ex-
pensive for the government to bor-
row money.

Rates on new subsidized Stafford 
loans doubled to 6.8 percent July 1. 
Without congressional action, rates 
would have stayed at 6.8 percent.

 –ASSOCIATED PRESS

Newtown, Conn., Votes 
To Build New School

Residents of Newtown, Conn., 
have voted to use $750,000 in 
grant money to begin construction 
on a new Sandy Hook Elementary 
School.

The grant money comes as an 
advance from $50 million in fund-
ing provided by the state of Con-
necticut. After a quick town-hall 
meeting last month, the overflow 
crowd of about 200 approved the 
spending by unanimous voice 
vote, according to The News-
Times of Danbury.

The vote allows the prelimi-
nary steps of construction—plan-
ning and design—to move for-
ward before the town gets access 
to the remaining $49.25 million 
in October, pending another vote. 
After last December’s massacre 
at the elementary school left 27 
dead, including 20 children, sev-
eral charities began accepting 
donations for Newtown, but the 
town and state have squabbled 
over the distribution of those 
funds. –ROSS BRENNEMAN 

Apple Found Guilty  
In Price-Fixing Case

Technology giant Apple Inc. 
“forcefully facilitated” a conspiracy 
with other publishing companies to 
fix the price of e-books and weaken 
Amazon’s influence over the mar-
ket, a federal court judge has ruled.

In her decision last month in 
the closely watched case, U.S. 
District Judge Denise Cote cited 
the statements and records of 

officials from a number of pub-
lishing companies who said that 
Apple helped rally them to the 
cause of taking on Amazon and 
its comparatively low prices, 
with the intent of “altering the 
landscape” of the market. The 
judge also cited the statements of 
the late founder and ceo of Apple, 
Steve Jobs, as having revealed 
the company’s motives in shap-
ing the market.

Judge Cote said she found com-
pelling evidence that Apple had 
encouraged other publishers to 
join with the company in taking 
on Amazon. —SEAN CAVANAGH

Memphis-Area Towns 
Reject Merged District

Residents of six suburbs near 
Memphis, Tenn., have voted 
to create their own school dis-

tricts. The votes came weeks 
after the Memphis school sys-
tem and Shelby County district 
had officially merged into one 
140,000-student system, in one 
of the largest school mergers in 
the nation’s history.

The new distr icts  would 
be located within the bound-
aries of the former Shelby 
County school system. The 
towns voted last fall to cre-
ate their own school systems, 
but a federal judge invali-
dated the action. A newer state 
law allowed the latest votes.  
R a c i a l  d i f f e r e n c e s  h a v e 
haunted the conversation about 
the merged district. 

Shelby County and Mem-
phis students will attend the 
merged system for the 2013-14 
school year, but it is now likely 
that separate systems will 
serve students next school year.
 —JACLYN ZUBRZYCKI

N.C. Teachers to Lose 
Tenure, Salary Bumps

North Carolina’s teaching 
force will no longer be eligible 
for tenure or to receive the pay 
bump that accompanies earning 
a master’s degree, reports The 
Wall Street Journal. 

Top-performing teachers in 
the state will still be able to 
receive four-year contracts, but 
otherwise, continued employ-
ment will be on one- or two-year 
contracts.

Teachers still can’t be dis-
missed during the middle of 
a contract year unless it’s for 
“cause,” established during a 
hearing. 

In what may be a first, North 
Carolina is also doing away with 
the salary premiums for teach-
ers who hold master’s degrees, 
the newspaper reports.

Lawmakers in the state in re-
cent years have frozen teacher 
salaries and dismantled a cel-
ebrated teaching-fellowship 
program that  encouraged 
promising high school students 
to consider a teaching career.
 —STEPHEN SAWCHUK

New Manager Named 
For Detroit Schools

Jack Martin will become the third 
emergency manager of Detroit’s 
40,000-student school system.

Michigan Gov. Rick Snyder made 
the announcement just days before 
the city filed for the largest munici-
pal bankruptcy in U.S. history last 
month.

Mr. Martin will leave his post 
as the city’s chief financial officer, 
which he has held since May 2012. 
Previously, he was the emergency 
manager of the Highland Park, 
Mich., school district.

He replaces Roy Roberts, who had 
been appointed to a one-year term 
in 2011, and then another yearlong 
term in 2012.  

The Associated Press reports that 
Mr. Martin graduated from the De-
troit schools, ran his own account-
ing firm, and served in the U.S. de-
partments of Education and Health 
and Human Services and the Selec-
tive Service System, during three 
presidents’ administrations.  –J.Z.

Layoffs, Lawsuits Vex 
Chicago District

Chicago school officials an-
nounced they have eliminated jobs 
for more than 2,100 employees—
roughly 1,000 of them teachers—in 
the budget-strapped district.

Those layoffs last month come 
on top of the 850 teachers and staff 
members who lost their jobs in 
June—cuts that mostly stemmed 
from the district’s closure of nearly 
50 elementary schools.

Officials in the 405,000-student 
district say they must address a 
$1 billion deficit, a large chunk of 
which is the result of rising pen-
sion obligations. 

A lawsuit against the district 
challenging the closing of 10 of 
the schools—which claimed the 
district did not follow its own 
guidelines for such closures—
was rejected by a Cook County, 
Ill., judge last week. Meanwhile, 
two federal lawsuits are pending 
that were brought by the Chicago 
Teachers’ Union challenging the 
closures on behalf of parents. 

. —LESLI A. MAXWELL

Schools Help Bolster 
U.S. Computer Market

While the worldwide demand for 
personal computers continues to 
decline, the market for those de-
vices has remained relatively sta-
ble in the United States, bolstered 
partly by schools’ continued reli-

Cynthia Ramirez, right, a parent, hugs Parent Revolution organizer Doreen Diaz inside a newly 
decorated classroom at Desert Trails Preparatory Academy in Adelanto, Calif., last week. 
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NEWS IN BRIEF

The first school to come into being as a result of a 
“parent trigger” law has opened its doors.

The Desert Trails Preparatory Academy, in Adel-
anto, Calif., welcomed students late last month after 
a tumultuous process led by a group of parents who 
said they wanted to change the leadership and direc-
tion of what has been an academically struggling 
school serving grades K-6.

The effort to create the new school roiled the com-
munity and touched off a legal battle, in which a judge 
ultimately ruled that the parents invoking the trigger 
policy had met the legal standards to go forward with 
their plans. The website of the former Desert Trails 
Elementary School lists four other attendance options 
for students for the 2013-14 school year.

Parent-trigger laws typically allow for the over-
haul of a low-performing school, and potentially the 
removal of its administration and staff, if signatures 
can be collected from a majority of parents of children 
at the school who agree to take that step.

Backers of those plans see them as grassroots ini-
tiatives to bring immediate and dramatic improve-
ments to schools that have resisted change and 
shown no signs of improving soon. But detractors say 
trigger policies divide communities—they cite the 
Desert Trails fight as an example—and leave parents 
at the will of outside operators who potentially have 
little investment in producing a better school.

California was the first state to approve a par-
ent-trigger law, in 2010. The initial undertaking 
to use the state law to redesign an academically 
struggling school, in the Southern California com-
munity of Compton, disintegrated in political and 
legal turmoil.

Despite the fights on display in California, legisla-
tors in other states have been drawn to trigger laws. 
As of spring, at least 25 states had considered parent-
trigger policies, and seven of them had adopted laws 
establishing the policies, according to the National 
Conference of State Legislatures. —SEAN CAVANAGH

California ‘Parent Trigger’ School Opens Its Doors 
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         For links to these reports, go to  
 www.edweek.org/go/rr.

SCHOOL ADMINISTRATION

“The Invisible Lever” 
 

The public education sector is 
proving to be a highly sought-
after career track for some top 
graduates of business, law, and 
technology programs—one that 
is more likely to give them high-
level management responsibili-
ties than if they’d gone into the 
private sector, a report finds.

In a survey of 1,300 profession-
als chosen for a highly competitive 
fellowship program for a high-pro-
file assignment in education while 
in graduate school, more than 70 
percent of respondents stayed in 
the education sector after com-
pleting their degrees. The stu-
dents who stayed in the field were 
twice as likely as fellows who 
went to the private sector to have 
high-level management jobs.

The survey and the related re-
port were produced by Education 
Pioneers, a national nonprofit 
group in Oakland, Calif., that se-
lects and places graduate fellows 
in law, business, public policy, 
and education. —LESLI A. MAXWELL

CHILDREN OF IMMIGRANTS

“Diverse Children: Race, Ethnicity, 
and Immigration in America’s New 
Non-Majority Generation” 

 
While children of immigrant 
families are generally more 
likely to be poor and to strug-
gle academically than those of 
United States-born families, 
their well-being varies far more 
based on their race or ethnicity 
and economic position than on 
their immigration status,  con-
cludes a study by the Foundation 
for Child Development. 

In fact, for some racial and eth-
nic groups, children of immigrants 
are doing better than those of 
their native-born counterparts. 
For example, black children of 
American-born parents fared 
worse than all or nearly all other 
groups, both immigrants and 
other U.S. natives, on 15 out of 19 
indicators. By contrast, black chil-
dren of immigrant parents fared 
better than their native-born 
counterparts in income level, par-
ent education and employment, 
and high school graduation.
 —SARAH D. SPARKS

EARLY LEARNING

“Synthesis of IES Research on 
Early Intervention and Early-
Childhood Education”

 
The results of dozens of research 
studies in early intervention and 
early-childhood education are 
synthesized in a new report re-
leased by the federal Institute of 
Education Sciences.

The report notes that teachers 
who learn strategies to engage 

children in print-focused con-
versations during group-reading 
time often produce a boost in 
literacy skills for their young 
pupils. And structured math-
ematics curricula can improve 
children’s knowledge of the sub-
ject beyond counting or iden-
tifying shapes. Yet some of the 
instructional methods that have 
been connected to positive stu-
dent gains are used infrequently, 
researchers have found.

The report focuses on studies 
funded through the National 
Center on Education Research 
or the National Center on Spe-
cial Education Research, and 
published in peer-reviewed jour-
nals from 2002 to June 2010.
 —CHRISTINA A. SAMUELS

STUDENT WRITING

“The Impact of Digital Tools on 
Student Writing and How Writing 
Is Taught in Schools” 

 
Digital technology has “tangible, 
beneficial impacts on student 
writing” and on writing instruc-
tion, according to nearly 2,500 
middle and high school teachers 
surveyed by the Pew Research 
Center’s Internet and American 
Life Project.

But those same teachers—most 
of whom are teaching students in 

Advanced Placement, honors, and 
accelerated courses—also worry 
that such technology is mak-
ing students more likely to “take 
shortcuts,” more likely to let the 
truncated language of text mes-
sages and social media “creep” 
into their papers, and less able to 
“produce a solid piece of writing 
containing a coherent and persua-
sive argument that synthesizes 
material well.”

The report is the third from the 
research center on technology 
use in schools. —BENJAMIN HEROLD

BUSINESS OF EDUCATION

“2013/1st Half/Trends Report/
Education Industry” 

 
Mergers and acquisitions in the 
education industry rose by 5 per-
cent in the first half of 2013 over 
the second half of last year, an 
uptick driven by deals focused on 
testing and assessment products, 
cloud-based systems, e-reading, 
and other areas,  says a new 
analysis.

The overall number of educa-
tion-focused transactions rose 
from 128 in late 2012 to 135 in 
the first half of this year, reports 
Berkery Noyes, a New York 
City-based investment bank 
that conducts market research.
 —SEAN CAVANAGH

ance on them, according to a newly 
released industry report.

Preliminary results from a report 
by the Connecticut-based research 
firm Gartner Inc. indicates that pc 
shipments dropped almost 9 million 
units worldwide during the second 
quarter of 2013, marking a loss for 
the fifth consecutive quarter—the 
longest sustained decline in history 
for those devices, the analysis says.
 —KEVIN CONNORS

Grant Will Expand 
Teach For America

The Walton Family Foundation, 
already the largest single donor to 
Teach For America, has committed 
an additional $20 million to recruit, 
train, and place an additional 4,000 
corps members. 

The new investment brings its fi-
nancial support of tfa to about $95 
million in all.

The money will support nine 
cities: Denver; Detroit; India-
napolis; Los Angeles; Memphis, 
Tenn; Milwaukee; Newark, N.J.; 
New Orleans; and the District of 
Columbia. It’s the first time the 
foundation has directly supported 
tfa’s efforts in Detroit, Indianap-
olis, and Memphis.(The Walton 
Foundation supports Education 
Week’s coverage of parent engage-
ment and empowerment.) –S.S.

Indiana Test Glitches 
Did Not Hurt Scores

One in three Indiana students ex-
perienced interruptions while tak-
ing the state’s online standardized 
tests this spring, but the widespread 
glitches had no discernible effect on 
statewide student scores, says a re-
view commissioned by the state edu-
cation department.

The testing problems occurred 

in late April and early May, as 
nearly half a million students 
in grades 3-8 took the Indiana 
Statewide Testing for Educational 
Progress-Plus, or istep+, exams. 
The interruptions were the result 
of faulty memory on the servers 
of the state’s testing vendor, ctb/
McGraw-Hill.

In a statement, state schools 
Superintendent Glenda Ritz said 
there is “no doubt” that the prob-
lems adversely affected students 
and schools and acknowledged 
that there is no way to definitively 
know how children would have 
performed had the interruptions 
not occurred. 

The state is still negotiating a 
settlement with the company. Okla-
homa recently settled with ctb/
McGraw-Hill for $1.2 million over 
similar problems. –BENJAMIN HEROLD

Philadelphia to Salvage 
Some Axed Programs

Public school officials in Phila-
delphia say they’ll use $33 mil-
lion in savings and new funding 
to recall laid-off music teachers 
and school secretaries and re-
store fall sports programs that 
were axed.

The Philadelphia Inquirer says 
the School Reform Commission 
also voted late last month to ex-
pand two successful schools, open 
a new high school, and turn over 
three low-performing schools to 
charter operators.

Faced with a $304 million short-
fall in June, the district laid off 
nearly 3,900 employees and elimi-
nated art, music, and athletic pro-
grams.

Superintendent William Hite Jr. 
says the $33 million comes from 
district savings initiatives and 
increases in the state’s basic edu-
cation funding and city tax collec-
tions.  –AP

REPORT  
ROUNDUP

Geography Is Destiny in Study 
Of Children’s Social Mobility
“The Economic Impacts of Tax Expenditures:  
Evidence From Spatial Variation Across the U.S.”

 
Communities with better public schools and more integrated 
housing offer better opportunities for poor children to climb out of 
poverty as they grow, according to a new study from the ongoing 
Equality of Opportunity Project at Harvard University and the 
University of California, Berkeley.

The study looked at 741 “commuting zones”—geographical 
groups of counties based on commuting patterns that are simi-
lar to metro areas but also cover rural areas—across the United 
States. Researchers analyzed characteristics of the communities 
in which children who were born between 1980 and 1981 grew up 
(to age 16), and then tracked those children’s income at age 30, in 
order to gauge how frequently children born poor, middle-class, or 
wealthy moved among the socioeconomic tiers. 

Social mobility varies tremendously between different geographic 
areas, the study found. For example, a child born into the lowest 20 
percent of family income in Gettysburg, S.D.—less than $25,000 a 
year—has more than a one-in-three chance of growing up to earn 
in the top 20 percent of Americans’ annual incomes (more than 
$70,000), while a child born in poverty in Salt Lake City or Scran-
ton, Pa., has better than a one-in-10 chance of doing the same. 

By contrast, much of the South and Southwest has more limited 
social mobility. A child born in poverty in the Atlanta area has 
only a 4 percent chance of becoming a top earner. Even a middle-
class child in that city has only a 14 percent chance of earning 
more than $70,000 by age 30.

The researchers found that social mobility did improve in com-
munities with relatively stronger economies overall, but that the 
overall economy wasn’t the main source of differences in social 
mobility from city to city, nor was the cost of living. However, cit-
ies with a smaller middle class, and those in which the wealthiest 
and poorest families live farther apart geographically, had lower 
social mobility, suggesting that more economically integrated com-
munities are associated with better social mobility.

In general, researchers found higher-than-average rates of so-
cial mobility in communities which, after controlling for income-
level differences, had higher K-12 test scores, lower dropout rates, 
and higher per-student spending on education. —SARAH D. SPARKS

 > >  For links to these reports, go to  www.edweek.org/go/rr

Kara Kerwin will become president of the Center 
for Education Reform, in Washington, replacing 
the group’s founder, Jeanne Allen, who will retire 
in October. Ms. Kerwin has worked for the center 
for 13 years and is currently its vice president for 
external affairs. 

Sharon Robinson, the president and ceo of the American 
Association of Colleges for Teacher Education, is the 2013-14 
chairwoman of the Learning First Alliance’s board of directors.

Lucille E. Davy, a senior adviser to the James B. Hunt Jr. Institute 
for Educational Leadership and Policy in Raleigh, N.C., was 
appointed to a four-year term on the National Assessment 
Governing Board, beginning Oct. 1. The board sets policy for the 
National Assessment of Educational Progress. Current members 
Doris Hicks, an elementary school principal in New Orleans; Tonya 
Miles, a parent and former educator from Maryland; W. James 
Popham, a testing expert from the University of California, Los 
Angeles; and Leticia Van de Putte, a Democratic state legislator 
from Texas, were appointed to new terms on the 26-member board.

Lea Crusey, a former classroom teacher and state director for 
StudentsFirst, based in Sacramento, Calif., has been named 
deputy director of Democrats for Education Reform, a political 
action committee.

TRANSITIONS 
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By Sarah D. Sparks

There are some basic properties 
of whole numbers any 3rd grader 
can tell you: Each number is repre-
sented by a single symbol, and fol-
lowed by a single successor. Multi-
plication makes a number bigger; 
division makes it smaller. 

The problem is, none of those 
qualities is true when it comes to 
fractions, one of the most chroni-
cally troublesome basic math-
ematics areas for children and 
adults. Now, as the Common Core 
State Standards push for earlier 
and deeper understanding of 
fractions, researchers and teach-
ers are exploring ways to ensure 
students learn more than a sliver 
of the fractions pie.

“Developmental research shows 
even very young children have a 
fundamental grasp of fractions 
that can be built on through in-
struction,” said Nancy C. Jordan, 
a professor of education at the 
University of Delaware. But, she 
added, “if children are taught 
math in a way that’s very rote, 
where they memorize procedures, 
… it really doesn’t help you much.”

‘Whole New World’

The traditional approach to 
teaching fractions can make it 
more likely for students to show 
superficial progress without real 
understanding, some researchers 
and educators argue.

“We’ve had a tendency in our 
traditional scope and sequence of 
math that you teach all this whole-
number stuff … and then, all of a 
sudden, you get to fractions, and it’s 
a whole new world of what to do—
everything they learned in whole 
numbers has nothing to do with 
how you do fractions,” said Linda M. 
Gojak,  the president of the National 
Council of Teachers of Mathematics, 
in Reston, Va., and the director of 
the Center of Mathematics and Sci-
ence Education, Teaching, and Tech-
nology at John Carroll University in 
University Heights, Ohio. “It’s one 
of the hardest things for kids to get 
their heads around.”

Cynthia Hacker, the education 
director for Sylvan Learning Cen-
ter of Irmo in Columbia, S.C., sees 
that confusion a lot. For more than 
a dozen years, the center has run 
a weeklong “Fraction Action” sum-
mer camp, at which students play 
games using shapes and number 
lines to compare fractions of differ-
ent sizes and practice multiplying 
and dividing mixed and improper 
fractions.

A lack of fractions understand-
ing has been cited as second only to 
word-problem difficulty as the top 
handicap for students learning alge-
bra, in a survey of a representative 
sample of 1,000 algebra teachers 
conducted by the National Math-
ematics Advisory Panel.

The typical American approach 
to teaching fractions can overem-
phasize procedures at the expense 
of an understanding of the rela-
tionships among numbers, which 
is needed for higher math, accord-
ing to Lynn Fuchs, a professor of 
special education at Vanderbilt 

University in Nashville, Tenn. 
In the United States, curricula 

mostly focus on understanding frac-
tions as parts of a whole, using area 
models and pie charts, and teaching 
students the procedures for adding 
or multiplying, for example. 

That’s soon to become an even 
bigger hurdle, as the common core 
in math push more work on frac-
tions into 3rd grade, as opposed to 
4th and 5th grades. The common 
standards also call for teachers 
to focus less on the procedures 
for specific fraction problems and 
more on getting students to under-
stand the relationships between 
numbers that underlie a fraction 
problem.

Some Asian countries, by con-
trast, focus on what Ms. Fuchs 
calls a “measurement interpreta-
tion” of fractions: how they fall on 
a number line; the relationships 
between numbers represented by 
a fraction. 

“It’s actually a very different way 
to teach fractions,” Ms. Gojak said.

In a 2012 essay, Robert Siegler, 
a professor of cognitive psychology 
at Carnegie Mellon University, 

in Pittsburgh, and his colleagues 
call fractions a “new frontier” for 
understanding students’ numer-
acy development.

Building Better Fractions

The National Center on Improv-
ing the Learning of Fractions, a 
multi-university project based at 
the University of Delaware, in 
Newark, and supported by the 
federal Institute of Education Sci-
ences, is trying to help students 
and teachers become more adroit 
with fractions. 

Ms. Jordan, Mr. Siegler, and Ms. 
Fuchs are working with Nashville 
and other public school districts 
to explore more effective ways to 
teach those concepts. 

Beyond simply being able to 
count, Mr. Siegler said, fraction 
knowledge in 5th grade “uniquely 
predicts” a student’s 10th grade 
math achievement, beyond the 
student’s IQ, family background, 
or even knowledge of other parts of 
mathematics. 

Ms. Jordan’s research has found 
that students’ ability to under-
stand and estimate where frac-
tions would fall on a number line 
and explain magnitude—that a 
number represents a set of items 
that can be changed or compared 
to other sets—will predict how 
well they perform in math over 
the long term. She is developing a 
screening tool for 4th to 6th grad-
ers to identify children who are 
having trouble learning fractions 
and the instructional areas their 
teachers need to emphasize. 

Mr. Siegler and his team at Carn-
egie Mellon are developing a board 
game to help early-elementary stu-
dents understand and compare the 
magnitude of different fractions. 
The computer-based game, Catch 

the Monster, asks students to find 
a monster hiding along a number 
line by estimating the point clos-
est to a location, using a fraction-
related hint. 

In one of Ms. Fuchs’ studies, stu-
dents in 53 4th grade classes in 13 
schools were randomly assigned to 
take part in either their schools’ 
regular fractions instruction or a 
12-week intervention focused on 
teaching the underlying relation-
ships in fractions. The intervention 
students performed significantly 
better than peers who had received 
the regular instruction on a test of 
fractions problems culled from the 
National Assessment of Educa-
tional Progress. Plus, the achieve-
ment gaps between students con-
sidered “at risk” in math—those 
initially in the lowest 35th percen-
tile on a standardized test—and 
those not at risk closed significantly 
for program participants.

“We are teaching children to 
think of fractions in terms of quan-
tities, how different-sized fractions 
compare to one another,” Ms. Fuchs 
said. “We’re trying to teach them a 
more sophisticated understanding 
of fractions and help them do well.” 

Coverage of  “deeper learning” that 
will prepare students with the skills 
and knowledge needed to succeed in a 
rapidly changing world is supported  
in part by a grant from the William 
and Flora Hewlett Foundation, at  
www.hewlett.org. Education Week 
retains sole editorial control over  
the content of this coverage.

Scan this tag with your 
smartphone for a link to the 
studies “Early Predictors of 
High School Mathematics 

Achievement” and “Improving At-Risk 
Learners’ Understanding of Fractions,”  
or go to   edweek.org/links

FROM TOP: Christine 
Miller, a teacher at the 
“Fraction Action” summer 
camp run by Sylvan 
Learning Center of Irmo  
in Columbia, S.C., helps 
Asia Brown, a rising 3rd 
grader, learn to master 
fractions. 

Ms. Miller and her 
student work on  
a fractions worksheet 
together at the camp last 
month. While the camp  
is geared to elementary 
students, teenagers have 
also come to try to  
fill in gaps in their 
understanding of  
basic mathematics. 
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POP QUIZ: When it comes  
to fractions, are you smarter 
than a 4th or 8th grader? 
Test yourself with an interactive 
quiz at www.edweek.org/go/
fractions.

Scholars Craft New Approaches to Teaching Fractions
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We need to spend some time in thinking about how do we 

bolster and reinforce our African-American boys? ... There are a lot of kids 
out there who need help who are getting a lot of negative reinforcement. 
And is there more that we can do to give them the sense that their country 
cares about them and values them and is willing to invest in them?” P
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Help us recognize district leaders 
like Mary Ronan whose inventive 
approaches are making a 
difference in education today.

Mary Ronan
SUPERINTENDENT 
Cincinnati Public Schools

Moved 16 schools out of  
academic emergency in 4 years
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LEARN HOW TO MAXIMIZE BRAND EXPOSURE AT NEXT YEAR’S LEADERS TO LEARN FROM EVENT 
CONTACT: Sean Herdman, Associate Publisher, at sherdman@epe.org or (301) 280-3162

Our Annual Tribute to Innovative  
District Leaders 

Partner with Us for This 
Unique Opportunity

Sponsor the 2014 platform  
advertise.edweek.org/live-events/ltlf/

Since President Barack Obama articulated, in 
a most personal way, the painful, commonplace 
encounters with racism that many African-
American boys and men experience, his 
reflections have sparked new—and renewed 
some old—conversations about what schools and 
educators can do to support black male youths.

The president’s remarks last month—in 
which he described his own experiences as 
a black man with arousing suspicions in a 
department store or on a street corner—came 
after days of angry protests in the wake of the 
Trayvon Martin verdict. In that high-profile, 
racially charged case, a Florida jury found 
defendant George Zimmerman, a white and 
Hispanic neighborhood-watch volunteer, not 
guilty in the shooting death of Mr. Martin, an 
unarmed African-American 17-year-old.

For some educators and advocates, the 
president’s extemporaneous speech—which 
called for American society to do more to support 
and value African-American males—has put the 
persistently precarious state of black boys and 
men into the brightest possible spotlight.

What should be done in America’s public 
schools, where research consistently shows 
that African-American males are the least 
likely demographic group to read on grade 
level and the most likely to be suspended 
or expelled, referred to special education, or 
drop out? 

How can educators and advocates seize on the 
momentum from President Obama’s comments, 
and the renewed national attention on race, to 
take action at the schoolhouse level and all the 
way to the national level? Some practitioners 
and advocates shared their ideas in interviews 
with Education Week. —LESLI A. MAXWELL

Staff Writer Jaclyn Zubrzycki contributed reporting.

Obama Inspires Thoughts  
On Supporting Black Males  

PROTESTING 
VIOLENCE
Six-year-old Jaquin 
Nelson attends a 
“Hoodie Sabbath,” a 
church service in New 
Orleans that honored 
Trayvon Martin. Mr. 
Martin, 17, was 
wearing a hooded 
sweatshirt when he 
was shot and killed by 
a neighborhood-
watch volunteer in 
Florida. The event was 
organized by the PICO 
National Network’s 
Lifelines to Healing 
Campaign, a faith-
based effort  
to reduce gun 
violence in the 
nation’s inner cities.

“I am a tutor. The kids I tutored in reading this year 
were two African-American boys, and just that act of 
going in and taking one hour a week to help them and 
to show them a different path is very impactful. I was 
an African-American boy, so I know the impact that can 
have on a child. Helping these young boys to become 
readers, and students who love to read, is critical.”

“I think we haven’t, as 
a country, figured out the 
correct policy levers to 
make real systemic change 
in districts that have large 
numbers of black and Latino 
boys, and this is increasingly 
true of black and Latina 
females as well. We’ve spent 
a lot of time as a nation 
talking about standards-
based education. Those 
reforms we’ve put in place, 
by and large, haven’t worked. 
We need to think about 
supports-based education.” 

“This moment cannot be swept under the rug. As 
educators, we have to make this a moment of inquiry 
and pose some essential questions. When you hear 
the most powerful man in the world talking about 
that feeling of walking past a woman who clutches 
her pocketbook closer, how does that resonate with all 
students? Have a town hall in high schools and talk 
about this openly, from all perspectives.” 
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“We have to start by focusing around the historical 
contributions and identity of young men with African ancestry. 
We have to deal with the social and emotional issues that young 
people come to school with and give them strategies to transcend 
and rise above them. We have to give them an academic 
environment that also supports their social and emotional needs 
so they start to see themselves as learners, as scholars.”

For additional voices on this topic, go to  
www.edweek.org/go/africanamericanboys.
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Internship Pairs Detroit 
Students With GM 
Retirees 

For 10 weeks, teams of high 
school students from the city’s 
disadvantaged neighborhoods 
hold down 9-to-5 jobs with life 
skills and other lessons mixed 
in.

XXslug.h32
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By Caralee Adams
Detroit

The grass and weeds surround-
ing the burnt-out house across 
the street from Cody College 
Prep Upper School of Teaching 
and Learning were about 4 feet 
tall when the crew began its 
work here at 9 a.m. on a recent 
day in July.

The 10 paid high school interns 
from Cody, alongside three Gen-
eral Motors retirees and a recent 
graduate of the University of De-
troit Mercy, decided that securing 
the abandoned properties was 
the top priority for their newly 
formed gm Student Corps team. 
Not only were the homes an eye-
sore, they were also potentially 
dangerous: The empty structures 
were magnets for illegal activity, 
and neighborhood children had to 
walk in the streets because of the 
brush-covered sidewalks. 

Wearing fluorescent orange 
vests, work gloves, and hats 
with the Student Corps’ sun-
shine logo, the group used saws, 
clippers, weed-whackers, rakes, 
and brooms to chop and bag 
the debris. After three hours of 
work and two water breaks, bag 
lunches arrived in a Chevy Sil-
verado. 

The students crossed the street 
to the park and packed up the 

tools, knowing they otherwise 
might disappear before the young 
people finished lunch in the air-
conditioned school cafeteria. 

“Look,” said Dawin Wright, 61, 
the team leader and a retired 
executive, smiling and pointing 
to the cleared property and adja-
cent homes the students boarded 
up earlier in the week. “Those 
kids are walking down the side-
walk. They didn’t do that yester-
day.”

Cody rising senior Kristi 
Trader said the Student Corps 
experience has been good for her 
and the neighborhood. “You are 
helping the community by clean-
ing it up, making it look nicer, 
and inspiring people to help and 
have more respect for it,” she 
said. “And you are really helping 
yourself. You learn things like 
how to pace yourself and be a 
hard worker at the same time.”

The Cody team is one of 11 
in the Student Corps in what 
started as a summer employ-
ment program, but morphed into 
a comprehensive experience that 
combines service, life-skills edu-
cation, and mentoring. All told, 
110 high school students, 60 re-
tirees, and 12 college interns are 
involved in this, its first year. 
Since 2010, when the gm Foun-
dation gave $27 million to the 
United Way to create “networks 

of excellence” in a handful of 
high-need area schools, company 
liaisons have been working with 
students. Last fall, the idea of 
a summer internship program 
emerged.

Gm retirees, who oversee the 
teams, give encouragement to 
students who are growing up in a 
city that just filed for bankruptcy, 
where many grocery stores have 
bars on the windows, unemploy-
ment is more than twice the na-
tional average at 16.3 percent, 
and about one-third of the popu-
lation lives below the poverty line.

“It’s not like this everywhere,” 
Mr. Wright told his charges in a 
mentoring session during lunch. 
“Until you see something differ-
ent [from Detroit], that’s the way 
you think it is.”

Broad Exposure 

Company officials wanted to 
do more for schools than write 
a check. So they turned to Mike 
DiGiovanni, 65, a retired gm ex-
ecutive, and asked him to become 
the director of the Student Corps 
and recruit fellow retirees.  

“Our program is unique be-
cause it’s not just putting kids 
to work, it’s teaching them about 
life,” said Mr. DiGiovanni “It’s 
giving them a paid internship 
and gm on their résumé to set 

them up for life. This is about 
exposing them to the skills and 
education they need to succeed 
in life.”

The retirees wanted the sum-
mer to be about more than clean-
ing up parks. The organizers soon 
realized the breadth of retiree 
talent and considered how to fill 
rainy days with activities, said 
Heidi Magyar, the manager of 
Student Corps. Also, the company 
had miscalculated the caliber of 
the students—most have aspira-
tions to go to college—so the pro-
gram expanded in response.

“These kids have grit. They are 
determined to be successful in 
life,” said Mr. DiGiovanni. “Their 
need and drive was way beyond 
what we anticipated.” 

Research solidly shows that 
having a mentor can help stu-
dents from disadvantaged back-
grounds who often don’t have the 
support system and social capital 
needed to make it in college, said 
David Conley, the director of the 
Center for Educational Policy Re-
search at the University of Ore-
gon, in Eugene. Mentors “take 
something that is abstract and 
make it real,” he said. 

The transition process from 
high school to college is far more 
complex and demanding than 
most schools acknowledge, said 
Mr. Conley. In these kinds of pro-

Internship Pairs Detroit Students With GM Retirees

“Our 
program is 
unique 
because it’s 
not just 
putting kids 
to work, it’s 
teaching them 
about life. ... 
This is about 
exposing 
them to the 
skills and 
education 
they need to 
succeed in 
life.”
MIKE DiGIOVANNI  
GM Student Corps Director

Teams of high schoolers from poor neighborhoods hold down 9-to-5 jobs and get life-skill and other lessons
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FROM LEFT:
Jameel Harris, foreground right, a 
senior at Cody College Prep Upper 
School of Teaching and Learning in 
Detroit, cleans up brush outside an 
abandoned house near his school. 
He and the other students are 
participating in the GM Student 
Corps, a new program sponsored  
by General Motors, in which they 
work with retired company 
employees on community-service 
projects and receive career 
mentoring and other instruction.

Mike DiGiovanni, the director  
of the Student Corps, talks about  
the program near Central Collegiate 
Academy, where students built 
pergolas that will be installed  
in Gordon Park, a few blocks away.
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grams, students learn skills that 
help them feel more in control of 
their lives, which is a huge step 
in the process of getting ready for 
college, Mr. Conley said.

“It’s a great example,” he said of 
the gm program, “but ultimately, 
you need government to step in, 
colleges to step up, and school sys-
tems to reach out to local corpora-
tions and others to help make it 
happen.”

Inspiring Confidence

The gm teams work on their com-
munity-service projects from 9 a.m. 
to 5 p.m. on Tuesdays, Wednesdays, 
and Thursdays for 10 weeks, leav-
ing lunch and occasional Mondays 
and Fridays for seminars on such 
topics as financial management 
and decisionmaking conducted by 
retirees and current employees, 
along with tours of the company’s 
facilities and a college campus. The 
retirees get a modest stipend, and 
the students are paid slightly more 
than minimum wage for a 30-hour 
work week. The college interns 
provide logistical support to the 
crews and answer students’ ques-
tions about college life.

 Yvonna Olds, 22, an intern who 
graduated from Detroit Mercy 
in May, said she frequently tells 
the students that, unlike in high 
school, there won’t be someone in 
college telling them what to do 
and to be prepared for the experi-
ence to be hard. “You have to want 
it bad enough,” said Ms. Olds. “In 
college, you have to develop a per-
sonality where you are a go-getter. 
I encourage them to have the right 
mindset.”

Geneva Brooks, 17, who wants 
to study social work in college, 
said she is grateful for the advice 
from the mentors and is enjoying 
the program. “You hear people 
complaining this is such a bad 
neighborhood, but they don’t do 
anything about it. We are step-
ping out of our comfort zone,” she 
said. “We are having fun and we 
are learning.” 

Students talk about the awe 
of working for a big-name com-

pany like gm, although some 
wish the internship was at its 
headquarters downtown rather 
than outdoors in the heat. Oth-
ers worry that the grass at the 
abandoned houses will grow 
back and the trash will accu-
mulate again. But most convey 
a sense of satisfaction in the 
work they’ve accomplished and 
are full of questions about the 
future. 

In Detroit, the four-year high 
school graduation rate is about 
65 percent, and many of those in 
the Student Corps programs want 
to be the first in their families to 
attend college, if they can secure 
scholarships.

Marilyn Gripper, 57, a retiree 
volunteering at Cody, is gathering 
resources on scholarships and fi-
nancial aid for the students, who, 
she says, are eager for information. 
“We are trying to inspire them. 
The biggest barrier is not believ-
ing they can do it,” she said. “I’ve 
been inspired by them. They are 
yearning to learn.” 

Back in Cody’s cafeteria, Mr. 
Wright, the team leader, has 
written on a white board: “Love 
Yourself.” 

“My job is to impart as much 
knowledge with you and in you so 
when I transition off, you will be 
OK … to make you independent, 
strong, and confident,” he said. In 
45 minutes, he packs in advice on 
staying away from bad influences, 
a demonstration of how to walk 
with a purpose, and tips on how to 
carry on a conversation with some-
one new. 

At the end of the lunch period, 
it was time to tackle more weeds 
outside.

“We aren’t here to make you 
professional gardeners,” Mr. 
Wright said. “The grass and the 
clipping, that’s the external stuff. 
This is what this it is about,” he 
said, referring to the lunchtime 
conversation.

‘Don’t Be Scared’

Across town, at Osborn Col-
lege Preparatory Academy, gm 

retiree Jack Hazen, 70, led a 
Student Corps team painting a 
small, weather-worn garage for 
a senior citizen. The students 
and retirees developed the busi-
ness plan for the summer, in-
cluding compiling a supply list 
for the repair work and spruc-
ing up Osborn’s baseball field.

“They learned [that] in busi-
ness that everybody has to live 
within a budget. We tried to em-
phasize that we can’t just throw 
money at everything,” said Mr. 
Hazen.

In the 87-degree heat, stu-
dents took occasional breaks 
to splash themselves with icy 
water from the cooler.  Among 
them, rising senior and aspir-
ing journalist Lettie-Ann Miller 
said she also has been soaking 
up advice about networking.  
“Don’t be scared. Always make 
sure you go out there and get 
contacts because you never 
know what will happen,” she 
said.

The Student Corps team from 
the River Rouge High School, 
just south of downtown, land-
scaped around a viaduct that 
cars pass through to reach their 
school. The city cleared the 
weeds, and the student crew 
then laid plastic and planted 
200 boxwoods to transform the 
space. Other projects chosen by 
the team include food distribu-
tion at a local community center 
and mentoring incoming fresh-
men in a high school orientation 
program.

Retiree Lew Eads is volun-
teering because he remembers 
adults in his life who encour-
aged him as a young person. 
“They showed me my potential, 
that’s why I’m here,” said the 
70-year-old who worked as a gm 
advertising manager. “I tell the 
kids, ‘We’re here for you.’ I give 
them hugs and tell them we 
love them.” 

No decision has been made 
yet about whether the program 
will continue next year, but Mr. 
DiGiovanni would like to see 
other Detroit businesses join 

the initiative. “Imagine a Stu-
dent Corps of not 110 kids, but 
3,000 kids,” he said.

Sandy Baruah, the president 
of the Detroit Regional Cham-
ber of Commerce, said gm has 
been instrumental in support-
ing education reform, and this 
program was a natural next 
step. “It really demonstrates the 
importance that the business 
community is placing on educa-
tion achievement,” he said. 

Common Interests

Programs such as the gm Stu-
dent Corps can reduce the per-
ceived gap between business 
interests and community in-
terests, Mr. Barauah suggests. 
“When people understand each 
other better, we find we have 
more in common than we have 
not in common.” 

After the summer, Mr. Di-
Giovanni said he anticipates 
many of the retirees and stu-
dents will stay in touch.

Seventeen-year-old Gregory 

Thomas, a 4.0 student who 
wants to be an engineer, says he 
hopes the experience will help 
his future job prospects. “If later 
in life I want to try to work for 
gm, I might get tips from them,” 
he said. 

Volunteer Tom Parkhill, 69, 
plans to give students on his 
Cody team his business card at 
the end of the program. “They 
have expectations. Our job is to 
do what we can to make those 
expectations happen,” he said. 
“You need door openers and 
people who can help.”

Special coverage on the alignment 
between K-12 schools and 
postsecondary education is 
supported in part by a grant from 
the Lumina Foundation, at www.
luminafoundation.org. Education 
Week retains sole editorial control 
over the content of this coverage. 

 > >  The COLLEGE BOUND blog 
tracks news and trends on this 
issue.  www.edweek.org/go/
collegebound
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By Sarah D. Sparks 

As tracking data on students 
grow ever more extensive, some 
Maryland educators find early 
warnings of students at risk of 
dropping out may become visible 
at the very start of their school 
careers.

The affluent and tech-savvy 
149,000-student Montgomery 
County public schools, in a suburb 
of Washington, is building one of 
the first early-warning systems in 
the country that can identify red 
flags for 75 percent of future drop-
outs as early as the second semes-
ter of 1st grade. 

“If these kids are always with 
us, we can do something about 
this,” said Thomas C. “Chris” West, 
who built the tracking formula as 
Montgomery County’s evaluation 
specialist and now works as a data 
specialist in Frederick County, 
Md., schools. “Remember, these are 
signs of students who drop out—it 
doesn’t mean they are dropouts.” 

Montgomery County’s initiative 
comes in the midst of an explosion 
in the use of longitudinal-data sys-
tems to identify students at risk of 
not graduating from high school 
on time. According to the most 
recent count by the Data Quality 
Campaign, for 2012, 28 states use 
early-warning systems, with more 
in development. These systems 
can be used to target interventions 
based on profiles of characteristics 
of students who fail academically 
and drop out of school, though at 
this point, relatively few states or 
districts have reports available to 
principals and teachers multiple 
times a year. 

Knowing the District

Most modern early-warning sys-
tems evolved out of the work of Rob-
ert Balfanz, the co-director of the 
Everyone Graduates Center and a 
research scientist at the Center for 
Social Organization of Schools at 
Johns Hopkins University in Bal-
timore, and from the University of 
Chicago Consortium on Chicago 
School Research. Research from the 
Johns Hopkins center showed that 
three red flags—chronic absentee-
ism, severe disciplinary infractions, 
and reading or mathematics fail-
ures—signal as early as 6th grade 
a student’s disengagement from 
school and predict his or her risk of 
dropping out.

Other studies have since repli-
cated the findings at earlier and 
earlier grades. However, Mr. West, 
who is also affiliated with Mr. Bal-
fanz, cautioned that researchers 
and educators must study these 
risk factors in the context of a spe-
cific school system.

The Montgomery County district 
compared the grades, attendance, 
and behavior of 723 dropouts from 

the class of 2011 and 523 dropouts 
from the class of 2012 with those of 
their classmates who graduated. 
The early-warning system reverse-
engineers a risk profile based on 
warning signs at four critical tran-
sition points: spring of 1st grade 
and fall of 3rd, 6th, and 9th grades.

For example, chronic absentee-
ism is generally defined as missing 
10 percent or more days of school, 
excused or unexcused. In Mont-
gomery County, Mr. West found 
virtually no pupils in the early- 
elementary grades missed 20 days 
of school. But missing as few as 
nine days of school nearly doubled 

a student’s risk of dropping out later. 
“The message for Montgomery 

County is, our kids are there in 
school; they just aren’t doing well,” 
Mr. West said at a discussion of the 
data system at the National Center 
on Education Statistics’ annual con-
ference in Washington last month.

Similarly, elementary schools  
rarely suspend students, but 
subtler behavior cues, such as re-
port card notations of incomplete 
homework, more accurately sig-
naled future problems at that age.

Report card grades were the 
strongest predictor of dropout risk  
in grades 1 and 3.  An overall gpa 
of 1.2 (roughly a D) in the spring 
of 1st grade more than doubled 
a student’s risk of dropping out 
later, and reading or doing math 
below grade level in 1st grade 
boosted that risk by 134 percent. 

“A parent has the report card, 
student has a report card, teacher 
has a report card,” Mr. West said, 
“so if we base our conversation on 
the report card, at least everybody’s 
talking from the same page.”

In later years, lower academic 
performance was even more pre-

dictive, even with higher report 
card grades. At both the 6th and 
9th grades, a student with a gpa 
below 3.0 and no other risk factors 
still was more than 3½ times more 
likely to drop out of school.

All told, a combination of the 
grades, attendance, and behavior in-
dicators in 1st grade predicted about 
75 percent of the students who 
dropped out in the classes of 2011 
and 2012. A quarter to one-third of 
students who had at least one warn-
ing sign in 1st grade had more red 
flags in the 6th and 9th grades.

Changed Conversation

While Montgomery County’s  
warning system is not yet being 
used to track individual students 
in real time, the district is chang-
ing the way it talks about student 
risk factors. For example, the data 
showed that more than 60 percent 
of students who dropped out were 
not from poor families. English-
language learners were overrepre-
sented among dropouts in the class 
of 2011—16 percent, compared to 
the 4 percent district average—
and special education students ac-
counted for more than one in five 
dropouts in 2011, higher than their 
11 percent share of the class over-
all. Mr. West said grade and behav-
ior indicators proved more reliable 
and less discriminatory than look-
ing at socioeconomics or race.

“It’s like getting your blood 
pressure checked; you have to do 
it often and over time,” Mr. West 
said.

One reason for caution: At early 
grades, the system can show al-
most 50 percent more students at 
risk of dropping out as those who 
ultimately do. Still, Mr. West noted 
that it’s not certain whether the 
false positives come from mistakes 
that make sense in context—for 
example, a high-performing stu-
dent who gets chicken pox and 
misses two weeks of school—or 
the effect of interventions to help 
at-risk students in later grades.

“But then you get into stigma; 
is it good to tell a 1st grader, ‘You 
might be a dropout?’ These kids do 
move in and out of these indica-
tors,” Mr. West said. 

“You will not reduce dropout 
rates by [identifying] the students; 
it’s what you do with them,” he 
said. “Early-warning systems are  
part of an intervention strategy.” 

The district is working to ana-
lyze changes in the indicators 
from grade to grade to find the 
trajectories that might be more ac-
curate predictors than at a single 
grade. It is also analyzing data 
from its high school graduates to 
find indicators associated with 
later college persistence.

Scan this tag with your 
smartphone for a link  
to “Just the Right Mix: 
Identifying Potential 

Dropouts in Montgomery County Public 
Schools Using an Early Warning Indicators 
Approach.”  www.edweek.org/links.

New Dropout-Warning System 
Flags Pupils’ Risks in 1st Grade 

Parents Provide Muscle 
As Bond, Tax Measures 
Scrap to Win Approval 

By Nora Fleming 

Sitting in a cafeteria at Pimlico 
Elementary/Middle School last 
fall, parents were asked to imagine 
what their children’s school would 
look like with an influx of money 
under a proposed $2.4 billion bond 
project to renovate and upgrade fa-
cilities in the Baltimore district.

Parents called for “basic stan-
dards”: working air conditioning, 
drinkable water in fountains, and 
windows that open, said Sherrell 
Savage, a mother of three students, 
who helped rally parental support 
credited for providing the crucial 
momentum needed to get the mea-
sure approved by state lawmakers 
in this year’s legislative session. 

“Our parents couldn’t even dream 
about 21st-century schools because 
they were still dealing with 20th-
century schools that weren’t oper-
ating properly,” she said.

To help push the measure over 
the top, Baltimore parents had to 
prod both their community and leg-
islators from across the state to ap-
prove and pay for the project, which 
will rely on a combination of state, 
city, and district resources to build 
new schools, shut down old ones, 
and provide up-to-date facilities for 
the 84,700-student district. 

Though the specifics may differ 
from community to community, 
parents throughout the country 
are increasingly becoming advo-
cates for bond and tax measures 
needed to fill budget holes and 
better the quality of schools.

Their outreach often goes be-
yond knocking on doors, posting 
on Facebook, and running ads on 

local TV stations: In Baltimore, 
for example, the nearly three-year 
campaign included a 3,000-person 
rally and weekly parent bus rides 
to lobby state legislators in An-
napolis, the capital.

According to Michael Griffith, 
the senior policy analyst for the 
Denver-based Education Com-
mission of the States, parents are 
vital in pushing local voters to 
pass both bond measures, which 
typically pay for lengthy infra-
structure projects, and tax or levy 
measures, which pay for district 
operating expenses. 

“While in most school dis-
tricts these measures have to go 
through the school board or the 
district’s fiscal agent to be put be-
fore the community, it is the par-
ents that have to rally to support 
the measure,” Mr. Griffith said. 
“Whether it be organizing a cam-
paign or voting for the measure, 
parent involvement is crucial to 
getting these measures passed.” 

Mastering Complexities

An effective campaign can also 
require a high level of sophistica-
tion from parents when it comes to 
details and legalities surrounding 
the proposals. The rules and regula-
tions governing bonds and tax lev-
ies can differ substantially by state, 
and even within states. Some states 
have caps on tax rates for taxpayers, 
limits on how much money can be 
raised for operating expenses, rules 
on when measures can be placed on 
local ballots, and a statistical thresh-
old for voter approval, he said.

In Kansas, for example, caps 

FLAGGING STUDENTS  
AT RISK
As early as 1st grade, factors 
such as reading below grade 
level or racking up more than 
nine absences in a year can 
greatly increase the odds that a 
student will eventually drop out of 
school, according to Montgomery 
County’s data.

Overall GPA below 1.20 

Below grade level in reading  
and/or mathematics

Suspended (in or out of school)  
one or more times

Absent nine or more times 

134%

101%

91%

SOURCE: Thomas C. West,  
Montgomery County, Md., Schools

104%

Indicators pave way 
for intervening early

Students work in a classroom at John Eager Howard Elementary 
School in Baltimore in April. Funding under a bond measure 
approved by the Maryland legislature this past spring will pay for 
overdue upgrades to city schools.

RAISES DROPOUT 
RISK BY 
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on how much districts can raise 
and spend on operating expenses 
may have encouraged a growth 
in bond measures—which have 
fewer restrictions—as a means for 
parents to bring more money into 
local schools, said Mark Tallman, 
an associate executive director at 
the Kansas Association of School 
Boards. However, the trend has 
generated concerns about equity, 
since wealthier districts can le-
verage more funding given their 
higher property-tax bases.

Washington state has responded 
to that concern by providing addi-
tional “levy equalization assistance” 
to districts where property values 
are lower than the state average. 
Three years ago, 220 districts re-
ceived $261 million in matching 
funds for tax-levy measures.

States’ rules, as well as their cir-
cumstances, have also influenced 
the number of measures pushed 
and passed by parents. Changes 
more than a decade ago to the 
way Minnesota finances public 
education meant significant cuts 
to school districts that communi-
ties have tried to buffer by passing 
levy measures, said Mary Cecconi, 
the executive director of Parents 
United, a state advocacy group 
based in St. Paul that has helped 
parents get tax measures passed 
for districts.

“Minnesota has spawned a cot-
tage industry around local levy 
campaigns: If you’re not running 
a levy campaign here, you’re plan-
ning on running one the next year,” 
said Ms. Cecconi, who estimates 
that more than 90 percent of the 
state’s districts have at least one 
levy in place. “The psyche of the 
taxpayer is that districts keep going 
out for more and more money; most 
everyone in Minnesota is now suf-
fering from levy fatigue.”

In the past decade-plus, parents 
there have also developed finely 
tuned and pricey campaign strat-
egies that can cost $125,000 or 
even more, she added.

Although the measures can net 
upwards of $700 in additional 
funds per student per year in Min-
nesota, districts frequently use 
them to patch budget holes, rather 

than provide additions or improve-
ments. Even with a good campaign, 
the use of the money can make it 
challenging to get voters to pass 
measures and to renew them, as is 
required every 10 years.

Fiscal Pressures

According to Jared Boigon, a 
partner with tbwb Strategies, a 
San Francisco-based political-
consulting firm that focuses on 
public-finance measures, the state 
cuts that many districts have 
faced in recent years have made 
it much harder to fulfill the cam-
paign promises for programs and 
new facilities when the money is 
needed to cover basic school needs. 
Strategic campaigning—such as 
showing how modern buildings 
could save money in energy costs 
over time—are essential in help-
ing the measures pass, he said. 

The failure to pass a levy can 
often make the budget holes grow 
bigger. In Minnesota’s Osseo Area 
school system, last year’s levy mea-
sure lost by 124 votes (out of 69,000 
cast), resulting in $3 million in cuts 
for the 20,000-student district, said 
parent and campaign leader Mary 
Ellen DeBois. She and other par-
ents are already in the midst of 
ramping up the campaign strategy 
for another levy, on the ballot this 
fall; projections show its failure 
would bring another $8 million in 
cuts within two years. 

“The most difficult part of the 
campaign is building an immense 
number of relationships across a 
diverse community, one conversa-
tion at a time,” Ms. DeBois said. 
“Our message to our volunteers 
is: We don’t need people to take on 
huge tasks, we need many people 
to take on small pieces of the puz-
zle. We know we don’t have the 
time or the resources to change 
everyone’s mind [to support the 
levy].”

Districts tend to take varied 
approaches to campaign strate-
gies and style, said W. Kyle Ingle, 
an associate professor of educa-
tional administration at Bowling 
Green State University in Ohio, 
who has researched tax-measure 
campaigns. In general, cam-
paigns that more readily involve 
the community and disseminate 
varied and targeted messages to 
different groups tend to be more 

successful at the polls, he said. 
Restrictions governing measures 

and pushback from naysayers 
have inspired progressive ideas 
in many communities, like those 
in Minnesota, in how to craft cam-
paigns, and in others, how to pay 
for the bond and tax measures 
themselves.

Analysts determined the level 
of repairs needed to put all Bal-
timore schools in adequate con-
dition would cost at least $2.4 
billion, an amount that would be 
nearly impossible for the district 
to borrow and pay off alone with  
the city’s limited property-tax 
base. At the urging of parents, 
the community at large, and ad-
vocacy groups like the American 
Civil Liberties Union and the Bal-
timore Education Coalition, the 
state, city, and district agreed to 
share responsibility for paying off 
a portion of the bond each year, 
supported by the state legislation 
approved this past spring. 

Other places have also been cre-
ative. Board members in Green-
ville, S.C., voted to create a non-
profit organization, governed by 
former school board members, 
that borrowed $1 billion to build 
nearly 80 new schools within five 

years—impossible for the district 
to do given state laws and the 
local voter climate.

Level of Support

Since tax and bond measures 
differ considerably among dis-
tricts and states, common fea-
tures of successful measures are 
hard to discern, said Alex Bowers, 
an associate professor at Teach-
ers College, Columbia University. 
Mr. Bowers has found, however, 
that one omnibus bond financ-
ing several projects, rather than 
smaller bonds broken down to 
pay for specific projects like a new 
track or library, tend to do better 
at the polls. In addition, repackag-
ing and refloating bond measures 
that have failed usually doesn’t 
produce a different result.

Still, he said, the overall success 
of bond measures largely depends 
on community support for local 
schools, or the support parents 
and the district are able to drum 
up—components that are hard to 
measure statistically.

While the campaign in Baltimore 
was successful, the community’s ef-
forts are far from over for the proj-
ect, which will take 10 to 15 years 

to complete and require additional 
funding mechanisms to support it. 

Local advocacy groups and par-
ent leaders like Ms. Savage, a 
member of the education coalition, 
hope that parent involvement con-
tinues past the campaign stage to 
implementation of the project it-
self. Some parents already went 
back to the drawing board this 
summer to help hash out the spe-
cifics and timetable for the first 
set of schools in line to be built, 
renovated, or closed. 

“Parents are often relegated to 
the back seat, but this time,” Ms. 
Savage said, “parents have recog-
nized that they have the power to 
have their voices heard and move 
things to change in the schools our 
children attend and in our city.” 

Coverage of parent-empowerment 
issues is supported by a grant from  
the Walton Family Foundation, at  
www.waltonfamilyfoundation.org. 
Education Week retains sole editorial 
control over the content of this coverage.
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PUBLIC blog tracks news and 
trends on this issue.  
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Tamara Hanson, 
the principal of 
John Eager Howard 
Elementary School, 
looks in on a class 
in session last 
spring.
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By Jaclyn Zubrzycki

A Connecticut judge’s order 
that Paul G. Vallas, who has run 
of some of the largest school sys-
tems in the country, must leave 
his post as the superintendent 
in Bridgeport because of a lack 
of formal certification highlights 
some of the tensions in national 
debates over superintendents’ 
qualifications and state inter-
ventions in struggling urban  
districts. 

Though Mr. Vallas, a former 
budget director for Chicago 
mayor Richard Daley, has gar-
nered national attention as a 
district leader in Chicago, Phila-
delphia, and Louisiana’s state-
run Recovery School District, he 
was never fully certified to be a 
superintendent in Connecticut. 

In a strongly worded June 28 
ruling that is being appealed, 
Superior Court Judge Barbara 
Bellis said that a state board-ap-
proved independent study taken 
by Mr. Vallas at the University of 
Connecticut’s Neag School of Ed-
ucation was a course rather than 
the leadership program he was 
required to take under a state 
law passed last year. 

Judge Bellis also found that, 
although his professor gave him 
an A for his efforts, Mr. Vallas 
did not actually complete the 
independent study—which had 
never been used for any other 
district leader in the state—in 
the form approved by the state 
board of education. That means, 
the ruling said, that Mr. Vallas 
was ineligible for the waiver from 
state certification requirements 
granted to him by state Commis-
sioner of Education Stefan Pryor. 

Staying for Now

The Connecticut Supreme Court 
announced in July that Mr. Vallas, 
who has courted his share of con-
troversy, can remain the district’s 
superintendent while the case 
is being appealed. The court will 

hear arguments in late September. 
“We’re going to keep on doing what 
we do until the courts tell us we 
can’t do it,” Mr. Vallas said in an 
interview with Education Week. 

Carmen Lopez, the retired su-
perior court judge who brought 
the case against Mr. Vallas’ ap-
pointment, said her action was 
prompted by a series of deci-
sions—including his appoint-
ment—that state officials had 
made about the 21,000-student 
system without the input of 
Bridgeport residents. The school 
board that hired Mr. Vallas was 
state-appointed rather than 
elected. Mr. Vallas’ entry into his 
position was eased by Commis-
sioner Pryor, Ms. Lopez said. 

“Paul Vallas was imposed on 
the city,” she said. “Then we find 
out that he lacks something as 
basic as having certification.”

“There is a movement in this 
country to change education as we 
know it, and you start that where 
people are vulnerable,” she said. 
“There’s never any discussion with 

the people, who are looked on as 
incompetent. ... The only recourse 
we have is the court.”

Despite the court ruling, Mr. 
Vallas says the independent 
study allowed him to show he 
met state standards, which 
should permit him to be superin-
tendent in Bridgeport, the state’s 
second largest district and also 
one of its poorest. 

“This is about more than certifi-
cation,” Mr. Vallas said. “If I’d taken 
a longer course, they’d have found 
something else to sue the district 
over,” he said. “This is about main-
taining the status quo.”

Other superintendents who 
have come to districts from non-
traditional backgrounds, such 
as business or the military, have 
had their credentials questioned 
and, in some cases, seen their 
education careers come to an end. 

Cathleen P. Black, who was 
named the chancellor of the New 
York City schools in 2011 after 
holding top executive posts in 
magazine publishing, drew heat 

for having no experience work-
ing in education. Like Mr. Vallas, 
Ms. Black was granted a waiver 
by the state’s education com-
missioner that permitted her to 
lead the nation’s largest school 
system. She left the job, however, 
after 95 days.

Nontraditional Chiefs

Other prominent district 
schools chiefs in recent years 
have not had traditional admin-
istrator credentials, including 
U.S. Secretary of Education Arne 
Duncan, who became the ceo 
of Chicago’s schools after serv-
ing under Mr. Vallas; Michelle 
A. Rhee, who led the District of 
Columbia’s school system; and 
Anthony J. Tata, who headed the 
district in Wake County, N.C.

The fact that in Bridgeport the 
issue has been taken to court is 
unusual, however. 

“This is the first situation I’ve 
seen where a major city super-
intendent’s credentials were the 

subject of a lawsuit,” said Mi-
chael D. Casserly, the executive 
director of the Council of the 
Great City Schools, a Washing-
ton-based group that represents 
large urban districts.

As of 2005, 44 states required 
some sort of specific education 
program or certification for their 
superintendents, according to the 
Denver-based Education Com-
mission of the States. 

Particularly in large urban sys-
tems, though, superintendents 
from outside the education world 
are hardly a new phenomenon, 
said Mr. Casserly. 

“There probably ought to be 
changes in state laws in a way that 
would allow nontraditional super-
intendents to lead at least major-
city school districts,” he said. 

In most cases, a state waiver is 
granted or the path is cleared at 
the legislative level for a nontra-
ditional leader to take the helm, 
and the issue never reaches a 
court, said Kenneth Wong, a 
professor of education policy at 

Bridgeport Schools Chief’s Future in Doubt
Ouster appeal slated 
by Conn. high court

PAUL G. VALLAS

“This is the 
first situation 
I’ve seen where 
a major city 
superintendent’s 
credentials were 
the subject of  
a lawsuit.”
MICHAEL D. CASSERLY
Council of the Great City Schools

 > >  The DISTRICT DOSSIER blog tracks news and trends on this issue.  www.edweek.org/go/districtdossier

Bridgeport Superintendent of Schools Paul G. Vallas hugs Aphia Griffiths, a parent, after she spoke at a 
rally to show support for him last month in Bridgeport, Conn.
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 EXPERIENCE
 
 Jan. 2012
  Became superintendent in 

Bridgeport, Conn.

 2010-12
  Education consultant for 

government of Haiti after 
2010 earthquake; education 
consultant for government of 
Chile. 

 2007-2011
  Served as superintendent of 

the Recovery School District, 

La., where he helped oversee 
the rebuilding of New Orleans’ 
schools after Hurricane Katrina. 
He closed direct-run schools and 
opened charter schools, seeking 
to create what he described as a 
“system of schools” rather than a 
“school system.” 

 2002-2007
  Became CEO of Philadelphia 

school district immediately 
after a state takeover gave 
control of many of the schools 
to private managers and 
universities. He replaced K-8 

schools with elementary and 
middle schools, promoted a 
zero-tolerance discipline policy, 
and opened more than 60 
charter schools.

 2001-2002
  Gubernatorial candidate 

in Illinois, losing Democratic 
primary to now-former Gov. Rod 
Blagojevich. 

 1995-2001
  Was the first mayorally 

appointed CEO of Chicago’s 
public schools. He sought to 
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Brown University. 
Mr. Vallas said he had not been 

required to take any course for 
his district positions in Chicago, 
Philadelphia, or Louisiana.

Mr. Casser ly  quest ioned 
whether a course would have 
helped Mr. Vallas become a better 
superintendent. “Frankly, there’s 
no paper or credential that could 
be added to his résumé that 
would somehow make him more 
skilled,” he said.

Jeffrey Henig, a professor of edu-
cation policy at Teachers College, 
Columbia University, said the dis-
pute over Mr. Vallas’ credentials 
was evidence of a bigger battle. 

“There’s a strong sense within 
most of the traditional education 
community that standards and 
regulations that were meant to 
ensure expertise and training in 
things like pedagogy and curricu-
lum are being eroded by a broad 
assault on these traditional insti-
tutions,” he said.

“The irony is that these very 
regulations that the contempo-
rary school reform movement is 
complaining about were promul-
gated, in the early 20th century, 
by the reformers of that day,” Mr. 
Henig said. “These were the tools 
for ensuring that local and state 
party machines didn’t award these 
positions based on loyalty.”

Back Story

The recent turmoil over school 
governance in Bridgeport began 
in 2011, when the school system 
was placed under mayoral control 
by the state board of education, 
though the Connecticut Supreme 
Court later ruled that the action 
was not constitutional. Mr. Vallas 
was elected by the mayorally ap-
pointed board after meeting Mr. 
Pryor in Haiti, where both men 
were doing post-earthquake relief 
work, and being introduced to city 
board members, the superinten-
dent said. 

The city’s school board became 
an elected body again after the 
supreme court ruling, with some 
members who vehemently op-
posed Mr. Vallas’s policies. But 
that elected board eventually 
voted 5-4 in favor of keeping Mr. 
Vallas as a superintendent and 
awarded him a three-year con-
tract. That same divide has re-
mained consistent in school board 

votes this spring.
An informal poll conducted by 

the Connecticut Post’s website 
found, as of July 17, that only 17 
percent of readers believed that 
Mr. Vallas was qualified for his job. 

Mr. Vallas’ legal fees are being 
paid by the city school board. 

“The fact that there’s tension 
and conflict politically over who 
should be calling the shots in 
Bridgeport makes the earlier ef-
fort to bring mayoral control rel-
evant,” Mr. Henig said. “There’s a 
component of the community that 
feels that reform is being driven 
largely by outside actors.”

Ms. Lopez, who brought the 
legal challenge against the selec-
tion of Mr. Vallas, said that she 
was wary of his record in other 
places he’d worked, where the 
charter sector has grown signifi-
cantly while district schools have 
been closed. 

“Community schools are impor-
tant in Bridgeport,” she said. She 
also expressed concern about more 
standardized tests being used in 
schools, and about new military 
schools that have opened in the 
district. “I wonder if he thinks 
that’s the only way black and 
Latino kids can learn, to impose 
military schools on them,” she 
said. “They wouldn’t do this in the 
suburbs.” 

No new charter schools have 
opened in Bridgeport during Mr. 
Vallas’ tenure, though he touted 
a new military academy in an in-
terview.  The district’s budget defi-
cit, meanwhile, has been reduced. 
Mr. Vallas said that while he had 
made cuts at the central-office 
level, no schools had been closed, 
and big layoffs had been avoided. 
“If the [state supreme] court rules 
against us, which I don’t believe 
they will, then so be it. It’s not like 
we haven’t made significant prog-
ress,” Mr. Vallas said. “The issue 
for the city will be: Can you main-
tain the investment that we’ve 
made? Can you implement it to 
its fruition?”

As far as the implications for 
other cities with nontraditional 
superintendents, Mr. Casserly of 
the Great City Schools said that 
“it’s a little hard to believe some-
one hasn’t thought of [challenging 
a controversial leader’s credentials 
in court] before, … but I’m pretty 
confident in saying someone will 
think of it again.” 

end automatic grade promotion, 
required summer school for more 
students, opened many magnet, 
alternative, and charter schools, 
and balanced the district’s budget.

 1993-1995
  Budget director for city of 

Chicago under Mayor Richard M. 
Daley. 

 1990-1993
  Executive director of the Illinois 

legislature’s economic and fiscal 
commission. 

 EDUCATION/TRAINING

 1980-1993
 Illinois National Guard 

 1980
  Master’s degree  

in political science,  
Western Illinois University

 1976
  Bachelor’s degree  

in political science and history,  
Western Illinois University

 SOURCE: Education Week
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Benjamin Herold
Madison, Wis.

Forget No. 2 pencils, or even the 
new computer-based common-core 
exams that have schools across the 
country scrambling.

Researchers at the University of 
Wisconsin-Madison are convinced 
the tests of the future will look 
like Crystals of Kaydor, a role-
playing video game about aliens.

Designed to measure children’s 
learning in real time while rewir-
ing their brains to help them be 
more empathetic, Crystals offers a 
potentially transformative response 
to two cutting-edge questions now 
being debated in the world of test-
ing: whether digital games can ef-
fectively blur the line between in-
struction and assessment and how 
educators can better gauge chil-
dren’s social and emotional skills.

“Our job is to provide compel-
ling examples of what assess-
ments can be,” said Constance 
Steinkuehler, an associate profes-
sor of education and former White 
House policy analyst who co-directs 
Games+Learning+Society, a center 
based here that is dedicated to de-
signing and studying video games.

Along with the university’s 
Center for Investigating Healthy 
Minds, led by the renowned neu-
roscientist Richard Davidson, Ms. 
Steinkuehler and her team hope 
to demonstrate that successfully 
playing a video game can itself con-
stitute clear evidence of learning, 
eliminating the need for after-the-
fact assessments.

They also hope to show that video 
games can strengthen the circuits 

in children’s brains that regulate 
empathy, self-control, and the other 
“noncognitive skills” that research-
ers increasingly view as the founda-
tion of lifelong academic, financial, 
physical, and emotional well-being.

In Crystals, players assume 
the identity of a damaged robot 
stranded on a distant planet. To 
succeed, they must recognize and 
respond to the nonverbal cues of 
humanlike aliens, enlisting the 
creatures’ help through altruistic 
and “pro-social” behaviors.

Funded by a $1.4 million grant 
from the Bill & Melinda Gates Foun-
dation, Crystals and a second iPad 
game, called Tenacity, also devel-
oped by Games+Learning+Society, 
are at the fore of three broad trends 
reshaping K-12 education: the explo-
sive growth of digital media; the con-
troversial rise of “big data”; and the 
emergence of new brain research 
suggesting that critical noncogni-
tive skills are malleable well into 
adolescence.

(The Gates Foundation also helps 
support Education Week’s coverage 
of business and K-12 innovation.)

Assessment experts caution that 
video games must clear numerous 
hurdles before they can be consid-
ered legitimate testing tools and that 
efforts to measure social-emotional 
learning are still in their infancy.

But the notion that games like 
Crystals and other radically new 
forms of assessment could soon be 
used as tests in schools is not fanci-
ful science fiction.

“I would love to see … more reli-
able, meaningful, and easy-to-ad-
minister assessments that help us 
understand whether we are teach-
ing the noncognitive skills that 
predict students’ success in college, 
careers, and life,” U.S. Secretary of 
Education Arne Duncan said at a 
conference of the American Edu-

cational Research Association in 
May. “This is the next frontier in 
assessment.”

‘Cool’ Learning

Crystals of Kaydor opens with a 
serene scene of a space shuttle car-
rying robotic explorers on their way 
to a newly discovered planet.

Within seconds, the action kicks 
into high gear, with sweeping vi-
sual effects and pounding electronic 
music accompanying the robots’ 
crash landing.

Fourteen-year old Maria Thurow 
was hooked.

A rising freshman in the 900-stu-
dent New Glarus school district, 
outside Madison, Ms. Thurow 
tested Crystals during one of 
Games+Learning+Society’s recent 
“play squads.”

By the time she encountered her 
first alien, Ms. Thurow, who said she 
plays digital games ranging from 
mindless phone apps to complex 
strategy games like Civilization for 
up to 10 hours each week, had de-

clared the game “cool.”  
Proponents have argued for a de-

cade that video games are powerful 
learning tools because of their popu-
larity and capacity to engage play-
ers in complex problem-solving.

More recently, James Paul 
Gee, the godfather of video 
game theory and a co-founder of 
Games+Learning+Society, has ad-
vanced the idea that success in play-
ing video games can offer proof of 
student mastery of academic content.

Mr. Gee, now a professor at Ari-
zona State University in Tempe, 
used as an example the popular 
first-person shooter video game 
Halo, arguing that it would be 
nonsensical to give children who 
successfully complete the game 
separate, written tests of their Halo 
knowledge.

“The game is the test,” said Mr. 
Gee. “If we could design teaching 
algebra as well as Halo is designed, 
we’d say the same thing.”

Games+Learning+Society has 
devoted more resources and talent 
than most to overcoming two key 

Researchers See Video Games as Testing Tools

FCC Releases Blueprint for Restructuring E-Rate Program
By Sean Cavanagh

The Federal Communica-
tions Commission has officially 
launched an effort to refashion the 
E-rate program with the release 
of an ambitious notice of proposed 
rulemaking, a document that 
seeks public input on such issues 
as schools’ use of fiber-optic cable 
and standards for Web connectiv-
ity in schools.

The E-rate, established by Con-
gress in 1996 and overseen by the 
fcc, provides schools and librar-
ies with funding for discounts on 
telecommunications services. The 
aid is derived from fees on tele-
communications providers and is 
designed to improve program ap-
plicants’ technological access.

Advocates for improving tech-
nology in schools have been clam-
oring for years for changes to the 

program, which they say is under-
funded and badly antiquated, in 
terms of the types of Web connec-
tions and technology it supports.

Among those calling for change 
is President Barack Obama, who 
recently argued in favor of setting 
the goal of giving 99 percent of 
the nation’s schools access to high-
speed broadband and wireless 
Internet access within five years. 
Administration officials have said 
those changes would be supported 
through a temporary, “one-time 
capital” expense that would cost 
phone users no more than $5 per 
year.

Specifics Lacking

The far-reaching, 175-page no-
tice, released late last month, 
offers few specific proposals on 
how E-rate policy should change. 

Instead, it presents what the fcc 
commissioners see as shortcom-
ings in the program and poses a 
series of pointed questions to the 
public and the nation’s school and 
technology communities, asking 
them to weigh in by Sept. 16.

Commissioners have said they 
have three overriding goals for the 
program: increasing broadband 
capacity for schools and libraries; 
improving purchasing practices  
to reduce costs and increase the 
program’s effectiveness; and 
streamlining the program’s ad-
ministration.

The fcc currently has three 
members and two vacant seats. 
Both the Democrats on the com-
mission, Jessica Rosenworcel and 
acting Chairwoman Mignon Cly-
burn, have called for a major re-
working of the program and have 
praised Mr. Obama’s blueprint.

“Without adequate capacity, 
our students are going to fall 
short,” Ms. Rosenworcel argued 
at a recent public meeting, when 
the notice was announced. “We 
fail our children if we expect dig-
ital-age learning to take place at 
dial-up speeds.”

The lone Republican on the com-
mission, Ajit Pai, also describes the 
program as behind the times and 
notes the amount of money that 
flows to phone services and other 
areas. But he has also emphasized 
a need to reduce waste and increase 
transparency in the program.

During a speech last month at 
the American Enterprise Insti-
tute, a think tank in Washington, 
Mr. Pai suggested that schools 
would be more accountable for 
spending E-rate money wisely 
if they were required to chip in 
$1 for every $3 in federal E-rate 

money they receive.
And Mr. Pai questioned the 

premise that “funding, or rather 
an alleged lack of funding, is the 
main problem with today’s E-rate 
program.”

“By reducing waste, eliminating 
misguided incentives, and distrib-
uting funds more fairly, we can 
accomplish more—probably a lot 
more—with the same amount of 
money,” he said.

Financial Infusion?

Some of the questions posed in 
the fcc’s notice appear to echo 
Mr. Pai’s concerns. For instance, it 
asks whether the agency should re-
duce the discount rate, a provision 
the fcc says created incentives 
to control costs and improved ef-
ficiency within a federal program 
that supports telecommunications 

FROM LEFT: 
Researchers at the 
University of 
Wisconsin-Madison 
use state-of-the-art 
MRI scanners to 
examine whether new 
video games can 
change the structure 
and function  
of the brain.

Zander Esh, 13, center, 
and Isaac Ballwahn, 14, 
evaluate Crystals of 
Kaydor, a role-playing 
video game that 
challenges students  
to learn empathy  
by identifying  
nonverbal cues.

Play used to gauge 
noncognitive skills 
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services in rural health care.
The July 23 notice also asks 

what steps the fcc should take to 
measure overall program perfor-
mance, or that of individual school 
applicants. Ideas include setting 
target Internet speeds for schools 
or within schools, or even, more 
controversially, trying to gauge 
whether access to E-rate money 
improves academic outcomes.

Despite what had been champi-
oned by the Obama administra-
tion, the fcc does not recommend 
specific dollar amounts and time-
lines for boosting E-rate funding. 
Instead, the commission asks for 
comments on how much funding 
is necessary and how strictly it 
should be tied to certain types of 
technology or applicants.

The notice asks, though, whether 
the fcc should consider lifting the 
overall program cap, even tem-
porarily, on E-rate funds, which 
now stands at about $2.4 billion—
far short of the $4.9 billion that 
schools and libraries requested in 

fiscal 2013. It also asks how the 
fcc could boost schools’ buying 
power by encouraging more con-
sortia of schools to apply for aid.

The document raises the ques-
tion of how flexible or prescrip-
tive the agency should be when it 
agrees to finance school projects 
aimed at increasing broadband ac-
cess. Some technology advocates, 
for instance, say fiber-optic cable 
is the best option for boosting the 
speed of schools’ Web connectivity, 
while also giving them the great-
est ability to handle increases in 
demand. Others say less ambi-
tious, lower-priced upgrades are 
more realistic options for schools.

The notice “indicates to me that 
they’re serious about a sweeping 
modernization of the program, 
and not just an incremental ap-
proach,” said Evan Marwell, the 
ceo of Education Superhighway, a 
San Francisco-based organization 
that promotes improved Web ac-
cess for schools. “There’s an open-
ness to outside-the-box ideas.”

challenges to Mr. Gee’s vision: cre-
ating video games that children ac-
tually want to play and capitalizing 
on the avalanche of information the 
games generate.

The center’s design studio in-
cludes more than a dozen program-
mers, developers, and artists. Cre-
ative director Brian Pelletier spent 
18 years overseeing the artistic de-
velopment of popular commercial 
games like X-Men Legends.

While not a multimillion-dollar 
blockbuster, Crystals of Kaydor 
took Mr. Pelletier’s team eight 
months and $300,000 to create.

The same attention is being paid 
to the game’s back end, where re-
searchers and programmers are 
refining a new system for collecting 
and analyzing “clickstream data.”

Completing Crystals requires 
about 3,000 “events,” such as taps 
on the screen, each of which repre-

sents a decision made by the player. 
The game automatically logs re-
cords of every event, along with 
roughly 15 pieces of related infor-
mation it has been programmed to 
collect. 

Soon, the center will have a huge 
database to mine for evidence that 
particular patterns of play—how a 
child solved a particular problem or 
how long he or she spent trying—
are tied to learning outcomes.

Instead of taking isolated, de-
contextualized snapshots of stu-
dent learning, said Mr. Gee, “we 
can now use digital [games] to as-
sess people in multiple contexts, 
measure their growth across time, 
and track different trajectories to 
mastery. It’s an incredibly threat-
ening moment for more traditional 
forms of assessment.”

While playing Crystals, Ms. Thu-
row initially struggled to identify 

the emotions displayed on the faces 
of the aliens she encountered.  

Afterward, she said the game was 
reminiscent of the “culture shock” 
she experienced when her family 
moved from Wyoming to the tight-
knit Wisconsin community of New 
Glarus shortly before she started 
8th grade.

“Everyone was looking at me, and 
I had to gauge if they really wanted 
to get to know me or they were just 
being nosy,” she explained.

Building Blocks

Mr. Davidson, the neuroscien-
tist, said developing the ability to 
read others’ nonverbal cues is key 
to navigating many social situa-
tions. And the ability to focus your 
mind—the skill at the heart of Te-
nacity—is even more important, 
he argued.

In his influential book How Chil-
dren Succeed: Grit, Resilience, and 
the Hidden Power of Character, 
writer Paul Tough describes mul-
tiple strands of research backing 
those views, including findings by 
Duke University researchers that 
individuals who exhibited poor self-
control as young children went on 
to make significantly less money 
than their peers, were far more 
likely to suffer from poor physical 
health and substance abuse, and 
were far more likely to have been 
convicted of a crime, regardless of 
intelligence or social class.

Equally important, said Mr. Da-
vidson, are neuroscientific studies 
showing that the parts of the brain 
that regulate important noncogni-
tive skills can be altered through 
training and experience—and pos-
sibly through video games.

“We believe the way to strengthen 
the circuits of attention and the cir-
cuits of empathy is through prac-
tice,” he said. “And the way you can 
make practice fun is by embedding 
it in a game.”

To test that theory, Mr. Davidson’s 
team is using an mri scanner to peer 
inside the brains of children who 
play Crystals and Tenacity. Mr. Da-
vidson said positive findings would 
signify a “very hopeful” message.

“We’re not accustomed in this cul-
ture to thinking about qualities like 
attention or empathy as skills,” he 
said. “But neuroscience is teaching 
us that they’re no different than 
learning to play a violin.”

For games like Crystals, though, 
the road from cool prototype to 
widely used tool will likely be long 
and rocky.

States and school districts are 
still struggling with the cost, tech-
nical challenges, and politics of 
implementing the computer-based, 
exams linked to the Common Core 
State Standards.

And Ms. Steinkuehler acknowl-
edged that the notion of testing 
students’ empathy or self-control 

could prove controversial.
“You have to figure out ways to 

work on [those] skills without it be-
coming this Orwellian task where 
Big Brother is constantly watching 
to make sure that you display the 
right values,” she said.

Reality Check

Before game-based assessment 
of noncognitive skills can move 
into the mainstream, said Gregory 
Cizek, a professor of educational 
measurement and evaluation at 
the University of North Carolina 
at Chapel Hill, there will be debate 
about whether “it’s appropriate to 
measure certain things in kids, who 
should be doing the measuring, and 
how those skills should count in de-
termining students’ success.”

There will also be psychometric 
hurdles to clear, Mr. Cizek said.

“A kid might look at these stringy 
alien things and demonstrate 
empathy as defined in a gaming 
situation,” he said, “but does that 
translate to treating human beings 
differently?”

Still, it’s not every day that 
you see 14-year-olds enthusiasti-
cally taking tests and bragging 
about their sensitivity to others’ 
emotions, as Ms. Thurow and 
her peers did during the recent 
Games+Learning+Society play 
squad.

“Games are a terrifically power-
ful vehicle for altering the brain 
in very specific ways,” Mr. David-
son said. “If we can intervene with 
children and actually strengthen 
circuits that are beneficial for life 
outcomes, I think we have a moral 
obligation as a society to try.”

Coverage of entrepreneurship and 
innovation in education and school 
design is supported in part by a grant 
from the Carnegie Corporation of New 
York. Education Week retains sole 
editorial control over the content of 
this coverage.
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MULTIMEDIA: For videos of the games described in this story and audio 
interviews with researchers behind them, visit www.edweek.org/go/games.
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By Katie Ash

Before Le Monde French Im-
mersion Public Charter School 
opened its doors last fall in Port-
land, Ore., it had already over-
come one of the biggest challenges 
facing charter schools: finding and 
financing its facility.

“It was a traumatic experience,” 
said Shouka Rezvani, the board 
president for the independent 
public school. “We all know what 
our academic models are, but as a 
startup, you have no financial his-
tory that you can fall back on with 
respect to getting money.”

Unlike regular public school 
systems, which can seek taxpayer-
backed bonds for school construc-
tion and renovation, many char-
ter schools have no mechanism in 
place to offset their facilities costs. 
And while some of the larger char-
ter networks have more experience 
and financial track records to fall 
back on, startup charters are hit 
particularly hard when seeking 
loans and other financial assistance 
because of their lack of a financial 
history, experts on the sector say.

In addition, charters’ contracts 
with their authorizers tend to 
range from three to five years, 
while loans are typically paid 
back over several decades, mak-
ing banks wary of lending to the 
schools for fear that their con-
tracts will not be renewed.

For the Portland startup, even 
before tackling how it would pay 
for the facility, an even bigger hur-
dle was simply finding a suitable 

space, Ms. Rezvani said. 
“We have to meet all of these code 

requirements that older schools 
[and private schools] may not have 
to comply with because we’re a 
new school, which makes even the 
consideration of most spaces impos-
sible and difficult,” she said.

In addition, when it was seeking 
to move into a Portland school sys-
tem building that was no longer 
in use by the district, Le Monde 
faced competition from private 
schools with larger budgets. 

Allowing charter schools to oc-
cupy former district-owned build-
ings is a practice that has spread 
to many states, and in some cases, 
it has increased the tension be-
tween charter and district-oper-
ated schools.

Ultimately, Le Monde ended up 
where many charters start out: co-
locating with a church. And while 
that arrangement has worked so 
far, it hasn’t been ideal, Ms. Rez-
vani said. 

The school has installed revers-
ible bulletin boards that can be 
flipped over depending on the use 
of the room, and the school and 
the church have signed agree-
ments about where student art-
work can be posted and what can 
and cannot be displayed.

For now, the arrangement is 
working, but officials of Le Monde 
are continuing to seek suitable but 
affordable spaces as the charter’s 
enrollment increases, Ms. Rezvani 
said. The school currently serves 
about 150 students in grades K-2 
and plans to add grade levels each 

year until it is a K-8 school.
Le Monde is not alone in its 

struggle for a space, said Josh 
Kern, the owner of Ten Square, a 
Washington-based consulting firm 
that works with charters to help 
them find and finance facilities.

‘Political Battle’

“This is the single biggest busi-
ness decision that schools will 
make,” he said. “Making a bad 
facilities decision in the first year 
can really determine the perfor-
mance of the school.”

Mr. Kern, who founded and ran 
a charter school, Thurgood Mar-
shall Academy, in the nation’s 
capital for 10 years, said that 
although charter schools in the 
District of Columbia receive one 
of the charter sector’s largest per-
pupil facility allowances (about 
$3,000 per student), the Wash-
ington real estate market makes 

it nearly impossible to find an ap-
propriate and affordable location. 

“It’s a nonstop political battle,” 
said Robert Cane, the executive di-
rector of a Washington-based char-
ter advocacy group, the Friends of 
Choice in Urban Schools, or FOCUS. 
A city law requires the District of 
Columbia public school system to 
give charter schools “right of first 
offer” whenever a public school 
building transfers hands, but Mr. 
Cane contends the school district 
has been hesitant to do so.

“There’s a tendency to want to 
keep control because [the district] 
is afraid that if [it] gives up [the 
facilities] to charter schools, that 
will just accelerate the decline in 
their enrollment,” he said.

That is also a problem for 
charters elsewhere, said Emily 
Dowdall, a senior associate for the 
Philadelphia Research Initiative 
at the Pew Charitable Trusts.

“In a number of cities, there 

is a growing concern that turn-
ing those buildings over to char-
ters will lead to expanded en-
rollment for charters and even 
further rounds of closures [in 
regular school districts],” said 
Ms. Dowdall, who recently wrote 
a paper about what happens to 
shuttered school buildings in 12 
cities around the country.

But while districts may be hesi-
tant to embrace charter schools, 
Ms. Dowdall’s research showed that 
the biggest share—42 percent—of 
shuttered school buildings do end 
up in the hands of charter opera-
tors. “In many cases, there might 
not be a lot of choices,” Ms. Dowdall 
said. “The charter school may be 
the only prospective buyer.”

Tracking Facility Needs

Until recently, charter advo-
cates could only estimate the 
percentage of operating budgets 

Charter-Space Seekers 
Run Into Hurdles  
On Several Fronts

FOCUS ON: FACILITIES

By Katie Ash

Several states have been working to 
change policies and budgeting practices 
to help charter schools identify and pay 
for better facilities.

In Idaho, education officials represent-
ing both traditional district schools and 
charter schools came together this year 
to work on a plan for equitable facilities 
funding for charter schools.

After a series of compromises by both 
district and charter groups, the final rec-
ommendation was for the state to provide 
20 percent of facilities costs for charters 
in its per-pupil allocation the first year 
of the program and 30 percent the next 
year; after that, the funding would in-
crease or decrease in increments of 10 
percentage points, with a cap at 50 per-
cent and a minimum of 20 percent, de-
pending on fluctuations in the overall 
state education budget, said Jason Han-

cock, the deputy chief of staff at the Idaho 
education department.

“It was important to administrators 
that future increases in that equivalency 
percentage would be tied to the budget,” 
he said. “If charter schools were getting 
more money for facilities, it was because 
all schools were receiving more money.”

The proposal passed the legislature 
with minimal changes and was signed 
into law in April.

Meanwhile, in Tennessee’s state-run 
Achievement School District—which was 
created with $22 million from the $500 
million Race to the Top grant awarded to 
the state in 2010—education officials are 
aiming to move the lowest-performing 5 
percent of schools in the state into the top 
25 percent of student achievement within 
five years.

To do so, the achievement district has 
relied largely on conversion charters in 
the low-performing schools.

Conversion charters are those that were 
previously a traditional public school be-
fore becoming a charter.

To cut back on the competition between 
charters and regular schools, the conver-
sion charters can only pull students from 
schools in the Achievement School Dis-
trict. In exchange, the charters operate in 
district facilities rent-free.

“We don’t want this to be a financially 
adverse situation for the home district,” 
explained Malika Anderson, the chief 
portfolio officer for the 1,600-student 
Achievement School District. 

Ballots and Bonds

In California, a series of lawsuits stem-
ming from a 2000 ballot measure has put 
the state in the limelight for the charter 
school facility movement. The measure, 
Proposition 39, requires that public school 
facilities be “shared fairly and equally 
among all public schools, including those 
in charter schools.”

Proposition 39 has been critical in help-
ing charters find adequate facilities, said 
Ricardo Soto, the senior vice president for 
legal advocacy and general counsel for the 

California Charter Schools Association. 
But even with the law in place, the state’s 
charters face challenges in securing space 
and paying for it, he said.

For starters, the law applies only to 
charter schools with more than 80 stu-
dents, which not all startup charters 
may have, he said. Second, while Propo-
sition 39 helps charters access facilities, 
it doesn’t help those charters finance the 
buildings.

In some California districts, such as 
San Diego and Los Angeles, charters 
have responded to that challenge by 
working with districts to be included in 
local bond measures, said Mr. Soto.

Miles Durfee, the Southern California 
managing regional director for the Califor-
nia Charter Schools Association, is helping 
oversee the distribution of funds to char-
ters from a facilities bond passed in the 
San Diego school district last November.

“We absolutely would like to see this 
model explode or become bigger as we look 
through different local bonds,” he said. 
“The political nexus occurs when the vot-
ers vote for the bond. They want to vote for 
all students, and they have kids at charter 
schools.”

States, Districts Set Policies to Give 
Charters Financing for Facilities
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that charters typically spend on 
facilities-related costs, including 
lease and loan payments as well 
as maintenance and other upkeep 
of the properties.

But the newly formed Charter 
Schools Facilities Initiative—a 
collaboration between the Denver-
based Colorado League of Charter 
Schools and the Washington-
based National Alliance for Public 
Charter Schools—has launched a 
national effort to gather compre-

hensive information on charters’ 
access to affordable facilities. 

Preliminary data from April, col-
lected from a survey of nearly 1,000 
charter schools in 10 states, show 
that charters spend roughly 10 
percent of their operating budgets 
on facilities. And that has a direct 
impact on the academic quality 
of charters, said Nina S. Rees, the 
executive director of the National 
Alliance for Public Charter Schools.

“Every penny that’s spent on fa-
cilities is a penny that’s not spent 
on the classroom,” she said. 

Jim Griffin, a former president 
of the Colorado League of Charter 
Schools, said the issue also affects 
what kind of services and program-
ming the schools can offer. (Mr. 
Griffin is now the president of Mo-
mentum Strategy and Research.)

In nine of the 10 states sur-
veyed, for instance, fewer than 50 
percent of charters reported hav-
ing kitchen facilities that qualified 
schools to prepare meals on site 
and met federal guidelines for the 
free- and reduced-price lunch pro-
gram. (While a lack of such facili-
ties does not exclude those schools 
from participating in the federal 
program, it may increase their 
expenses by forcing them to buy 
vendor meals that cost more than 
the federal reimbursement rate.)

Many charters also do not have 
access to gyms, libraries, computer 
labs, and science labs, the survey 
found, and fewer than a quarter of 
the charter schools surveyed met 
regional and national standards 
for overall facility size.

“We have to break this challenge 
down into its parts and recognize 

that there are options, and there 
are improvements that the state 
can make to public policy that don’t 
have to dip into the public trea-
sury,” said Mr. Griffin. He cited ex-
amples such as requiring districts 
to share derelict or underutilized 
school buildings with charters or 
creating credit-enhancement pro-
grams that allow charters to nego-
tiate loans at more-affordable rates.

‘Bogus Comparison’

Still, some researchers say that 
charter advocates are oversimpli-
fying the debate around facilities.

“To suggest that charters pay 
100 percent through their oper-
ating budget [for facilities] and 
districts get them for free is really 
a bogus comparison,” said Bruce 
Baker, a professor and researcher 
at Rutgers University’s graduate 
school of education in New Bruns-
wick, N.J., who studies school fi-
nance. “The fact that the money 
flows are not simple and direct 
means that making those com-
parisons isn’t easy,” he said.

Gary Miron, a professor of edu-
cation at Western Michigan Uni-
versity and a researcher at the 
Boulder, Colo.-based National Ed-
ucation Policy Center who studies 
school finance and charter schools, 
said that while policies vary from 
state to state, many traditional 
public schools pay for at least 
some facilities costs out of their 
operating budget as well. 

“It is true that [regular public 
schools] have low-cost and low-
interest bonds that have been 
issued over time, but this notion 

that charter schools have to take a 
big chunk of their operating bud-
get [for facilities]—districts have 
to do that, too,” he said. 

But Mr. Baker, from Rutgers, 
agrees that regular district schools 
receive more systematic support 
for facilities than charters do. 

“Clearly, the funding should be 
fair, and one of the baseline issues 
that comes up with charters is that 
most states from the outset did not 
set up a mechanism for charters to 
finance their capital,” he said.

Around the country, states and 
districts have experimented with 
different ways of providing more-
equitable access to facilities for 
charter schools.

New York City, for instance, has 
embraced co-location, an arrange-
ment by which charter schools 
are housed in the same facility as 
district-run schools and sometimes 
other charters, for free. So far, 159 
charter schools, or 64 percent, are 
co-located.

But the United Federation of 
Teachers, New York City’s affili-
ate of the American Federation of 
Teachers, has called for a morato-
rium on co-locations and has filed a 
lawsuit against the New York De-
partment of Education, challenging 
the legality of the arrangements.

The lawsuit does not question the 
legality of co-location as a practice, 
but seeks to stop those decisions 
from being made over a year in ad-
vance of the proposed sharing of fa-
cilities, explained Michael Mulgrew, 
the president of the union. 

In some cases, co-locations have 
been arranged three years in ad-
vance, which does not allow parents 

and community members to accu-
rately assess whether the agree-
ment is a good fit for their school, 
especially if demographics and 
programming change dramatically 
during that time, Mr. Mulgrew said.

In addition, in some cases, co-
location has forced schools to cut 
back on the programming and 
services they provide to students 
in order to make room for another 
school, negatively affecting those 
teachers and students, he argued.

Some charter advocates ac-
knowledge that co-location can be 
challenging since charters often 
depend on the cultivation of a dis-
tinctive culture and school model. 
But Sara Batterton, the senior di-
rector of real estate and facilities 
for Uncommon Charter Schools—
a network of 38 charters in New 
York, New Jersey, and Massachu-
setts—said the practice is working.

Uncommon Schools currently 
operates 14 schools in Brooklyn 
that are participating in the co-
location program, and Ms. Batter-
ton said she would like to see the 
practice replicated in other cities.

“The system in place in New 
York City has allowed us to grow 
and scale quickly and provides an 
amazing partnership with the city 
of New York and the city school 
system,” she said. “There are un-
derstandably challenges to sharing 
any kind of space to any co-tenant, 
but we’ve found really positive 
ways of working together.”
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Contractor Joe 
Martinez paints door 
trim inside the South 
Side Middle School in 
Memphis, Tenn. 
Originally South Side 
High School, the site 
now houses a 
traditional public 
school and a separate 
charter school. Some 
charter schools around 
the country are 
seeking locations to 
share with traditional 
public schools.
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office is in Salt Lake City.
But the arrangement also raises 

questions among some experts in 
early education and school finance, 
who wonder whether the invest-
ment model might encourage the 
district, and others tempted to try 
something similar, to change school 
policies in ways designed to produce 
greater financial returns.

The investment of $7 million over 
eight years will help increase the 
size of the preschool program in the 
Granite district, located south of 
Salt Lake City. Data collected by the 
charity Voices for Utah Children in-
dicate that students who go through 
the program are less likely to need 
expensive special education later in 
their academic careers.

Schools in Utah receive roughly 
$2,600 per year from the state for 
each student who requires special 
education. According to experts in 
the field, and to school officials who 
helped arrange the investment 
model in the Granite district, many 
students are placed in special edu-
cation simply because they trailed 
their peers academically upon en-
tering elementary school.

Enrollment Boost

The idea behind the preschool 
investment plan is that if fewer 
children start school behind their 
peers, the district will save money 
on special education costs. Though 
the money saved is state funding, 
district officials hope that by dem-
onstrating that such savings are a 
result of the preschool program’s 
expansion, they will be able to per-
suade state lawmakers to pass the 
savings on to the school system, 
where it will be used to pay back the 
loan, plus 5 percent interest.

Before receiving money from 
Goldman Sachs and the Pritzker 
Group, the district lacked the fund-
ing to extend its program and serve 
all the children on its waiting list. 
The first year’s $1 million invest-
ment will create capacity, allow-
ing the preschool, which currently 
serves 3,000 pupils in 45 schools, to 
enroll 450 to 600 more this fall.

“The basic idea is to take a proven 
operator with a proven program 
and have investors pay to expand 
it. We can track the impact of [the 
program] to the kids and tie repay-
ment of investors to that actual per-
formance,” said John Goldstein, the 
managing director of Imprint Capi-
tal, a San Francisco-based company 
that acted as investment advisers to 
the Pritzker Group. 

Based in Chicago, the Pritzer 
Group is a private investment firm 
founded by J.B. Pritzer, a venture 

Goldman Sachs, Pritzker Bet on Preschool Expansion
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 1

MAKING EARLY EDUCATION PAY OFF?

GOLDMAN SACHS &  
THE PRITZKER GROUP

DISTRICT SAVES MONEY

estimates it will save  
$2,600 for every student who 
will not need special education  
or remedial services, as a result  
of receiving preschool.

GRANITE SCHOOL 
DISTRICT

Goldman Sachs and the Pritzker Group are 
investing $1 million this fall to expand the Granite 
school district’s preschool program. The investors 
hope to recoup their investment plus interest 
as the Utah district enrolls more children in 
preschool and, as a result, fewer children need 
special education and remedial services. District 
officials predict they will save money, too.

Pupils are tested at the beginning of the program to 
identify which ones are likely to need special education 
in the future. For every child that fits this description but 
scores on grade level in annual tests after completing 
the preschool program, a savings equal to the avoided 
special education costs is recorded and paid back to 
Goldman Sachs and Pritzker Group. The test evaluations 
and the record of savings will be done by a third party 
to ensure accuracy.

Once the loan is paid off, money from additional savings 
on children not needing special education services is 
divided between the district and investors, up until the 
point that students complete 6th grade. After that, all 
further special education savings will go to the district.

[  ]Goldman Sachs and the 
Pritzker Group assume 
the costs, and the Granite 
district is no longer in debt.
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and tie repayment of investors to that actual performance.” 
JOHN GOLDSTEIN Managing Director, Imprint Capital
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capitalist and former co-chairman 
of Hillary Clinton’s 2008 presiden-
tial campaign.

Goldman Sachs became aware of 
the Granite district several years 
ago after awarding the school sys-
tem a grant to study the impact of 
its preschool program. Based on 
the results, Goldman Sachs saw 
an opportunity for its Urban In-
vestment Group to invest in the 
program. “The results show they 
have an incredible track record, so 
we began talking about how that 
data might make a case for develop-
ing a sustainable financing model,” 
Andrea Phillips, a vice president in 
Goldman Sach’s Urban Investment 
Group, said.

In addition, Goldman Sachs’ and 
the Pritzker Group have agreed to 
absorb all the risk: If the program 
does not reduce special education 
expenses, the investors, not the dis-
trict, will eat the cost.

Any savings by the Granite dis-
trict are expected to be calculated 
by the Early Intervention Research 
Institute at Utah State University, 
with which the United Way of Salt 
Lake is working out final details of 
a contract. The institute will serve 
as a third-party evaluator of the 
program, ensuring that repayment 
of the loan is tied only to actual stu-
dent performance. The United Way 
is serving as an intermediary be-
tween the investors and the district.

“What we’ve tried to do in the re-
payment structure is to remove any 
financial incentive for anybody to 
push kids one way or another,” said 
Bill Crim, the vice president of col-
lective impact and public policy at 
the United Way of Salt Lake. 

Cautionary Notes

The district will test children at 
the beginning of the preschool pro-
gram to identify those who might 
need special education. For every 
student identified in that category 
before preschool whose achievement 
rises to grade level in subsequent 
annual benchmark tests, the inves-
tors will receive repayment equal 
to the amount the district saves on 
special education.

Because the repayment is tied to 
the performance of the preschool 
program, some observers ask 
whether the investors will be able 
to affect preschool policy if savings 
don’t appear at the expected rate. 

Michael Griffith, the senior school 
finance analyst for the Education 
Commission of the States, a re-
search and policy organization in 
Denver, said it’s important when 
dealing with public-private partner-
ships to define the amount of control 
the private partner has.

“Donating money and loaning 
money are treated very differently, 
and this is a rare mixture,” he said. 
“Is it about loaning money and 
trusting the school district, or, if the 

results aren’t as good as expected, 
are the investors going to demand 
that changes be made?”

Steve Barnett, the director of the 
National Institute for Early Educa-
tion Research at Rutgers Univer-
sity in New Brunswick, N.J., echoed 
those concerns, expressing worry 
that the deal is based on overly op-
timistic projections of the program’s 
success rate. 

“It’s true that high quality pre-
school programs can reduce special 
education costs,” he said, “but [the 
projections] aren’t consistent with 
the larger body of evidence.”

The district has until the students 
complete 6th grade to pay off the 
loan. If the district pays it off early, 
Goldman Sachs and the Pritzker 
Group will, combined, receive 40 
percent of any additional savings, 
and the district will keep the other 
60 percent. Once the students com-
plete 6th grade, any further savings 
will go solely to the district.

Seeking State Backing

Mr. Griffith warned that those 
success payments, through which 
Goldman Sachs and Pritzker could 
make much more than 5 percent 
on their investment, might cause 
controversy if the amount is high 
enough. “Anything above a 5 to 7 
percent return and you’re going to 
have people start saying, ‘I can’t be-
lieve we’re sending education money 
there,’ ” Mr. Griffith said.

District officials, however, say that 
their focus is solely on the success of 
the students, and that the returns 
for investors don’t affect their objec-
tives or methods.

“On the implementation end, 
we’re not concerned about the in-
vestment return at all,” said Brenda 
Van Gorder, the director of Granite’s 
preschool services . “It’s important 
to me to make sure that the money 
shows up and is being used without 
the influence of the investors.”

One major difference between 
the partnership in Utah and most 
social-impact bonds is that the state 
government is not yet a player in 
the Granite preschool venture. Be-
cause social-impact bonds require 
public money and affect public 
policy, governments typically act as 
key intermediaries between inves-
tors and program providers.

Initially, the backers of the Utah 
venture planned to set up a loan-
repayment account funded by the 
state using the money that other-
wise would have gone to the district 
for special education costs.

However, a bill that would have 
freed up state funding for those loan 
repayments proposed by state Sen. 
Aaron Osmond, a Republican who 
represents a district just south of 
Salt Lake City, failed a Utah Sen-
ate vote in March. The measure is 
expected to be considered by the leg-
islature again early next year.

For now, Goldman Sachs and the 
Pritzker Group have decided to go 
ahead with the preschool invest-
ment on the assumption that the 
bill will pass in the next session.

Because the district won’t receive 
state funding for students who are 
kept out of special education, for the 
first year the loan-repayment fund 
will be backed by a $1 million con-
tribution from the United Way and 
$350,000 from the Salt Lake County 
Council. Backers of the effort hope 
that by the time that aid runs out, 
the state will pass a law allowing 
state money to fund the account.

Model for Others?

Because social-impact bonds origi-
nated in the United Kingdom, and 
have existed in the United States 
only since 2012, the Utah venture 
could serve as a test for whether 
the investment model can work in 
education.

Organizations that track and sup-
port the use of social-impact bonds 
say that early education stands out 
as a logical place to experiment with 
the new financing structure because 
high-quality early-education pro-
grams provide clear and quantifi-
able results relatively quickly.

According to Kristin Giantris, who 
leads the pay-for-success branch of 
the national Nonprofit Finance 
Fund, a New York City-based non-
profit, the ability to see financial re-
sults quickly is especially important 
in proving the viability of social-im-
pact bonds. “In terms of structuring 
a deal, I know I can monetize de-
creases in special education costs,” 
she said. “The early deals in pay-for-
success should be ones that are the 
easiest to execute and measure for 
the sake of establishing a precedent 
in the market.”

Advocates of social-impact bonds 
hope that by proving the viability of 
such an arrangement, the Utah ven-
ture also will encourage investors 
and governments to back longer-
term partnerships that track the 
benefits of social investment. 

Robert Dugger, a former venture 
investor and current co-chairman 
of the advisory board at ReadyNa-
tion, a Washington-based group 
that encourages private investment 
in public projects, said that as more 
social-impact bonds are successfully 
executed, more funding possibilities 
will open up in education.

“I’m certain that as we get some 
examples developed, and schools 
deepen their own cost-structure 
analysis,” he said, “we’ll find pay-for-
success possible in elementary and 
middle school.”

Coverage of the education industry and 
K-12 innovation is supported in part by 
a grant from the Bill & Melinda Gates 
Foundation. Education Week retains 
sole editorial control over the content  
of this coverage.
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| NEWS |  Teacher Beat

Math Teachers Find Common Core  
More Rigorous Than Their State’s

A large majority of middle school math teachers say 
the common core is more rigorous than their state’s prior 
mathematics standards. At the same time, most teachers 
reported receiving fewer than 20 hours of professional 
development over the past year related to the common core, 
according to findings from a joint project among researchers 
at several universities supported by a grant from the National 
Science Foundation.

The survey, conducted this spring, involved 403 middle school 
math teachers from 43 of the 45 states to adopt the common-
core math standards. The study was conducted by researchers 
at the University of Rochester (in New York), Western Michigan 
University, Michigan State University, and Washington State 
University Tri-Cities.

More than 85 percent said the common-core math standards 
were more rigorous than their state’s. In all, 71 percent of teachers 
“agreed” or “strongly agreed” that the focus on math practices is the 
“biggest innovation” of the standards. —ERIK W. ROBELEN

| NEWS |  State EdWatch

Common Core and Evaluations:  
Are Teachers ‘Going Crazy’? 

On the off chance people were looking for a lively discussion 
about the connections between the Common Core State Standards 
and teacher evaluations on a mid-summer Sunday afternoon, they 
would have found it at the National Association of State Boards of 
Education’s annual conference in Arlington, Va., on July 28.

The 2013-14 academic year is shaping up to be a year when 
both topics will begin to converge in schools, as 17 states will be 
asking districts to fully implement new teacher evaluations, Angela 
Minnici, the principal researcher in the American Institutes for 
Research’s education program, said during a panel discussion.  

With pilots of newly aligned assessments also slated to be given 
to students in 2013-14, state board members and others should no 
longer consider the common core and educator evaluations on two 
different tracks. Challenges include getting trained professionals to 
administer the evaluation systems, recasting teacher certification 
and professional development, and finding more reliable measures 
of teacher performance, Minnici said. 

The nasbe audience expressed anxiety about that convergence. 
One attendee said that implementing the standards and new 
evaluations simultaneously was putting too much stress on those in 
the classroom: “Our teachers are going crazy.”    —ANDREW UJIFUSA

| NEWS |  Politics K-12

What New Jersey’s Cory Booker Could Mean 
For K-12 Policy If Elected to U.S. Senate

The Newark, N.J., mayor, Cory Booker, is one of the most 
prominent Democrats to embrace private school vouchers. He’s 
teamed up with his chief Garden State political rival, Republican 
Gov. Chris Christie, to help birth a new Newark teacher contract 
that includes merit pay. And, for good measure, he persuaded 
Mark Zuckerberg, of Facebook fame, to donate an astonishing $100 
million to the long-struggling Newark school system.

Now Booker is likely to be the next U.S. senator from New Jersey. 
With a commanding lead for the Aug. 13 Democratic primary, he 
appears likely to trounce his gop opponent in the special election to 
fill the seat of the late Sen. Frank Lautenberg, a Democrat.

Years ago, Booker was one of the galvanizing forces in bringing 
together a cadre of high-powered Wall Street donors with an 
interest in education policy. They worked together to support his 
early races for City Council and mayor. The group eventually 
became Democrats for Education Reform, which is now the 
signature political action committee for lefty politicians who 
are fans of less-than-traditional lefty policies, like charters and 
performance pay. 

As for the No Child Left Behind Act, if Booker wins his race, as 
expected, he could be in place in time to vote on the Democrats’ 
version of the legislation. —ALYSON KLEIN

 > > To see all Education Week blogs, go to edweek.org/go/blogs.

“ Is it about loaning money and trusting the school 
district, or, if the results aren’t as good as expected, are the 
investors going to demand that changes be made?”
MICHAEL GRIFFITH  Senior School Finance Analyst, Education Commission of the States
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mately allow districts to pick their 
own assessments instead of requir-
ing them to use what will be pro-
vided by Smarter Balanced, said 
Mark Tallman, an associate execu-
tive director of the Kansas Associa-
tion of School Boards.

“I think there’s a real good chance 
the tests could be targeted,” he said. 

The common assessments are 
intended to allow student per-
formance to be compared across 
several states based on broad and 
high-quality standards, specifically 
the common core. They are also in-
tended to provide much better in-
sight into students’ knowledge than 
previous tests under the federal No 
Child Left Behind Act.

Without common assessments to 
assess students on the standards 
and compare states’ performance, 
the common core will enter “no-
man’s land,” said Jim Stergios, the 
executive director of the Boston-
based Pioneer Institute, which op-
poses the new standards and has 
been helping state-level political 
groups advocate against them. 

“People will do whatever the hell 
they want,” Mr. Stergios said of 
states deciding not to use the new 
assessments. “It means, ‘We’re not 
doing common core.’ ”

But officials from the testing con-
sortia say it’s wrong to believe that 
support for common assessments is 
crumbling. 

Despite recent departures from 
parcc, Mitchell D. Chester, the 
Massachusetts K-12 commissioner 
and the chairman of the consor-
tium’s governing board, said he 
never believed every state that had 
joined the consortium would stay. 
He sees it as evidence of strength 
that 14 states and the District of 
Columbia have committed to field-
testing parcc’s assessment in 2014.

“Each state has a very particular 

context for its testing program, how 
much is being spent, how it’s used,” 
he said.

Support for the common stan-
dards themselves isn’t necessarily 
wavering in state education de-
partments. The Center on Educa-
tion Policy, based at George Wash-
ington University in the District 
of Columbia, reported last month  
that deputy state school superin-
tendents in 37 states said it was 
“not likely” their state would drop 
out of or limit involvement in the 
common core.

But the consortia’s assessments 
are a key “linchpin” for the stan-
dards, said Maria Ferguson, the 
executive director of the cep, even 
though “there are other products 
out there that can fill the gap,” she 
noted, referring to testing materials 
produced by act Inc. and others.

Financial Concerns

Cost factors come in to play at a 
time when the common standards 
themselves face vocal, grassroots 
opposition from conservative activ-
ists in particular.

Georgia announced its with-
drawal from parcc on July 22, 
after a recent uptick in anti-com-
mon-core activity in the state—
and one day after parcc released 
cost estimates showing a $29.95 
median cost per student for its 
summative math and English/
language arts tests. That’s  higher 
than nearly half what its mem-
bers pay for their current federal 
accountability tests. 

Georgia schools Superintendent 
John Barge, a Republican, voiced 
concern about the potential per-stu-
dent costs and whether lawmakers 
in his state would sign off on signif-
icant spending increases required 
to pay for the consortium’s test. 

The previous week, on July 17, 
Florida Senate President Don 

Gaetz and Speaker of the House 
Will Weatherford, both Repub-
licans, wrote in a letter to then-
Commissioner of Education Tony 
Bennett that the state should 
drop out of parcc over concerns 
about costs and other reasons. Mr. 
Bennett resigned from that post 
last week in a controversy involv-
ing grade-changes for a charter 
school while he was the Indiana 
schools chief. (See related story, 
Page 26.) 

Costs are likely to be an issue 
even in states like California where 
the standards themselves enjoy of-
ficials’ broad support, said Robert 
Rothman, a senior fellow at the 
Washington-based Alliance for Ex-
cellent Education and a standards 
supporter. California, a member of 
the Smarter Balanced Assessment 
Consortium, is projected to see an 
increase in per-student assessment 
costs, as would about a third of that 
consortium’s members.

“If they see a big jump in the test-
ing budget, that’s going to cause 
problems in the legislature, not be-
cause of the tea party,” he said.

Technology a Factor

Georgia and Oklahoma have 
also cited concerns about their 
technological capacity for new as-
sessment regimes as a major rea-
son they have decided not to use 
parcc tests. 

Mr. Gaetz and Mr. Weatherford, 
the Florida lawmakers, wrote that 
they were worried about Florida’s 
ability to add enough computers 
to satisfy parcc’s assessments. The 
consortium calls for a minimum 

student-to-computer ratio of 2:1 for 
schools with three tested grades.

And in a survey last year of tech-
nology in Florida schools, the state 
education department estimated 
that 1,616 schools would need new 
“high-density wireless” systems, 
and 67 districts would have to get 
upgraded broadband to prepare for 
parcc. 

Even in California, a Smarter 
Balanced member that has ear-
marked $1.25 billion over the 
next two years specifically for dis-
tricts to implement the common 
core, the targeted money is also 
intended for textbooks and profes-
sional development, not just new 
K-12 technology.

New hardware and wireless ca-
pabilities are not the only issues. 
Brandt Redd, the chief technology 
officer of Smarter Balanced, said 
the consortium is trying to help 
school systems figure out what to 
do when Microsoft’s support for its 
xp operating system, used by a vast 
number of districts, ends in April. 

Still, Mr. Redd said, “We have de-
signed the assessments not to be 
terribly demanding on devices.” He  
noted that they will require only a 
10-inch screen, for example.

Both Mr. Chester and Mr. Redd 
highlighted the federal govern-
ment’s role in providing more finan-
cial support for school technology in 
the near future. The Federal Com-
munications Commission released 
a plan late last month to overhaul 
the E-rate program that K-12 ad-
vocates hope will improve connec-
tivity and cost-effective purchas-
ing, following President Barack 
Obama’s ConnectED Initiative 

unveiled in June. (See related story, 
Page 14.)

Both also acknowledged, how-
ever, that in 2014-15, not all states 
will have yet reached their techno-
logical goals for common-core tests.

Comparability Issue

As of late last week, parcc offi-
cially had 18 member states and 
the District of Columbia, down 
from 26 states when it won the 
federal money. Smarter Balanced 
has 24 states. (Until recently, some 
states belonged to both.) 

At some point, a decline in mem-
bership could raise concerns about 
the ability to look at performance 
across the board for states and 
districts, although opinions about 
the value of this comparability, 
given the use of the National As-
sessment of Educational Progress, 
are divided.

Mr. Rothman said that while 
comparing nonconsortia and con-
sortia tests would be “very diffi-
cult,” comparison hasn’t mattered 
much to the four states that have 
used the New England Common 
Assessment Program, or necap, 
for example.

Another concern is whether there 
will be large differences between 
the consortia’ tests and common-
core tests from other organizations, 
such as act’s (which Alabama plans 
to use), in terms of students’ learn-
ing, their readiness for college and 
career, and teachers. 

As an analogy, Mr. Bennett, be-
fore resigning his post, argued that 
while the sat and act are different 
tests, college-admissions officers 
feel comfortable using both. He is 
an ardent common-core supporter.

But Daniel Koretz, a professor at 
the Harvard Graduation School of 
Education, stressed that teachers 
whose students are facing differ-
ent tests will approach the common 
core in correspondingly different 
ways.

“Consortium tests don’t just 
measure what students know. ... 
They’re designed to push instruc-
tion in a certain way,” he said.

Critics of Standards
Take Aim at Assessments
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 1

By Catherine Gewertz

With the news that parcc tests 
will cost $29.50 per student, all 
states in the two federally funded 
common-assessment consortia 
now have estimates of what the 
new tests will cost. And they’re 
sorting out how—and in some 
cases, whether—to proceed with 
the massive test-design projects.

The Partnership for Assessment 
of Readiness for College and Ca-
reers released pricing last month 
that’s just under the $29.95 me-
dian spending for summative math 
and English/language arts tests in 
its 19 member states. That means 
that nearly half of parcc states face 

paying more for the tests they use 
for federal accountability.

The Smarter Balanced Assess-
ment Consortium, or sbac, the 
other state group using federal 
funds to design tests for the com-
mon standards, released its pric-
ing in March. At $22.50 for the 
“basic” system of summative math 
and literacy tests, or $27.30 for a 
“complete” system that includes 
formative and interim tests, that 
group’s prices are higher than 
what one-third of its 24 member 
states currently pay.

Georgia Drops Out

States at various points in the 
cost spectrum reflected on the role 
that the new tests’ cost would play 
in their decisions about how to 
move forward. Within two hours of 
parcc’s announcement on July 22, 

Georgia, one of the lowest-spending 
states in that consortium, with-
drew from the group, citing cost, 
along with technological readiness 
and local control over test design, 
among its reasons.

The cost of the tests being built 
by parcc and Smarter Balanced are 
a topic of intense interest as states 
shape their testing plans for 2014-

15, when the consortium-made 
tests are scheduled to be adminis-
tered. Building support for differ-
ent tests can be difficult even with-
out a price increase. But that job is 
even tougher when new tests cost 
more than those currently in use.

“I’m not going to suggest to you 
that it’s an easy sell to the legis-
lature,” said Deborah Sigman, the 

deputy superintendent who over-
sees assessment in California, 
which belongs to the Smarter Bal-
anced consortium. “But we think 
that assessment should model 
high-quality teaching and learn-
ing. To do that, you have to look at 
assessing in different ways. 

“The irony is, people say they 
want a robust system that gets 
to those deep learnings, but, let’s 
make sure it doesn’t take as much 
time and that it doesn’t cost more 
money. Those things are incongru-
ent. Those performance items re-
quire more resources and a greater 
investment.”

California faces a steeper assess-
ment bill if it uses Smarter Bal-
anced tests, Ms. Sigman said. The 
state’s lower legislative chamber 
has passed a measure embracing 
those tests, but the Senate has yet 
to act on it.

Douglas J. McRae, a retired test-
company executive who monitors 
California’s assessment move-
ments closely, believes the sbac 

States Ponder Price Tag of Common Tests
About half in PARCC 
group facing hikes 
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test will cost the state much more 
than current estimates suggest. Tes-
tifying before the legislature, he said 
that assumptions about cost savings 
from computer administration and 
scoring, and from teacher scoring, 
are inflated, and that the real cost of 
the test there could be closer to $39 
per student.

Different Models

While parcc’s pricing offers just 
one fee and set of services, Smarter 
Balanced offers two pricing levels. 
It will be responsible for providing 
some services, such as developing 
test items and producing standard-
ized reports of results, and states 
are responsible for others, includ-
ing scoring the tests. Smarter Bal-
anced states could opt to score their 
tests in various ways, such as hir-
ing a vendor or training and pay-
ing teachers as scorers, or combin-
ing those methods. Sbac will design  
guidelines intended to make scor-
ing consistent, said Tony Alpert, the 
consortium’s chief operating officer.

Smarter Balanced’s cost projec-
tions include what states pay the 
consortium for services and what 
they should expect to spend for 
services they—or vendors—pro-
vide. For instance, the $22.50 cost 
of the “basic” system is made up of 
$6.20 for consortium services and 
$16.30 for state-managed services. 
The $27.30 cost of the “complete 
system,” which includes interim 
and formative tests, breaks down to 
$9.55 for consortium services and 
$17.75 for state-managed services.

In parcc, the consortium, rather 

than individual states, will score 
the tests, according to spokes-
man Chad Colby. Parcc’s pricing 
includes only the two pieces of its 
summative tests: its performance-
based assessment, which is given 
about three-quarters of the way 
through the school year, and its 
end-of-year test, given about 90 
percent of the way through the 
school year.

Its price does not include three 
tests that parcc is also designing: 
a test of speaking and listening 
skills, which states are required 
to give but don’t have to use for 
federal accountability; an optional 
midyear exam; and an optional 
diagnostic test given at the begin-
ning of the school year. Pricing for 
those tests will be issued later, ac-
cording to Mr. Colby.

Paper-and-pencil versions of the 
parcc tests, which will be avail-
able for at least the first year of 
administration, will cost $3 to $4 
more per student than the online 
version, according to a document 
prepared by the consortium.

A Value Proposition?

State spending on assessment 
varies widely, so states find them-
selves in a range of positions po-
litically as they anticipate moving 
to new tests. 

Figures compiled for the two con-
sortia’s federal grant applications 
in 2010 show that in sbac, some 
states paid as little as $9 per stu-
dent (North Carolina) for math and 
English/language arts tests, while 
others paid as much as $63.50 (Del-

aware) and $69 (Maine). One state, 
Hawaii, reported spending $116 per 
student. In the parcc consortium, 
per-student, combined costs for 
math and English/language arts 
tests ranged from $10.70 (Georgia) 
to $61.24 (Maryland), with a me-
dian of $27.78.

Comparing what one state 
spends on tests to what another 
spends—and comparing current 
spending to what parcc or Smarter 
Balanced tests could cost—is diffi-
cult for many reasons. One is that 
states bundle their test costs dif-
ferently. Some states’ cost figures 
include scoring the tests; others do 
not. Some states’ figures include 
tests in other subjects, such as 
science. Some states’ figures lack 
a subject that the two consortia’s 
tests will cover: writing.

Most states’ tests are primar-
ily or exclusively multiple choice, 
which are cheaper to administer 
and score. Some give more con-
structed-response or essay ques-
tions, making the tests costlier to 
score but of greater value in gaug-
ing student understanding, many 
educators believe.

Matthew M. Chingos, a Brook-
ings Institution fellow who stud-
ied state spending on assessment 
last year, said he is not yet sure 
the consortia’s pricing will prove 
accurate. 

“What are these numbers based 
on? There’s no way for anyone to 
verify the work yet,” he said. “Peo-
ple need to be skeptical of anyone 
who says they know what this is 
going to cost until [the consortia] 
are further down the road.”

Edward Roeber, a former Michi-
gan assessment director who is 
now a consultant for various as-
sessment projects, said he is con-
cerned that states that choose to 
withdraw from consortia work 
now face paying more to develop 
tests on their own because they 
won’t benefit from the economies 
of scale that consortium work can 
offer. That added cost down the 
road, he said, could lead states to 
buy cheaper, less instructionally 
useful assessments.

The two consortia are keenly 
aware that states might find it dif-
ficult to win support for the new 
tests if they represent increases in 
cost or test-taking time. They are 
taking pains to point out what they 
see as the value their tests will add 
compared with current state tests.

A Power Point presentation as-
sembled by parcc, for instance, 
notes that its tests will offer sepa-
rate reading and writing scores at 
every grade level, something few 
state tests currently do. It says 
educators will get results from its 
end-of-year and performance-based 
tests by the end of the school year, 
while in many states, it’s common 
for test results to come back in 
summer, and even, in some cases, 
the following fall. Echoing an ar-
gument its officials have made 
for many months, the parcc pre-
sentation says that its tests will 
be “worth taking,” since the ques-
tions will be complex and engaging 
enough to be viewed as “extensions 
of quality coursework.”

It also seeks to make the point 
that $29.50 isn’t a lot to spend on a 

test, noting that it’s about the same 
as “a movie date” or “dinner for four 
at a fast-food restaurant,” and less 
than what it costs to fill the gas 
tank of a large car half full.

Mr. Alpert of Smarter Balanced 
noted many of the same points, as 
well as the “flexibility” of sbac’s 
decentralized approach to scoring 
and administration, which offers 
states many options for how much 
to do themselves and how much to 
have vendors do. If states choose 
to draw heavily on teachers for 
scoring, he said, they derive an im-
portant professional-development 
value from that.

“Comparing costs isn’t really 
accurate,” he said. “States will be 
buying new things. It’s like com-
paring the cost of a bicycle to the 
cost of a car. A car costs more, but 
what are you buying? [Smarter 
Balanced tests] are definitely a 
better value and a better service. 
They’re going to give teachers 
and policymakers the information 
they’ve been asking for.”

The role of artificial intelligence 
in scoring tests remains an open 
question in both consortia. If 
they determine that it is reliable 
enough to play a large role in scor-
ing, test costs could decline.

Quality Versus Cost

In Massachusetts, cost isn’t the 
most important factor in look-
ing ahead to new tests, since the 
state currently spends more than 
the parcc tests are projected to 
cost, said education Commissioner 
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Mitchell D. Chester. 
“The number one criteria for us 

is the quality of assessment and 
whether it represents a value 
proposition beyond our own as-
sessment,” he said. “If [parcc tests] 
show that they’re at least as strong 
in terms of the expectations for stu-
dent performance, and that they 
measure a broader range of aca-
demic skills, that’s the threshhold 
decision for me.”

The parcc tests will demand 
more extensive tasks in math, and 
more writing and research tasks, 
than does the state’s widely re-
garded mcas, Mr. Chester said. He 
said parcc would prepare students 
for college better than the Massa-
chusetts Comprehensive Assess-
ment System. Currently, he said, 
four in 10 Massachusetts students 
who enroll in public universities re-
quire remediation, even though the 
“vast majority” have scored “profi-
cient” on the mcas.

That is a poor reason to switch 
assessments, according to Jim Ster-
gios, the executive director of the 
Pioneer Institute, a Boston-based 
group that has been among the com-
mon core’s most vocal critics in Mas-
sachusetts. The solution, he said, 
is to raise the cutoff score on the 
mcas, something the legislature has 
“lacked the political will” to do. Mr. 
Stergios and other critics contend 
the common assessments are flawed 
because they rest on standards that 
emphasize nonfiction at the expense 
of fiction and lower expectations in 
math compared with Massachu-
setts’ current math frameworks.

Other Suitors

In Kentucky, Commissioner 
Terry Holliday is considering 
many testing options, although 
Kentucky remains a member of 
parcc and might be able to save 
money using the group’s tests. The 
state is already giving tests de-
signed for the common standards, 
as well as act’s suite of tests in 
middle and high school. 

Mr. Holliday said his state could 
stick with that arrangement, but 
it plans to issue a request-for-pro-
posals in the fall to see what other 
vendors might offer for grades 3-8 
and high school. He would con-
sider proposals that emerge from 
that process, along with act’s new 
Aspire system, which is aiming for 
a $20 per-student price, as well as 
using Smarter Balanced or parcc’s 
tests. He is also considering ex-
panding the state’s own test-item 
banks with items from the two 
consortia’s item banks, he said.

“We’re going to treat parcc and 
Smarter Balanced like any other 
vendor,” Mr. Holliday said.

Scan this tag with your 
smartphone for links to 
information about the 
PARCC and Smarter 

Balanced test pricing.  www.edweek.
org/links. 
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make it difficult to use naep data to 
prove cause-and-effect claims about 
specific policies or instructional in-
terventions.

“It’s clearly not naep’s fault  
people misuse it, but it happens 
often enough that I feel compelled to 
call [such instances] ‘misnaepery,’ ” 
said Steven M. Glazerman, a se-
nior fellow at Mathematica Policy 
Research, a Princeton, N.J.-based 
research and policy-evaluation 
nonprofit.

“naep is so tempting, because it 
has very wide coverage,” he said. 
“But what it tries to do is actually 
pretty modest, pretty narrow. And 
that’s a good thing.” 

Often called “the “nation’s report 
card,” naep represents the achieve-
ment of a nationally representative 
sample of students at three grade 
levels: 4, 8, and 12. Under the Ele-
mentary and Secondary Education 
Act, each state receiving federal 
Title I funds also must participate 
in the exam at the 4th and 8th 
grade levels in reading and math 
every two years. 

Because of that stipulation, 
achievement trends across states 
can be compared, an impossibil-
ity using the results of states’ own 
hodgepodge of exams. 

Twenty-one urban districts also 
volunteer to have their students’ 
results reported through the Trial 
Urban District Assessment, or tuda. 

Naep data are generated through 
a technique known as matrix sam-
pling. Some questions are given to 
each participating student; no child 
takes a “full” exam. 

Contrasting Assertions

In a sense, what has made naep 
unique in the annals of testing—its 
commonality and independent ad-
ministration in an era of cheating 
scandals—has also rendered it sus-
ceptible to misinterpretation and 
misuse. 

“The naep exams have good mea-
surement quality and assess sub-
jects other jurisdictions don’t have 
assessment data on,” said Sean P. 
“Jack” Buckley, the commissioner of 
the U.S. Department of Education’s 
National Center for Education Sta-
tistics, which administers the exam. 
“They are comparable across state 
lines, which is unusual, and they 
are well known in the policy world. 
And unlike trying to negotiate with 
states and [privacy laws], naep data 
are right there on our website.” 

The downside is that examples of 
“misnaepery” are legion. 

During the height of implemen-
tation of the No Child Left Behind 
Act, the most recent rewrite of the 
esea, dozens of press releases went 
out from the Education Depart-
ment, then headed by Margaret 
Spellings, attributing gains on naep 
to the effects of the law. 

In the District of Columbia, pro-
moters of the policies instituted by 
former Chancellor Michelle A. Rhee 
have seized on readings of naep as 
evidence that student achievement 
improved under her watch. 

On the other hand, a report re-
cently released by the Broader, 
Bolder Approach to Education—a 

coalition housed in the Education 
Policy Institute, a left-leaning think 
tank—drew on the data to support 
the exact opposite conclusion. And 
Broader, Bolder’s claims that in-
creased access to charter schools, 
teacher evaluations tied to student 
test scores, and school closures in 
the District of Columbia and two 
other cities didn’t lead to improve-
ments for poor and minority stu-
dents were picked up and repeated 
by influential education figures. 

“The lesson of the new report: Bil-
lions spent on high-stakes testing 
have had minimal to no effect on 
test scores,” New York University 
education historian Diane Ravitch 
wrote about the paper. “High-stakes 
testing has failed.” 

Statistics 101

Most such claims suffer, research-
ers say, from failing to consider 
that a correlation or relationship 
between two points of data does not 
prove causation. 

“They’re committing the funda-
mental and almost inexcusable 
error of leaping to the causal con-
clusion they prefer, when hundreds 
of others are possible,” said Grover 
M. “Russ” Whitehurst, the director 
of the Brown Center for Education 
Policy at the Brookings Institution 
and a former director of the Educa-
tion Department’s research wing. 

Another spurious use: treating 
naep data as though they track the 
same students’ progress through 
school. Such longitudinal data 
generated from state tests are fre-
quently used by statistical research-
ers, who can take into account stu-
dents’ background characteristics 
to control for the effect of poverty or 

family education on scores.
But naep data represent re-

peated cross-sectional snapshots of 
achievement, not the progress of in-
dividuals, making it more challeng-
ing to institute such controls.

“I can understand why people 
think if test scores go up, it’s be-
cause schools get better,” said Mat-
thew Di Carlo, a senior fellow who 
writes about education research 
for the Albert Shanker Institute, 
a think-tank affiliated with the 
American Federation of Teachers. 
But with naep, “you’re comparing 
two different groups of students 
and assuming they’re not changing 
over time.” 

Some misuse occurs entirely out-
side of policy contexts.

“The states see this happening 
more than even we do nationally,” 
said Cornelia Orr, the executive di-
rector of the National Assessment 
Governing Board, the body that sets 
policy for naep. 

For instance, she said, “they’re 
concerned about real estate com-
panies and how they abuse their 
own state test data, and they’re 
concerned it will happen with naep.” 

New Techniques?

The issue has been sufficiently 
worrisome that a joint task force of 
nagB and the Council of Chief State 
School Officers began to catalog it 
in 2009-10. 

Scholars say that it is possible to 
conduct high-quality studies using 
naep data, but doing so appropri-
ately requires research expertise 
beyond what most lobbyists and 
policy analysts possess.

“naep is just an outcome mea-
sure. It’s no different from an 

IQ test or the number of teach-
ers with advanced degrees,” Mr. 
Whitehurst said. “The ability to 
draw causal inferences about any 
education variable depends not on 
naep, but on the quality of the re-
search design for which naep is the 
outcome measure.” 

High-quality studies have drawn 
on naep results, for example, to es-
timate the impact of Georgia’s ex-
panded early education program, 
Mr. Whitehurst noted. 

Mathematica’s Mr. Glazerman 
cautioned, though, that such stud-
ies are few and far between. 

Advocates’ desire to seek quick 
confirmation for their policy pre-
scriptions—especially when they 
are gaining or losing momentum—
means that it’s unlikely that inter-
est in using naep for policy analysis 
will end anytime soon.

“There is just this unwillingness 
to accept that policy analysis is dif-
ficult, takes a long time, and often 
fails to come to strong conclusions 
about individual policies,” said Mr. 
Di Carlo. 

Over time, the difficulties inher-
ent in interpreting naep results 
have even posed challenges for the 
nces and nagB, which must weigh 
how to report and disseminate data 
from the exam to minimize misin-
terpretations. 

The nces itself has on occasion 
produced reports that include cor-
relations, Mr. Buckley noted. Even 
when accompanied with caveats, he 
said, they have been misinterpreted 
in press accounts. 

Still, Mr. Buckley said, the ben-
efits of naep data far outweigh the 
harm that accompanies ill usage. 

“We’re not the country’s education 
data police,” he said of the nces. “We 
want the data to be useful, and we 
trust that the marketplace of ideas 
will drive the bad uses out.” 

Results of NAEP Often Misinterpreted
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 1

PARSING CLAIMS

Advocates are fond of making claims about what data from the National Assessment  
of Educational Progress mean, but not all of them stand up to scrutiny.

Use of Data Problem

“ Public education is supposed to be the great equalizer  
in America. Yet today the average 12th grade black or  
Hispanic student has the reading, writing, and math skills of an 
8th grade white student.” 
—From a 2009 Wall Street Journal op-ed written by Joel I. Klein, then the chancellor  

of the New York City school system, and the Rev. Al Sharpton

NAEP scales differ by subject and grade.

“Among these low-performing students [on 2009 NAEP 
in reading], 49 percent come from low-income families. Even 
more alarming is the fact that more than 67 percent of all U.S. 
4th graders scored ‘below proficient,’ meaning they are not 
reading at grade level...” 
—From advocacy organization StudentsFirst’s website

NAEP’s definition of “proficient” is 
based on “challenging” material and 
is considered harder than grade-level 
standards.

“ In Charlotte, N.C., and Austin, Texas, both cities in 
right-to-work states where collective bargaining is not 
required, students in 4th and 8th grade are performing higher 
than the national average in both reading and math.”
— From “Collective Bargaining and Student Academic Achievement,”  

by the American Action Forum

The statement implies that specific 
policies affected scores, but casual 
conclusions are difficult to validate using 
NAEP.

“We subtracted the percentage of students in  
the state who scored proficient or better from the state NCLB 
test from the percentage of students in that state who passed 
the NAEP, and used this difference (or gap) to align each 
school and district test scores across the nation.
— From real estate website NeighborhoodScout

NAEP cannot be used to generate 
comparable school results.

—STEPHEN SAWCHUK
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‘Say Yes’ Takes Root 
Throughout a City
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SHARON L. CONTRERAS, Syracuse public schools 
superintendent:

“After Hurricane Sandy, I was at a meeting of the New 
York State Council of School Superintendents. Some 
were asking, ‘How do we work more closely with 
county and state agencies?’ I remember feeling, ‘Gee, 
this is something here we really take for granted—
because I wouldn’t have to struggle through the red 
tape, or people not sharing information here. ... I think 
[Say Yes Syracuse] is groundbreaking work, and I 
think its replicable, scalable if there’s a commitment. 
Once there’s a willingness to come together, it’s just 
the way you do business.”

JENNIFER PARMELEE, the director of child and youth 
services for Onondaga County’s office of mental 
health:

“I have seen some really exciting and tremendous 
changes. The dedication to support these kids has lit a 
fire in many ways with school staff. In schools that 
have been meeting [for Positive Behavioral 
Intervention and Supports], their suspension rate is 
really down.”

KEVIN AHERN, the president of the Syracuse 
Teachers Association:

“As a community, at some point you have to say, look, 
we have a plan for reform, called Say Yes. It’s a 
comprehensive plan, and it deals with things that 
Race to the Top, taking half of the teachers out [of 
schools being restructured], doesn’t begin to deal with. 
I really believe it’s a communitywide thing that has to 
happen to improve schools. It’s hard work, it takes 
longer, and it’s harder to do in many ways.”

FAMILY

Free legal  
services

Support
services

No-cost/low-cost
health care

school population—is poor and 
diverse. The median household 
income is just over $30,000 a year, 
more than $20,000 below the state 
median. More than eight out of 10 
students in the district qualify for 
free or reduced-price meals. Offi-
cials regularly point to the city’s 
beleaguered school system—19 of 
the district’s 32 schools have been 
designated as “priority schools” by 
the state for their persistently low 
academic performance, and seven 
are in some stage of turnaround—
as a source of the problem and a 
potential solution.

“A city like this, a Rust Belt city, 
it’s taken decades to get to where 
it is, in terms of losing all its in-
dustry, people moving to different 
ways to make a living,” said Kevin 
Ahern, the president of the Syra-
cuse Teachers Association, which 
is affiliated with both the National 
Education Association and the 
American Federation of Teach-
ers. “It’s going to take a lot to turn 
around, but you’ve got to pay a lot 
of attention to your schools if you 
are going to do any of that.”

Ms. Rooney echoed the senti-
ment: “In Onondaga County, we 
have 6,000 people on welfare. Only 
37 of them have a college degree; 
only 27 percent had a high school 
diploma,” she said. “Who’s on wel-
fare? It’s often [people who as chil-
dren] were not making the grade 
academically” in K-12. “If we can 
move the needle even a little, it 
makes a big difference.”

College Lure

The potential for sending more 
students to college is what first 
drew city officials to the New York 
City-based Say Yes to Education 
Inc., which promised full tuition for 
all public high school graduates in 
return for the city implementing 
civic and education reforms.

“The public grabbed onto the 
idea of the [college] tuition as the 
centerpiece, and for the first cou-
ple of years, that’s all they knew,” 
said Douglas P. Biklen, the educa-
tion dean at Syracuse University. 
“But we were getting students on 
health insurance, getting mental-
health care, tutoring, a summer 
camp that didn’t exist before. 
These are all part of this bigger 
model. It’s a much more holistic 
approach than what you see in 
most district efforts.”

Universal scholarship programs 
have been gaining in popularity 
in the past decade, as college costs 
soar and many school districts 
face dwindling enrollment. First 
and most notable among them is 
the Kalamazoo, Mich., “Promise 
Scholarship,” in which anony-
mous donors pledged to pay all 
or nearly all of college tuition for 
students who attend the district 
schools from early grades through 
high school. The program sparked 
similar initiatives in cities such 
as Detroit and Denver and helped 

inspire Say Yes. However, later 
studies of the Kalamazoo project 
found that while it boosted district 
enrollment and graduation rates, 
half the scholarship students 
dropped out of college without 
completing a degree.

Say Yes Inc. has created Prom-
ise-style scholarships in communi-
ties such as Philadelphia and New 
York City’s Harlem for more than 
20 years, but Mary Anne Schmitt-
Carey, the president of Say Yes, 
said she became convinced that 
the initiative would be more effec-
tive when integrated citywide. 

A 2005 evaluation of Say Yes 
to Education’s work in Philadel-
phia—where the initiative was 
focused on a select group of stu-
dents and parents in some of the 
public schools—found that over 18 
months, participating 3rd graders 
had eight to 10 fewer missed days 
of school, better behavior, and sig-
nificantly better math and read-
ing performance than the school 
and district averages. However, 
during the same time, staff at 
the schools became mistrustful of 
the program, believing it created 
a separate group of students and 
parents who did not fit with the 
rest of the school culture, making 
it difficult to sustain local support 
for the program over time.

“After a lot of years of work-
ing on this, we were not seeing a 
breaking of the cycle of poverty,” 
Ms. Schmitt-Carey said. Students 
who went to college on the schol-
arships weren’t necessarily pre-
pared to complete their postsec-
ondary studies, for example.“We 
realized the scholarship alone was 
not going to be enough.”

Comprehensive Services

In Syracuse, the group got a 
chance to try a much more com-
prehensive approach. Say Yes 
doesn’t fund every aspect of Syra-
cuse’s initiative, but it coordinates 
services through a representative 
at each school and a biweekly task 
force of leaders from the district, 
the teachers’ union, local univer-
sities, state and county social-ser-
vices agencies, and mental- and 
physical-health offices. 

“The discussion was initially 
around the benefit of the scholar-
ship,” recalled Ms. Rooney, “but 
it quickly turned into the benefit 
of the scholarship is no benefit if 
students are not able to get that 
[college] diploma.”

The scope of the initiative 
quickly became more comprehen-
sive, Mr. Biklen and others reca-
led. “We tried to think, what do 
the children of upper-middle-class 
families enjoy?” Mr. Biklen said. 
“Music lessons, camp, a lot of af-
ter-school enrichment provided for 
them. So we try to replicate that.”

The city launched a 3,000-stu-
dent summer camp, including 
academic enrichment and creative 
arts. More than 100 local college 
students are hired as counselors 
and mentors, some of them Say 

student-monitoring system, which 
includes 15 K-12 indicators in the 
categories of academic progress, 
social-emotional development, and 
physical and mental health. 

“We look at disciplinary refer-
rals,” she said, “but we also look at 
health. A sick child has difficulty 
learning, a child with dental prob-
lems has difficulty sitting in class.”

Six schools now have full-service 
dental and physical-health clin-
ics, with screening available in 
all schools and health-insurance 
support available for families who 
don’t have it. 

The state’s office of mental 
health partnered with Say Yes to 
provide mental-health clinics in 
23 of the 32 district schools so far, 
as well as social workers to help 
individual families and provide 
home visits, according to Jenni-
fer Parmelee, the director of child 
and youth services for Onondaga 
County’s office of mental health 
and coordinator of its community 
promise-zone project. Through 
the school clinics, the county has 
begun training staff at 14 schools 
in problem-solving protocols such 
as Positive Behavioral Interven-
tions and Supports. 

Clearing Distractions

The local bar association also 
created legal clinics in several 
high-need schools and community 
centers, where lawyers volunteer 
their time to help students and 
their parents with any problem 
that could affect students’ school-
ing, from immigration to visitation 
and custody disputes to landlord-
tenant problems.

“When you look at the array 
of services, it allows the district 
to concentrate on learning,” said 
Kim S. Bradley, the chief of staff 
for the Syracuse district.

Yes scholars themselves. 
For the district, Say Yes paid for 

a curriculum and funding audit, 
which showed little link between 
the district’s curriculum and New 
York state’s college-readiness 
standards. It helped the district 
plan a curriculum overhaul and 
add two additional hours a week 
of class as well as after-school pro-
grams in kindergarten through 
5th grades, with more planned for 
middle school in coming years. 

Syracuse University also now 

provides free teacher training 
to launch more Advanced Place-
ment courses, as well as summer 
teacher professional-development 
institutes in writing, mathematics, 
and science. The university also 
created a special education train-
ing program with two schools.

“There is a laserlike focus on the 
needs of students, but not just the 
academic needs you see in some 
districts,” said Syracuse schools 
Superintendent Sharon L. Con-
treras. The district implemented a 
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The cornerstones of the Say Yes to  
Education model are the academic,  
legal, social, and health services it provides  
to Syracuse families and students from  
preschool through college.

SOURCE: Education Week
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M’TIA WILLIAMS, currently 
studying communications at 
Onondaga Community College:  Ms. 
Williams participated in the ‘Say Yes’ 
college-bridge program, the Summer 
Success Academy, and “it was by 
far the best experience I’d ever had, 
because it got me a jump-start to 
college. Not only did I get to take the 
one uncredited class I needed out of 
the way, but I was able to take an art 
class that was so much fun. It got me to 
meet some of the people who were also 
going to OCC, so if I ever felt kind of 
lost, I could go to the other classmates 
and teachers.” This summer, she came 
back to become a counselor.

LAUREN BRUSH graduated from New York 
University in May with a bachelor’s degree in 
classical voice: “My older sisters weren’t interested, 
but going into high school, I was really motivated for 
school; I always wanted to go to college. But we are a 
working-class family, and my mom lost her job while 
I was in high school. It was really hard to even think 
about going to college when you know your family  
is struggling financially.”  Because of the scholarship, 
Ms. Brush was able to study opera at college, both 
in the city and as part of a study-abroad program 
in Prague. “And it’s funny, when I went to school, it 
kind of motivated my mom to go to school. So, even 
though she wasn’t a beneficiary of the scholarship, 
because she didn’t have to pay for my schooling, 
that opened the door for her to go. So, technically 
I’m a first-generation college student, but now she’s 
gone to Onondaga Community College for health 
technology,” completing an associate degree  
in 2012—a year before Ms. Brush graduated.

ALEX MINNOE, studying physical education at the State 
University of New York at Brockport: Mr. Minnoe said he always 
knew he wanted to teach physical education, but “having the 
opportunity for [Say Yes] to pay my tuition was huge.” For the 
past three summers, he has been a youth-enrichment-services 
counselor for the Say Yes summer camp and said it’s “a great 
experience, because I’m an education major, and every day I’ve 
taught soccer and softball in the afternoons. It gives me the 
opportunity to get more experience working with the kids, help 
them get that extra bit of education during the summer so they 
don’t lose what they get throughout the year. It’s kind of my way  
of giving back, but it’s also helping me a great deal.”
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After high school graduation, 
Say Yes scholars can participate in 
a six-week college-preparation ses-
sion, including academic support 
to help them test out of remedial 
classes, financial planning, filling 
out forms, gathering supplies, and 
packing for school—even a ride to 
move onto campus for students 
who don’t have one. This spring, 
as the first Say Yes class of four-
year college students graduated, 
Say Yes also launched job shadow-
ing and internship help, as well as 
résumé workshops.

“People are more open to part-
nership, and we see ourselves as 
more of a continuum than all these 
individual players doing their own 
stuff,” said Monique R. Fletcher, the 
community executive director of 
Say Yes to Education in Syracuse.

The effects so far have been posi-
tive. Since the initiative began in 
the 2008-09 school year, the 9th 
grade dropout rate has fallen by 
nearly half, to 281 students; high 
school graduation rates have risen 
10 percent, to 55 percent in 2011; 
and college certification and de-
gree earning grew by a third, from 
451 students to 579 in 2012. Those 
numbers still fall well below most 
federal and state progress targets 
for the school district, however.

Impact Beyond Schools

Outside of school, juvenile crime 
rates also fell from 580 arrests 
a year to 398 between 2008 and 
2012, and housing prices in the 
city have risen 6.4 percent, ac-
cording to the Trulia Real Estate 
website. While many factors likely 
contribute to the city’s improving 
real estate market—not the least 
of which is the gradual improve-
ment in the economy overall—Don 
Radke, the owner of fm Realty 
Group in Syracuse and the former 
president of the Greater Syracuse 
Association of Realtors, credits 
the promise of universal college 
scholarships as being a draw for 
families with school-age children.

More than 100 colleges and uni-
versities in the state now offer 
free tuition for Say Yes scholars, 
and dozens of private universi-
ties, including the University of 
Notre Dame, Duke University, 
and Georgetown University, have 
pledged substantially reduced tu-
ition, Mr. Biklen said.

Say Yes Inc. has been steadily 
drawing down its start-up support 
in Syracuse, which has six years to 
make the program self-sufficient. 
Cities like nearby Buffalo, which 

are also trying to launch citywide 
Say Yes initiatives, are watching 
Syracuse’s fate closely.

The city has already passed its 
first test: The mayor, school su-
perintendent, and teachers’ union 
president have all turned over  
since the initiative began, and 
their successors have bought into 
the strategy.

“The biggest thing, I think, is 
we’ve seen a dramatic change in 
the culture of the city, in terms of 
the leadership of the city being all 
on the same page,” the teachers’ 
union’s Mr. Ahern said. “In urban 
districts like this, we tend to churn 
programs, chase grant money for a 
few years, and then do something 
else. Over the years, we have faced 
a lot of challenges as a district, ... 
but we’ve all stayed together de-
spite that and figured ways to do 
things to make it sustainable.”

Political and financial sustain-
ability, Superintendent Contreras 
said, “still is a huge problem and 
keeps me up at night.” 

She pointed to state budget 
cuts that forced the district to 
eliminate 1,000 staff positions in 
the past five years, just as it was 
working to roll out the new Say 
Yes services and monitoring. “But 

at least we’re able to advocate to-
gether,” she said. “The other key 
people don’t say, ‘Well, the school 
district has a problem’ and leave 
me hanging. The city has never 
backed down from this. That’s key 
to the success and sustainability.”

For example, Huntington Fam-
ily Centers, a social-services pro-
vider in the city, hired school so-
cial workers that the district had 
to lay off and was able to continue 
services to students. 

“Many of the families may never 
know how richly the Say Yes model 
supported them, but their students 
are graduating because of the sup-
port system,” Ms. Contreras said.

Coverage of school climate and student 
behavior and engagement is supported 
in part by grants from the Atlantic 
Philanthropies, the NoVo Foundation, 
the Raikes Foundation, and the 
California Endowment. Education 
Week retains sole editorial control  
over the content of this coverage.
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By Michele McNeil

U.S. Secretary of Education Arne Dun-
can sees no need to step up the federal role 
in oversight of new accountability systems 
that are part of his department’s No Child 
Left Behind Act waiver program, even in the 
wake of a school-grading flap that last week 
cost Florida Commissioner of Education Tony 
Bennett his job.

In a wide-ranging interview with Educa-
tion Week last week, Mr. Duncan did not 
defend Mr. Bennett—embroiled in a contro-
versy stemming from his previous job as In-
diana state schools chief—or Mr. Bennett’s 
actions. Nor did Mr. Duncan say there’s a 
reason at this point for federal officials to 
investigate what happened in the Hoosier 
State, which involved a grading system at 
the heart of its nclb waiver agreement. (See 
related story, Page 27.)

Instead, the secretary said, it’s important 
that those systems be developed and imple-
mented transparently. And in the case of In-
diana, given that the grading-system changes 
were exposed in the media, transparency pre-
vailed, he said in the Aug. 1 interview. 

“I’m not worried. See what happens when 
someone messes up?” Mr. Duncan said, add-
ing that he doesn’t know if Mr. Bennett did 
anything wrong. “You need maximum trans-
parency, and if anyone’s looking to do some-
thing silly, the costs on their lives and careers 
is profound.”

The Indiana changes came to light after 
the Associated Press obtained internal state 
education department emails from last fall.

Indiana is one of 39 states plus the District 
of Columbia with federal waivers allowing 
them considerable flexibility to design their 

own school accountability systems and free-
dom from many of the constraints of the nclb 
law as written in 2001.

Mr. Duncan said that all the facts of the 
Indiana situation will come out soon enough.

“I think the facts will emerge, and we’ll look 
at them,” he said.

Waiver Renewals Loom

Even as states continue to work out the 
kinks in their waiver systems, it’s almost 
time for those state-federal agreements to 
be renewed. Federal approval of  the waiver 
plans expire as early as the end of the 2013-
14 school year. But Mr. Duncan wouldn’t 
offer any details about what a renewal pro-
cess might look like.

“It’s early. We’re starting to think about it; 
we’d love to figure out if reauthorization has 
a shot in a bipartisan way,” he said.

By reauthorization, Mr. Duncan meant a 
rewrite of the Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act, whose current version is the 
nclb law. While there are bills moving in 
both chambers of Congress to revamp the 
outdated law, Mr. Duncan has not been out 
front as a strong advocate for renewal, as 
he’s been on other issues, such as President 
Barack Obama’s proposal to greatly expand 
access to preschool.

“You want to spend time where people are 
serious,” said Mr. Duncan, explaining that 
he doesn’t view the House Republican ver-
sion of an esea reauthorization, approved 
last month on a party-line vote, as “serious” 
in a bipartisan way. “I want to spend time 
where there’s a chance to get things done.”

Even though Mr. Duncan has not been 
making many public appearances in sup-

port of President Obama’s preschool initia-
tive, no bill has yet been introduced, nor is 
there an appetite in Congress to raise taxes 
to support public programs. But Mr. Dun-
can sharply rejects the view that preschool 
legislation is a lost cause.

“Totally disagree. Why is this not a wild 
goose chase? Because there is such extraor-
dinary bipartisan investment and support 
across the country that we’re seeing from 
governors, Republican and Democrat,” he 
said. “And while it is not public yet, we have 
had many, many conversations with Repub-
lican leaders in the House and Senate that 
are frankly encouraging.”

Mr. Duncan said preschool is one of the 
most important policy initiatives he wants 
to accomplish in Mr. Obama’s second term.

“You have 3½ years to think about what 
are the big things you want to get done, and 
the fact that today so few children in this 
country have access to high-quality early-
childhood education, the fact that so many 
start kindergarten so far behind, the fact 
that so many never catch up, to me is mor-
ally unacceptable, ” he said. 

District Agreements? 

Mr. Duncan wouldn’t talk much about 
the tailor-made waiver that nine Califor-
nia districts are seeking in order to get 
out from under provisions of the nclb law 
just as states have done. That would be a 
first-of-its-kind waiver and would upend 
the traditional relationship districts have 

Duncan Unlikely to Tweak 
Accountability Oversight 

Stark Partisan Split Persists on ESEA Renewal
By Alyson Klein

Precollegiate education legislation used 
to unite Democrats and Republicans on 
Capitol Hill—perhaps most prominently 
when Congress approved the No Child Left 
Behind Act of 2001 by overwhelming bipar-
tisan margins.

But it became clear that those days are 
over, at least for awhile, last month when 
the U.S. House of Representatives passed 
its gop-authored reauthorization of the 
long-stalled Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act, the current iteration of the 
nclb law. Not a single Democrat voted in 
favor of the measure, which was approved 
July 19 on a 221-207 vote. 

The bill’s partisan roots are likely to com-
plicate its path forward in the Democrati-
cally controlled U.S. Senate, where the ed-
ucation committee approved its own, very 
different, version of an esea rewrite back in 
June. What’s more, the Obama administra-
tion has threatened to veto the House gop 
legislation, arguing that it would short-
change the poor and minority students the 
federal law was crafted to protect. That 

combination of factors makes it highly un-
likely that the esea, which was supposed 
to be renewed in 2007, will be reauthorized 
before the end of the year.

The House Republicans’ bill would main-
tain the law’s signature testing schedule 
and its practice of breaking out student-
achievement data by particular groups of 
students, such as English-language learn-
ers and students in special education. But, 
otherwise, it’s almost a complete U-turn, 
from a policy perspective, from the existing 
federal school accountability law. States 
and districts would still have to craft ac-
countability plans, but they would get a lot 
more say on how they hold schools account-
able for the progress of all students, includ-
ing special populations.

Title I Portability

During floor consideration of the House 
bill, lawmakers also added an amendment 
by U.S. Rep. Eric Cantor, R-Va., the major-
ity leader, that would allow parents to take 
Title I dollars, long earmarked for disadvan-
taged schools, to any public school of their 

choice, including a charter. That proposal is 
likely to continue to fuel Democratic opposi-
tion to the bill.

During debate, Rep. John Kline, R-Minn., 
the chairman of the House education commit-
tee and the author of the legislation, argued 
that his bill would give school districts much 
more predictability than the Obama admin-
istration’s current reauthorization solution: 
a series of some 40 waivers that offer states 
short-term relief from many of the nclb law’s 
most stringent requirements. 

“We can’t allow these political waivers or 
temporary fixes,” Mr. Kline said. “We can’t 
stand idly by and allow the administration 
to micromanage our classrooms.”

Meanwhile, Rep. George Miller of Califor-
nia, the ranking Democrat on the House ed-
ucation committee, said the bill would turn 
back the clock to the pre-nclb era, when 
the poor performance of disadvantaged stu-
dents, English-language learners, and mi-
nority students often went unnoticed and 
unfixed, in his view. 

“No Child Left Behind turned the lights 
on inside our nation’s schools,” said Mr. 
Miller, an architect of the nclb law. “For the 

first time, parents could see whether their 
schools were actually teaching all students.” 
While he said the current law has “flaws,” 
he thinks the gop rewrite would ultimately 
hurt accountability for traditionally over-
looked students. 

Some advocates for school districts, in-
cluding the American Association of School 
Administrators and the National School 
Boards Association, like the new leeway 
being offered by the House Republicans and 
are backing the measure.

But civil rights organizations, the business 
community, and urban districts are not on 
board. Those groups, including the Educa-
tion Trust and the National Council of La 
Raza—both advocates for poor and minor-
ity students—are much more enthusiastic 
about a competing Democratic-sponsored 
measure, approved by the Senate education 
committee this spring. 

Senate Alternative

The Senate legislation in large part mirrors 
the Obama administration’s vision for reau-
thorizing the law. It would require states to 
set ambitious achievement goals for all stu-
dents, and for particular subgroups of stu-
dents—a requirement that is also a hallmark 
of the waivers. The bill’s author, Sen. Tom 

Secretary responds to Indiana grade-change flap
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Ga. in Doghouse 
Over Race to Top 

POLICY 
BRIEF

Just as the U.S. Department 
of Education was letting 
Hawaii out of the Race to the 
Top doghouse, federal officials 
put Georgia in.

Federal officials announced 
last week they are planning 
to withhold $9.9 million from 
Georgia after it backed out of a 
promise to institute merit pay 
in order to win a $400 million 
Race to the Top grant in 2010. 

“This is about Georgia 
making commitments ... 
and now saying it will not 
move forward with those 
commitments,” said a senior 
Education Department official 
in a press call last week.

The nearly $10 million 
that Georgia is poised to lose 
sometime this month won’t 
disappear, but it will be set 
aside in case state officials 
have a change of heart. Any 
unused money, from Georgia 
or any other state, reverts to 
the U.S. Treasury on Oct. 1, 
2015.

“We listened to our 
educators in districts across 
the state who told us that 
we needed another year to 
work on the implementation 
of performance measures 
for high-stakes personnel 
decisions in subjects where we 
do not have a standardized 
test,” said Georgia school’s 
chief John Barge. 

n

More than a year ago, 
federal officials put $33 million 
of the state’s $400 million 
grant on “high risk” status 
after growing concerned 
about the strategy behind the 
teacher-evaluation component 
of the grant.

 The day before taking steps 
to withhold some of Georgia’s 
grant money, the Education 
Department rewarded Hawaii 
for big improvements in its 
work by removing it from 
high-risk status. This black 
mark—and the threat of 
losing grant money—came 
after a prolonged labor 
squabble delayed a teachers’ 
contract, and key Race to the 
Top programs, for months. 
After a contract was reached 
earlier this year, Hawaii’s 
implementation sped up—
sparking last week’s decision 
to put Hawaii back in good 
standing.

“This is great news that 
validates the good work that’s 
been done by the teachers, 
educational leaders, and 
our community partners,” 
said state Superintendent 
Kathryn Matayoshi. “The 
transformation of our public 
schools is in full swing.” 

 —MICHELE McNEIL

Harkin, D-Iowa, is hoping to move the legisla-
tion to the floor of the Senate this year. But it 
hasn’t yet been scheduled for floor action. In a 
statement on the House bill, Sen. Harkin said 
the gop measure “falls short” when it comes to 
holding states accountable for the success of 
disadvantaged children. 

The House measure won support from some 
of the most conservative members of the House 
gop caucus only after Rep. Kline acquiesced to 
the more conservative wing of his party on a 
policy he was personally committed to: requir-
ing districts to use student outcomes to mea-
sure teacher effectiveness. Reps. Rob Bishop, R-
Utah, and Steve Scalise, R-La., persuaded Mr. 
Kline to make such evaluations optional, not 
mandatory. And those conservative lawmakers 
were in lock step with the 3 million-member 
National Education Association on that issue. 

The teacher-evaluation change brings the 
House bill much closer in line with legisla-
tion introduced by Sen. Lamar Alexander, 
R-Tenn., the top Republican on the Senate 
education committee, who supports the idea 
of teacher evaluation tied to student outcomes, 
but doesn’t think it’s the federal government’s 
job to mandate it. And, in fact, Mr. Alexander 
released a statement calling the House gop bill 
a “kissing cousin” of his own legislation, which 
has the support of all 10 Republican lawmakers 
on the Senate education committee.

U.S. Secretary of Education Arne 
Duncan discusses accountability 
systems, waivers, and preschool in 
a wide-ranging interview last week.
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with states. With the beginning of school 
just a couple of weeks away, those school 
districts—which cover about 1 million stu-
dents and include Los Angeles, Sacramento, 
and Fresno—are anxious for an answer.

But Mr. Duncan gave no clues about 
whether he would go forward with granting 
such a waiver, except to say his staff hasn’t 
presented him with a proposal to consider.

“Our teams have been working hard,” he 
said. “At some point, staff will bring a recom-
mendation to me; we’re not at that point yet.”

By Andrew Ujifusa

The fallout from Tony Bennett’s sudden res-
ignation from Florida’s top education position 
last week amid a school-grading controversy 
stemming from his previous post in Indiana 
might alter the political environment around 
K-12 oversight and accountability, and trigger 
tougher questions for advocates of state policies 
that award letter grades to schools. 

Mr. Bennett stepped down Aug. 1, following 
disclosure of records from his tenure in Indiana 
showing he had adjusted the state’s A-F grad-
ing system after learning a charter school that 
he had touted and that was run by a campaign 
contributor would earn a mediocre score for the 
2011-12 school year. 

Although the popularity of school-grading sys-
tems has risen in recent years, and can largely 
be attributed to the A-F model Florida itself 
adopted in 1999, Mr. Bennett’s fall from power 
might bring new scrutiny of those systems from 
governors, state lawmakers, and other officials 
around the country.

“Maybe it will be a good thing, because we’ll 
figure out more about the negatives and bene-
fits of these kinds of systems,” said Paul Manna, 
an associate professor of government at the Col-
lege of William and Mary, in Williamsburg, Va., 
who has studied Indiana education policy under 
Mr. Bennett. 

But, while legislators in states like Arizona, 
New Mexico, and Virginia might start taking a 
closer look at their own A-F systems, Mr. Manna 
said, “I can’t really see that one guy’s failings 
here will bring all this stuff down.” The Foun-
dation for Excellence in Education, a national 
K-12 advocacy group that supports A-F school 
grading, lists 15 states that have adopted A-F 
systems.

Precipitous Drop

Mr. Bennett took over as Florida’s appointed 
commissioner of education in January after los-
ing his 2012 re-election bid as Indiana state su-
perintendent to Glenda Ritz, a Democrat. 

A nationally prominent K-12 leader, he is 
widely admired in some quarters of the policy 
community for his aggressive approach to pro-
moting school choice and school accountability, 
and for overhauling teacher evaluations in Indi-
ana. He also has strong political connections as 
a member of Chiefs for Change, a group of state 
education leaders that is affiliated with two ad-
vocacy groups run by former Gov. Jeb Bush of 
Florida, including the Foundation for Excellence 
in Education.

The departure of Mr. Bennett from Florida, 

roughly seven months after he began work in 
the state with the high-profile backing of Gov. 
Rick Scott and Mr. Bush, both Republicans, 
could also open up a leadership vacuum at a 
critical time for the state’s education policy de-
cisionmaking around standards and tests. 

Internal Emails

The grading controversy erupted when the 
Associated Press on July 29 published internal 
email correspondence between Mr. Bennett, 
then the Indiana schools chief, and key staff 
members beginning on Sept. 12, 2012, when 
they first learned that Christel House Academy, 
a charter school in Indianapolis, would not earn 
an A grade on the state accountability system.

Christel House was operated by Christel De-
Haan, an Indiana philanthropist who donated a 
total of $130,000 to Mr. Bennett’s 2008 and 2012 
campaigns. Before the time of the emails pub-
lished by the ap, Mr. Bennett had assured Ms. 
DeHaan and others, including Indiana Speaker 
of the House Brian Bosma, a Republican, that 
Christel House would receive an A.

Mr. Bennett told his staff in an email that 
anything less than an A for Christel House 
would compromise “all of our accountability 
work.” Ultimately, the grade for Christel House 
became an A, and the change also affected other 
schools. 

During the Aug. 1 press conference announc-
ing his resignation as Florida’s chief, Mr. Ben-
nett denied any wrongdoing, stating that he had 
merely acted to save Christel House and other 
schools from unfair penalties under the A-F sys-
tem. In a July 30 conference call with reporters, 
he said some schools without 12th grades, such 
as Christel House, had been hurt by not hav-
ing graduation rates. “That wasn’t rigging,” Mr. 
Bennett told reporters.

He denounced what he called “malicious” and 
“unfounded” reports out of Indiana, and said he 
would ask Indiana’s inspector general to inves-
tigate. (The Indiana Department of Education 
also has said it is examining the 2012 school 
grades.) Ms. DeHaan, in a statement, said nei-
ther she nor anyone associated with Christel 
House requested that its grade be changed.

He added that both Gov. Scott and Mr. Bush 
had asked him not to resign. Pam Stewart, the 
Florida education department’s chancellor, will 
take over for Mr. Bennett on an interim basis. 

As the story unfolded, and after he resigned, 
Mr. Bennett received support for his work from 
such groups as the Foundation for Excellence in 
Education, the advocacy group chaired by Mr. 
Bush. The former governor said in an Aug. 1 

New Grading-System Scrutiny 
May Follow Fall of Fla. Chief
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Florida education 
Commissioner Tony 
Bennett announces 
his resignation last 
week in Tallahassee. 
He resigned amid 
allegations that he 
changed the grade of 
a charter school run 
by a political donor 
during his previous 
job as Indiana’s 
schools chief.
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By Christina A. Samuels

The first competition for fed-
eral funds in Head Start’s his-
tory was a sea change for the 
more than 120 grant recipients 
deemed low-performing that 
were asked to go through the 
process—but it didn’t result in 
many new organizations enter-
ing the program.

Only eight of the 153 agencies 
to come out of the recently com-
pleted competition with funding 
will be new to providing Head 
Start services this year. Many of 
the grantees are organizations 
that had served as “delegates” 
to larger Head Start programs, 
meaning they provided early ed-
ucation services, but did not di-
rectly control their own funding.

That the Head Start shake-up 
has yet to result in many brand-
new providers does not negate 
the worthiness of the competition 
process, which is part of other 
major changes in the federal pro-
gram aimed at making centers 
more accountable for child out-
comes, said a spokesman for the 
program. 

“All of the selected awardees 
successfully demonstrated their 
ability to raise the quality of 
Head Start services,” said Ted 
Froats, a spokesman  with the 
children and families administra-
tion, the division of the Depart-
ment of Health and Human Re-
sources that oversees Head Start.

Even though the competition 
produced little in the way of new 
faces among awardees, a Head 
Start shake-up was needed and 
overdue, said Ron Haskins, a se-
nior fellow at the Brookings In-
stitution, in Washington, and the 
co-director of its Center on Chil-
dren and Families. He served as 
a member of an administration 
advisory committee on re-desig-
nation of Head Start grantees.

“The biggest flaw is that in 
order for the strategy to work, 
you’ve got to have good competi-
tion at the local level,” and so far, 
that seems to be lacking, he said. 
But Head Start providers, even 
those that do not need to compete 
for funds, are now focused on im-
proving their quality, he said. 
“This is still worth doing, because 
Head Start wasn’t providing the 
results it could have.” 

First Wave

Head Start and Early Head 
Start, a separate program 
launched in 1994 to serve preg-
nant women and toddlers, served 
about a million children and 
pregnant women in fiscal 2012, 
at a cost of about $7.6 billion. 
Automatic federal budget cuts 
under what’s known as seques-
tration will force some centers to 
reduce their enrollment.

During Head Start’s 48-year 
history, grantees were allowed 
to hold on to the money indefi-

nitely, unless they committed 
a serious violation. But, fac-
ing concerns that the programs 
were not adequately preparing 
young children for kindergar-
ten, Congress required in 2007 
that those not meeting a set of 
quality benchmarks would be re-
quired to compete for continued 
funding against other interested 
organizations in their communi-
ties. The rules for competition 
were announced by the Obama 
administration in 2011. 

A second competition is under-
way, and all grantees, even those 
that are not required to compete 
for continued funding, will be on 
a five-year funding cycle. One of 
the new grant recipients is the 
Kalamazoo Regional Education 
Service Agency, which provides 
support to nine school systems 
in Michigan, the largest of which 
is the 12,000-student Kalama-
zoo district. The region had been 
served by a county community 
services organization. 

“Over the years, we’ve seen the 
rising standards for kindergar-
ten,” said David Campbell, the 
superintendent of the regional 
service agency. Also, he said that 
statewide, there’s been a move 
toward having the regional ser-
vice agencies, with their exclu-
sive focus on education issues, 
take a larger role in providing 
Head Start services. The agency 
will serve 594 4-year-olds, with 
part of the money coming from a 
newly expanded funding stream 
from the state.

San Antonio represents an 
example of one area where del-
egate agencies stepped up to 
receive money directly from the 
federal government. Instead 
of one agency overseeing Head 
Start citywide and in surround-
ing Bexar County, there are now 
six. They include Family Ser-
vice Association of San Antonio,  
which has been providing Head 
Start services to about 1,600  
children. 

Localized Control

That organization decided to 
seek direct funding because “you 
have more control of the pro-
gramming,” said Todd R. Greaves, 
the director of early-childhood 
and Head Start services. “When 
a program is not so large, you 
have a better understanding of 
what your community needs.” 
And though they receive fund-
ing separately, Mr. Greaves said 
that the six agencies, which will 
serve about 6,800 children, plan 
to meet regularly to discuss com-
mon needs.

Hudson Guild, a community 
organization serving the Chel-
sea neighborhood in New York 
City and Manhattan’s West Side, 
is counted as a new provider of 
Head Start services, even though 
it previously had provided early-
childhood services as a delegate 
agency of the city’s children’s 
services administration. The city 
had cut funding to Hudson Guild, 
saying the community it served 

was too affluent. Ken Jockers, 
the executive director of Hud-
son Guild, said that housing for 
the working poor in the neigh-
borhood is right next to luxury 
buildings. 

That funding cut prompted 
the organization to apply for a 
grant, he said. The program now 
plans to expand to add 142 more 
children, for a total of 320, paid 
for through Head Start and city 
money. “For us, what drove the 
decision was the need to provide 
care for low-income children who 
would not have access in this 
area,” Mr. Jockers said. 

But some grantees say the 
touted benefits of Head Start 
competition have yet to be seen.

Keesha Woods, the director of 
the Head Start program at the 
Los Angeles County Office of 
Education, is a so-called “super-
grantee” that has seen its $212 
million in federal funding shrink 
to $115 million, both through the 
competition process and cuts re-
lated to sequestration. The num-
ber of children served through 
the county office’s delegate 
agencies will shrink from about 
22,000 to about 11,500. Former 
delegates will receive direct 
funding from the federal govern-
ment, but the transfer process 
will be complex and take about a 
year, she said. 

“I don’t think there’s any way 
to say yet that breaking up lacoe 
as a grantee will be more effec-
tive,” Ms. Woods said. “I know it’s 
going to increase bureaucracy.” 

Head Start Shake-Up Yields Little Turnover
Few new providers 
join program’s roster  MAKING THE CUT

As part of Head Start reforms announced by President Barack 
Obama in 2011, 125 grantees that failed to meet quality benchmarks 
were required to reapply for federal funds. As a result, some large 
programs were split among several providers, leading to 153 winners 
at the end of the process. 

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services

TOTAL NEW GRANTEES  
AFTER ROUND 1 COMPETITION:

•  St. Anne’s  
Maternity Home,  
Los Angeles 

•  Calvert County  
Public Schools,  
Prince Frederick, Md. 

•  St. Mary’s County  
Public Schools,  
Leonardtown, Md. 

•  Genesee County 
Intermediate School 
District, Flint, Mich. 

•  Kalamazoo Regional 
Educational Service 
Agency,  
Kalamazoo, Mich. 

•  Hudson Guild,  
New York City

•  YMCA of Central Ohio,  
Columbus, Ohio 

•   South San Antonio 
Independent School 
District, San Antonio 

TOTAL GRANTEES NATIONWIDE: 

1,600
HEAD START FUNDING, INCLUDING SEQUESTER CUTS: 

$7.57 billion
for fiscal 2013

CHILDREN AND PREGNANT WOMEN SERVED: 

1.1 million
 in fiscal 2012  

(most recent year for which complete  

figures are available)

Numbers are rounded.

statement: “Leadership is doing what 
is right, knowing the results will fol-
low. The data is clear; thanks to Tony’s 
leadership, children are better pre-
pared for success.” 

On the same day Mr. Bennett 
stepped away from the Florida job, 
the Indiana affiliate of the Ameri-
can Federation of Teachers called  
for Indiana’s grading system to be 
suspended.

In an analysis of how Christel 
House Academy’s grade was altered 
by Indiana education officials on Mr. 
Bennett’s watch, Anne Hyslop, a pol-
icy analyst at the Washington-based 
New America Foundation’s educa-
tion policy program, determined that 
without any of alterations to the A-F 
system that ultimately led to Mr. 
Bennett’s departure from Florida, 
the school would in fact have earned 
a B, not the C grade Bennett’s chief 
accountability officer, Jon Gubera, 
identified in an email.  

The lesson from what Mr. Bennett 
and his staff did to alter Indiana’s A-F 
system, she said, is that if such officials 
believe the right accountability model 
is in place, it should not be subjected to 
personal considerations.  

“My hope is that policymakers are 
paying attention, and that they don’t 
sort of use this [controversy] to either 
scrap the systems entirely, or attack 
the notion of school accountability in 
and of itself,” Ms. Hyslop said.

Mr. Bennett’s exit from Florida 
shows that accountability isn’t ulti-
mately based on numbers, but the 
individuals who control them, said 
Marc Porter Magee, the president and 
founder of 50can, a K-12 advocacy 
group based in New York City.

“In the end, it’s an ethical effort, not 
a scientific effort. ... Do you trust the 
state chief and his team? If you sever 
that trust, the most important job 
going forward is to try to rebuild that,” 
he said.

Unfinished Business

When Mr. Bennett resigned last 
week, he was working to maintain po-
litical support for the Common Core 
State Standards in Florida, and also 
grappling with whether to keep the 
state in the Partnership for Assess-
ment of Readiness for College and 
Careers, or parcc, a testing consor-
tium developing assessments aligned 
to the new standards. 

Florida Sen. Dwight Bullard, a 
Democrat who said he supports the 
common core in principle and who 
called for Mr. Bennett’s ouster after 
the story broke, is among the state 
Democrats suggesting that the resig-
nation should lead Florida to change 
its constitution to once again require 
state education commissioners to be 
elected.  

“If nothing else, the voters should 
have a choice. The system that we 
have now is a deluge of political ap-
pointees,” Mr. Bullard said.

Bennett’s Fall 
Likely to Ignite 
Policy Debates
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 27
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as much about sequestration this 
summer as he thought he would. 
“At no point did [state and district 
officials] ever bring up the issue. 
If I brought up the issue, I got met 
with a shrug, basically. It was sur-
prising to me.” 

One possible reason for the lack 
of anxiety: Thanks to the eco-
nomic recovery, states are gener-
ally much more fiscally fit than 
they were in past years, and many 
have decided to boost K-12 fund-
ing, Mr. Griffith said.

“People tend to look at the bot-
tom line for all education spend-
ing, and most states had a decent 
budget year,” he explained. “They 
increased education spending, and 
that might cover up the sequestra-
tion cuts.”

Effects Debated

Sequestration is slated to re-
main in place for the next decade, 
until Congress is able to come to 
up with a long-range plan to trim 
the deficit. 

Earlier this year, the White 
House used K-12 education as a 
poster child to illustrate the po-
tentially devastating impact of 
the cuts on domestic programs. As 
part of that push, U.S. Secretary of 
Education Arne Duncan went on 
CBS’ “Face the Nation” and pre-
dicted that 40,000 teachers could 
lose their jobs. 

Months later, Mr. Duncan agrees 
that the relatively rosy state fiscal 
picture has meant fewer teacher 
layoffs than the administration 
initially suggested might take 
place. But, he argues, sequestra-
tion is still having an effect on stu-
dent learning.

“It is a good thing that we had 
less layoffs than were possible,” 
said Mr. Duncan in an interview 
last week. “It’s been obviously ex-
traordinarily helpful that states 
and local communities have in-
creased their investment, but at 
the end of the day, we at the federal 
level need to be a good partner.” 

To make up for the federal cuts, 
he said, districts have put off up-
dating their technology or replac-
ing outdated textbooks.

“The fact that those invest-
ments aren’t being made, that’s 
not something we should feel 
proud of,” Mr. Duncan said. And 
he thinks the impact will only get 
worse if the cuts remain in place 
for years. “It’s a noose around your 
neck that just gets a little tighter 
and a little tighter.” 

He also stressed the effect of 
sequestration on districts that 
rely on roughly $1.2 billion under 
the federal Impact Aid Program, 
which helps school districts with 
a nearby federal presence, such as 
a military base. 

But some members of Congress 
remain unpersuaded. U.S. Rep. 
Todd Rokita, R-Indiana, the chair-
man of the House subcommittee 
that oversees K-12 policy, said the 
administration blew the impact of 

the cuts far out of proportion. 
“Given what the president and 

the secretary and the entire ad-
ministration said about the cuts, 
I’m surprised any teacher’s car 
started the morning after seques-
tration,” Mr. Rokita said. “The 
effect of the sequester was small 
in the education world. ... I’m not 
surprised that states and locali-
ties were able to weather this. It 
wasn’t nearly as drastic as the 
administration led us to believe.”

Ample Notice

Sequestration doesn’t appear 
to have led to massive layoffs or 
huge programmatic reductions in 
most Virginia districts, Charles 
Pyle, a spokesman for the state’s 
department of education said. 
That might be, in part, because 
education spending at the state 
level is up, from $5.17 billion in 
the 2012-13 school year to $5.34 
billion this coming school year. 

Plus, Mr. Pyle said, the state 
gave districts plenty of notice that 
the cuts were coming—alerting 
them to the possibility of seques-
tration as early as last summer. 
That gave districts time to figure 
out how they would implement 
the cuts without much of an im-
pact on classrooms, which might 
become a lot tougher if the reduc-
tions stay in place for yet another 
year.

Other states and districts were 
able to soften the blow by using 
federal flexibility to shift unused 
funds from previous fiscal years 
to help cover the shortfall. For ex-
ample, New Jersey was able to cut 
its federal funding loss roughly in 
half, from a projected $44.6 mil-
lion for the coming school year to 
roughly $22.6 million, according to 
a spokesman for the New Jersey 

department of education. 
And the timing of sequestra-

tion was fortunate: Districts in the 
nearly 40 states that have received 
waivers from the mandates of the 
No Child Left Behind Act no longer 
need to set aside 20 percent of their 
Title I funding for school choice or 
tutoring services. This was the first 
year that districts got access to 
those long-withheld funds. 

“That allowed us to have some 
additional dollars, which helped 
mitigate” the impact of the cuts on 
the classroom, said Milagros For-
nell, the chief academic officer of 
Florida’s 315,000-student Miami-
Dade County school district.

Delaying Purchases

But that doesn’t mean the cuts 
are no big deal. 

Under sequestration, which took 
effect in March, the Title I pro-
gram, which is financed at roughly 
$14.5 billion, was cut by $725 mil-
lion nationally. Special education 
state grants, funded at $11.6 bil-
lion, were cut by $600 million. 
Overall, those were the most sig-
nificant cuts to key formula grant 
programs in recent history, accord-
ing to the Committee for Educa-
tion Funding, an education lobby-
ing coalition.

In some cases, that’s meant pri-
oritizing. The 34,000-student Cin-
cinnati school district lost about 
$4 million out of roughly $54 mil-
lion in federal funding thanks to 
sequestration. 

That didn’t directly translate 
into layoffs, but it’s going to affect 
instruction just the same. The dis-
trict put off some necessary tech-
nology upgrades, including $1 mil-
lion to refresh computer systems 
to prepare for online tests linked 
to the Common Core State Stan-
dards. Cincinnati also cut a con-
tract for school-based technology 
support by $500,000 and put off 
spending about $300,000 in extra 
software upgrades, in addition to 
trimming professional develop-
ment.

The cuts come as Kentucky is 
still reeling from the recent re-
cession. The Bluegrass State has 

weathered more than $100 mil-
lion in total programmatic reduc-
tions for education since 2006, 
said Rebecca Blessing, a spokes-
woman for the Kentucky depart-
ment of education, in an email. 

While basic classroom fund-
ing was preserved, “we have not 
funded textbooks and resources 
for five years. Increasing costs of 
health care and pensions have 
had a devastating impact as well,” 
she said.

And in some states, the cuts 
have led to job losses. The 
1,600-student Rockford Area 
school district in Minnesota lost 
roughly $19,250 of its Title I 
funds, which meant cutting one 
paraprofessional position, accord-
ing to Paul Durand, the superin-
tendent. 

Still, he noted that it’s tough 
for a small school district to tell 
which funding reductions are the 
result of sequestration and which 
might be the result of other fac-
tors, such as changes in enroll-
ment or cuts to local and state 
funding. 

Kathy Murphy, the superin-
tendent of the Monroe County 
schools in the southwestern cor-
ner of Alabama, a high-poverty 
district that’s heavily reliant on 
federal funds, seconded that. Ms. 
Murphy lost 13 staff positions this 
year, some through attrition and 
others through layoffs. But she 
isn’t sure which job losses directly 
resulted from sequestration.

“What we know is that we have 
less teachers employed,” she said. 
“How much of this we can put at 
the feet of sequestration and how 
much can be put at the feet of de-
clining enrollment because of a 
foundering economy? It’s hard to 
parcel out which is which.”

The 1,200 impact-aid districts 
may be among the hardest hit. 
The National Association of Fed-
erally Impacted Schools surveyed 
45 impact-aid schools about how 
they had implemented the cuts. 
It found that 31 districts had cut 
positions, either through layoffs 
or attrition. One district reported 
using online learning to keep the 
student-teacher ratios from soar-

ing out of control. Eleven districts 
said the cuts would be minimal in 
2013-14, but only because they’re 
tapping reserve funds.

Funding Fight

Meanwhile, on Capitol Hill, the 
battle over sequestration is likely 
just beginning anew. The U.S. 
House of Representatives recently 
passed a Republican-backed bill 
to reauthorize the Elementary 
and Secondary Education Act that 
would lock the cuts in place.

And the House gop budget blue-
print approved earlier this year 
would actually deepen the cuts for 
domestic discretionary spending, 
while alleviating sequestration 
for defense programs. It’s unclear, 
however, exactly what that would 
mean for K-12 programs, because 
the committee that oversees edu-
cation spending hasn’t put forth a 
specific plan yet for implementing 
the domestic cuts. 

On the other hand, the Demo-
cratically controlled Senate Ap-
propriations Committee gave a 
partisan stamp of approval to 
a spending bill for fiscal 2014, 
which starts Oct. 1, that would 
essentially “pretend sequestra-
tion never happened,” according 
to Clare McCann, a policy analyst 
at the New America Foundation’s 
Federal Education Budget Proj-
ect. 

Congress will also have to re-
visit the government’s borrowing 
limits sometime this fall. That 
likely means another round of 
budget wrangling and uncer-
tainty, said Joel Packer, the execu-
tive director of the Committee for 
Education Funding. 

“I don’t think there’s going to 
be one big final package,” he said. 
“There’s going to be multiple 
fights and crises and [short-term] 
budget bills.”

All of that may mean that se-
questration stays in place for the 
long haul—a prospect that has 
even districts that came through 
the first year of sequestration rel-
atively unscathed feeling anxious.

“I’m dreading next year,” said 
Ms. Fornell of Miami-Dade. 

Sequestration
Varies in Impact 
Across Districts
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 1

Students move through the halls 
of Meadows Elementary School 
in Fort Hood, Texas. Meadows is 
among nine public schools in 
Fort Hood operated by the 
Killeen Independent School 
District that are affected by 
across-the-board federal budget 
cuts under sequestration. 
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The Call of the Common Core
By Carol Thomas

If Big Brother were behind 
the new academic stan-
dards for public school 
students in 46 states, 
you would expect private 
schools these days to be 

reveling in their independence. 
But as I work in Florida to build 
parent engagement in the nation’s 
largest tax-credit-scholarship pro-
gram for economically disadvan-
taged students, private educators 
in the state are tugging at my 
sleeve with a remarkable request: 
Let us use the Common Core 
State Standards.

These are not idle musings. Our 
nonprofit, Step Up For Students, 
oversees the scholarship program, 
which will serve more than 60,000 
low-income students this fall in 
more than 1,400 private schools 
in the state. Three-fourths of those 
schools are faith-based, and all of 
them covet their educational inde-
pendence. 

As part of our outreach to schol-
arship parents and schools, we 
are conducting a pilot project to 
find ways to promote stronger re-
lationships between parents and 
teachers. To help educators chart 
the progress of each student, we 
have built an online tool that ties 
their conversations to the bench-
marks described in the common 
core. We have no relationship with 
the common-core developers or 
the consortia that are preparing 
the related tests, and, frankly, we 
have kept our distance from the 
political developments in Florida 
public schools. Our main motiva-
tion is practical. We wanted a rig-
orous set of standards that could 
be shared across these schools.   

For example, the 3rd grade lit-
erature standard is: “Compare 
and contrast the themes, set-
tings, and plots of stories written 
by the same author about the 
same or similar characters.” In 
our “student learning compact,” 
the teacher selects the teaching 

methodology and the specific par-
ent and student responsibilities 
that are related to mastery of the 
standard. 

Our target for the state pilot was 
to find 100 scholarship schools 
that would volunteer to partici-
pate. We already have more than 
140, and my phone is still ringing. 
These principals aren’t calling to 
lecture me on state sovereignty 
or intrusive regulation. They are 
calling because they think the 
common standards will help them 
guide the learning plans in their 
schools. 

We call our pilot the “Suc-
cess Partners” and have toured 
the state to spread the word to 
schools. In a recent meeting with 
principals of Seventh-day Adven-
tist schools, 13 of the 15 attendees 
had decided to enroll their schools 
in the program before I could even 
finish the presentation. Catholic 
diocesan schools throughout the 
state are moving forward with 
the standards, and many of the 

teachers are also signing up for 
state-run workshops that were in-
tended primarily for public school 
teachers. In one Christian school, 
after learning about the common 
core, the headmaster purchased a 
laptop computer for every teacher 
to use for his or her own research 
about learning and implementing 
the standards.

Suzette Dean is the principal at 
Bible Truth Ministries Academy, 
a small mission-driven school in 
Tampa that serves mostly African-
American students. Of the com-
mon core, she emailed me with her 
reaction: “Finally, we are all on the 
same page [with the standards], 
our teachers know what to teach, 
and the parents know what their 
children should be doing in school. 
Sure, it is a change, but it is real 
change that is needed if we are 
going to prepare our students for 
college and a successful future.”

The teachers with whom I now 
work, like the teachers in public 
schools with whom I used to work, 

By Mariam Azin

The story is all too familiar: accusations of 
sexual violence, public shaming, and relent-
less bullying followed by the tragic end of a 
young life full of promise. Rehtaeh Parsons, 
a Nova Scotia teenager, hanged herself in 
early April more than a year after a photo 

from her alleged 2011 rape circulated through her high 
school and community. Just as we did after the suicides 
of high school students Amanda Todd and Audrie Pott, 
we find ourselves asking what could have been done 
differently to prevent Rehtaeh’s death at 17. Did she 
get the help that she needed? Did her family?

Now, her family members are asking questions of 
their own. In an interview with The Toronto Star, her 
mother’s longtime boyfriend said: “The justice system 
failed us completely. The education system didn’t do 
much of anything.” Rehtaeh’s father wrote on his web-
site: “[S]he was disappointed to death. Disappointed in 
people she thought she could trust, in her school, and 
the police.”

Is it fair to hold her school accountable for her death? 
A review of Halifax school board policy requested by 

Nova Scotia Minister of Education Ramona Jennex 
found that Rehtaeh’s lengthy absences from school 
should have been cause for concern by school officials, 
although reviewers did not lay blame for the girl’s 
death on the schools. 

We know, according to news reports, that she con-
fided in at least one teacher, and that peers were well 
aware of the cyberbullying leading up to her suicide. 
We also know that she was getting help. She switched 
schools, and the ctv television network reported that 
she checked herself into a hospital for six weeks to deal 

with depression and suicidal thoughts. Sadly, even a 
loving and proactive family and the best mental-health 
care cannot erase all pain and do not guarantee a 
happy ending. 

But all of us in the education community need to ask 
ourselves if we are doing everything possible to prevent 
the toxic and damaging social environments that lead 
to tragedies like Rehtaeh’s. Her mother reports that she 
was shunned, bullied, and humiliated by classmates as 
a picture spread through social media. Did teachers and 
school staff members witness bullying in the classroom, 
the lunchroom, and the hallways? If they did, what was 
done to address the issue not only with Rehtaeh, but 
also with those perpetrating the bullying? 

Do we really know what’s going on with our kids, on 
and off school grounds? Recent events have made it all 
too clear that the answer is often no. This year’s trial 
in Steubenville, Ohio, in which two high school football 
players were found guilty of raping an unconscious girl 
and carrying her from party to party, highlights just 
how disconnected adults in the community were from 
the culture of substance abuse and sexual assault hap-
pening right under their noses. 

This kind of disconnect, whether we are talking about 
bullying, substance abuse, or sexual assault, is un-
acceptable. Obviously, parents have the primary re-
sponsibility for their children’s well-being. But teach-
ers and other staff members know much more about 
what is happening with kids than those school em-
ployees ever report. We know which kids are showing 
up hung over, which kids hide in the library to avoid 
the lunchroom, which kids are suddenly ostracized 
from a group they were once part of. We observe kids 
together at school in ways that parents never can, 
and often have them in our care for more of their 

Schools Can—and Must—Do More  
About Bullying, Violence, and Suicide

“ Schools have a responsibility not 
only to help students learn, but also to 

keep them safe, physically and 
emotionally, while they are in our care.”

COMMENTARY
www.edweek.org/go/commentary

Schools Must Do More 
About Suicide, Bullying

Educators need to be vigilant 
about bullying and to build 
positive school cultures to keep 
students safe and to head off 
tragedies, Mariam Azin writes.
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waking hours than their families do. 
We can say it’s not our job, or not our business. But schools 

have a responsibility not only to help students learn, but also to 
keep them safe, physically and emotionally, while they are in our 
care. If we are not addressing the culture of bullying and public 
shaming, if we are not doing everything we can to teach young 
people how to treat each other kindly and civilly, if we are ignor-
ing social and emotional crises unfolding before our eyes, we are 
failing Rehtaeh and thousands like her. 

There are things that we can do. We can end the culture of si-
lence and encourage all school staff members to speak up when 
they notice something happening with a child. We can train them 
better in what to look for, whom they should talk to if they see a 
problem, and what resources are available for students at risk 
for bullying (as victims or perpetrators), violence, or suicide. And 
we can make sure we have systems in place to make identifi-
cation, referral, and monitoring of students in crisis easy and 
automatic so no child slips through the cracks. 

We cannot ease every heartache, prevent every act of violence, 
or ensure that our young people will always act with the best 
judgment. But we can do a better job of paying attention and ad-
dressing the issues we observe every day. We are the adults, and 
it is our job to build a culture in our schools and our communities 
that keeps every one of our students safe. This is a responsibility 
we cannot abdicate. We owe Rehtaeh, and others like her, better 
than that. n  

MARIAM AZIN is a psychologist with more than 20 years of experience in 
educational research and evaluation. She has been the principal investigator 
on numerous large-scale evaluation efforts related to at-risk learners; 
curriculum and instruction; educational technology; and community 
programs spanning mental health, substance use, and criminal justice. She 
is the president and chief executive officer of Mazin Education, a Columbus, 
Ohio-based company that works with schools to assess, identify, and serve 
at-risk students. 

really do just want what is best 
for the students. They recognize 
the standards are more complex 
and will require work to imple-
ment. But they say they want the 
challenge in order to motivate 
students and to keep their schools 
competitive with other private 
schools. They also tell me they are 
reassured by seeing the standards 
tell them what to teach, not how 
to teach. 

At a recent meeting in an in-
ner-city Catholic school, teachers 
were eager with their questions 
and left me with encouraging 
comments. “Boy,” one wrote, “I 
could have used these standards 
in my parent conference.” An-
other, “Why don’t we just use the 
standards profile as our report 
card? It certainly lets us know 
more about what the students 
are learning than a single grade.” 
And a third, “Wow, I can focus on 
helping my students understand, 
not just memorize!”

I’m no newcomer to the stan-
dards debate. Before joining Step 
Up two years ago, I spent 30 
years in Florida’s Pinellas County 
public schools—the nation’s 26th-
largest district—where I was ev-

erything from a classroom teacher 
to an assistant superintendent of 
curriculum and instruction to an 
area superintendent. So I’ve seen 
more than my share of fads and 
state and federal edicts. But the 
common core is a bipartisan ef-
fort, led by the National Gover-
nors Association and the Council 
of Chief State School Officers and 
imbued with genuine academic 
research. It mostly tries to ensure 
that students are held to high 
standards, and that they won’t 
get lost in the maze if they move 
from one school or one state to 
another.

If there is anywhere I would 
expect to experience pushback on 
what is being described in some 
quarters as a federal government 
mandate, it would be within the 
private school sector. But what I’m 
finding is quite the contrary. The 
common-core contrarians would do 
well to pay these schools a visit. n

CAROL THOMAS is the vice president 
of the office of student learning at 
Step Up For Students, a nonprofit 
organization based in Tampa, Fla., 
that oversees the Florida Tax Credit 
Scholarship program. 

By Mark Bauerlein

W hy do students drop out?  
An oft-cited 2006 study by 

the public-policy firm Civic 
Enterprises asked then-
high-school dropouts that 
question and came up with 

unsurprising answers. Nearly half of them—47 
percent—said that classes were boring, and 69 
percent said that school just didn’t motivate or in-
spire them. Students scored personal reasons as 
being more of an issue than the challenge of aca-
demics. In fact, most of the dropouts believed they 
could have handled the work. They just weren’t 
motivated to do so.

The High School Survey of Student Engage-
ment from 2010 found the same rates of boredom. 
It noted that 66 percent of students were bored “at 
least every day,” and 98 percent admitted to being 
bored at some point, citing uninteresting and ir-
relevant material as the leading causes. When 
asked to rate teaching methods, respondents 
praised peer-oriented learning and rated “teacher 
lecture” the least engaging. 

The recommendations that followed these find-
ings sound entirely sensible. The curriculum and 
teaching styles must change, researchers say. We 
need energetic instructors to present pertinent ma-
terial in lively ways. Teachers should draw more 
assignments from real-world situations and create 
projects that are collaborative by nature, or cultur-
ally relevant (for example, by providing an Afro-
centric curriculum to African-American students). 
If students recognize direct connections between 
schoolwork and their personal lives, including their 
future employment, academic engagement will rise, 
and they’ll stay in school and proceed to college and 
the workplace ready to thrive.

Let’s assume that these adjustments work, that 
the curriculum is relevant, the exercises engag-
ing, the teacher inspiring, and that the students 
prosper through 12th grade and head to college. 
What happens then?

Likely, they’ll end up in a situation that is the 
opposite of what they experienced in high school. 
Usually, when students start college, they have to 
take freshman composition, a course universally 
dreaded by 18-year-olds. Few of them enjoy gram-
mar exercises or paragraph development or the 
revision process. And chances are they don’t eas-
ily relate to the readings. (I teach freshman comp, 
so trust me, it’s hard to find any academic mate-
rial students are eager to write about.) Many also 
have to take a math or another quantitative-skills 
course—subject matter irrelevant to students in-
terested in the arts and humanities. Often, too, 
they face a U.S. history and civics requirement 
covering events and texts 200 years old and thor-
oughly alien to their job ambitions and leisure ac-
tivities. And these aren’t the only tedious courses. 
In addition, most of them take lecture classes, in 

which the teacher is often talking from a stage to 
300 students—their least-favored format. Sadly, 
all too often, students respond to these conditions 
in college just as they did in high school—drifting 
away and submitting shabby work. 

The on-time graduation rate at four-year col-
leges is currently only 59 percent and at two-year 
colleges a troubling 31 percent, according to the 
National Center for Education Statistics. A 2009 
study by Public Agenda found that 45 percent of 
recent college dropouts listed boredom as a “major” 
or “minor” reason they left, while 43 percent cited 
“I had to take too many classes that I didn’t think 
were useful.” 

Their testimony adds an additional dimen-
sion to college readiness: the soft skills, not the 
academic preparation, required to complete the 
work even if the teacher is a drone, the materials 
dull, and the assignments solitary. This disposi-
tion is necessary for students to earn a college 
degree. Typically, except for vocational programs, 
students cannot plunge into a major or specialty 
until they’ve met general education require-
ments, most of which are unrelated to their aca-
demic preferences. Success translates into the 
ability to slog through them. If they cannot tie 
their coursework to their ambitions, it shouldn’t 
matter. If the people in the readings have a dif-
ferent skin color and lived at a different time and 
place, it shouldn’t matter.

This raises a disturbing concern about the rel-
evance of student engagement at the high school 
level. In adjusting curriculum and pedagogy to 
student interest, educators may raise certain 
secondary school results but, ironically, stunt 
students in preparation for the next level of their 
education. In telling them, “You think the mate-
rial is pointless and musty, but we’ll find ways to 
stimulate you,” high school educators fail to teach 
them the essential skill of exerting oneself even 
when bored, even when the material has no direct 
bearing upon one’s future. 

Perhaps they believe that if revised curricula 
can engage high school juniors, they will build 
enough momentum to reach college with the 
pluck to keep focused in spite of their ennui. I 
presume the opposite. Students will have learned 
a different lesson when they go to college: If 
they’re not interested in a course, there’s some-
thing wrong with it, and they needn’t bother.

If educators wish to keep students in high 
school and in college, they must plant a better at-
titude in the former, while recognizing the intran-
sigence of the curriculum in the latter. Boredom 
is not always something to be avoided. It is to be 
accepted and worked through. n

MARK BAUERLEIN is a professor of English at Emory 
University in Atlanta. He participated in the Feedback 
Group on the English standards for the Common Core 
State Standards, conducted by the Washington-based 
Council of Chief State School Officers. 
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High-Speed Internet in Schools 
‘Must Be a National Priority’ 
To the Editor:

The White House calls it Connected, a 
clever name for a critical initiative (“Obama 
Plan Champions E-Rate Fixes,” June 12, 
2013). Unveiled by President Barack Obama 
in June, Connected aims to connect 99 
percent of America’s students with high-
speed Internet within five years.

Not quite a moon shot, but still a 
challenge. Why connect students to high-
speed Internet? Not because it is easy, but 
because it’s necessary.

According to the White House, fewer 
than 20 percent of America’s schools have 
adequate Internet connections. With cash-
strapped districts scrutinizing every budget 
item, broadband rarely makes the cut.

Given how important the science, 
technology, engineering, and mathematics 
fields are to the future of our country’s 
economic well-being, ensuring every student 
is able to benefit from a high-speed Internet 
connection must be a national priority. 

As part of President Obama’s directive, 
not only must the Federal Communications 
Commission modernize and scale up 
existing programs to provide broadband 
access to schools, but businesses and local 
governments also must do their part to help 
hit the 99 percent mark.

To be successful, the program needs 
massive investment. Not just in dollars—
although that’s necessary—but in focus and 
energy. 

Today’s technology—innovative displays, 
remote learning, and mobile applications 
available on laptops and tablets—is 
revolutionizing education. Students need 
access to that technology. 

President Obama has fired the starter 
pistol. Now it’s time for all of us to invest 
time and resources into making it happen.

Scott Krantz
Chief Executive Officer

On Campus Media
Los Angeles, Calif.

Computer-Adaptive Assessment  
Can Serve Differing Purposes

To the Editor: 
I read with interest the article “Adaptive 

Testing Gains Momentum, Prompts 
Worries” (July 10, 2013). All who publish 
computer-adaptive assessments should 
applaud legislative efforts to include 
computer-adaptive testing, or cat, in 
federal assessment programs. However, I 
wish to address the concerns cited in the 
article about whether test items in such 
assessments should be constrained by grade 
level. 

The article failed to highlight an essential 
point: Not all cats are designed for the same 
educational purposes. A focus on grade level 
may be appropriate for federally mandated 
accountability testing—the summative tests 
discussed in the article. When the purpose 
is to discover the level at which a student 
is performing (potentially above or below 
grade), however, and whether that student 
is growing academically, the test design will 
need to be substantially different. 

To provide instructionally useful 
information to students, teachers, and 
administrators, all students’ achievement 
levels must be measured with equivalent 
precision, wherever they reside on the 

achievement continuum. Information from 
assessments designed to inform learning 
can be directly translated into differentiated 
instruction that gives each child the 
opportunity to succeed. 

Based on the vision sketched in the article, 
one could ask whether instruction should 
be merely standards-based rather than 
student-centric, and whether the only metric 
that matters is if students are proficient 
at grade level, not that they are actually 
growing. 

With classroom time at a premium, schools 
need an assessment program that balances 
teachers’ needs for actionable information 
with federal accountability requirements. 
Computer-adaptive testing can play a 
pivotal role in this, and all students and 
teachers in the country stand to benefit. 

Raymond Yeagley 
Vice President 

Chief Academic Officer 
Northwest Evaluation Association 

Portland, Ore.

Center for Education Reform 
‘Skeptical’ of Charter Study

To the Editor:
While it’s gratifying to read the headline 

“Charters Show ‘Slow and Steady Progress,’ 
Multistate Study Finds” (Charters & Choice 
blog, edweek.org, June 25, 2013), it’s also 
a bit disconcerting since the study—from 
Stanford University’s Center for Research on 
Education Outcomes, or credo—is anything 
but charter-school-performance gospel.

We at the Center for Education Reform 
have been advocating for nearly two decades 
on behalf of substantive, structural change in 
K-12 education. We know that, like education 
itself, research can be complicated. Although 
the article cites “slow and steady progress,” 
we’re also skeptical about another flawed 
report that makes spurious comparisons of 
student achievement in charter schools across 
state lines.

We believe all schools, including charter 
schools, must be held accountable. The path 
to accountability must start with strong 
charter school laws and must be laid with 
gold-standard research. Such research 
uses randomized control trials to measure 
progress. Students deserve nothing less, in 
classrooms and in research.

The credo report, upon which the article 
is based, fails to use such methods. Rather it 
employs statistical gymnastics to compare 
student achievement in charter schools across 
state lines while adjusting data to ensure 
that all students “start” at the same level.

Highly criticized by leading researchers 
and economists for failing the test of good 
research, the credo results do not accurately 
convey the results of charters or other public 
schools. State-by-state and community-
by-community analyses are the only true 
measures that offer validity for parents and 
policymakers.

Jeanne Allen
President 

The Center for Education Reform 
Washington, D.C.

Creative Classrooms Still Possible 
In Age of Standards and Testing

To the Editor:
Teachers have been quitting the 

profession, saying that the testing regime 
is crowding out the joy of learning and 
suffocating classroom creativity and 
innovation. 

How can we prevent talented and 
dedicated educators from leaving the 
profession? We need to bring back the 

creativity and flexibility that has been 
lost in a single-minded race toward higher 
standardized-test scores.

For 10 years, the Partnership for 21st 
Century Skills has built partnerships 
between states, educators, businesses, 
and nonprofits. Together, we outlined the 
essential skills, knowledge, and support 
systems necessary for a well-rounded, 
rigorous, and relevant education for all 
students. 

With the P21 Framework, it is possible 
to elevate creativity and flexibility in 
the classroom while helping prepare 
students for assessments, as well as their 
future roles as lifelong learners, workers, 
and citizens. And it is possible to do so 
while connecting to the Common Core 
State Standards and next-generation 
assessments. It’s not one more thing to 
teach. It’s how you teach.

We know that accountability and 
assessments are important, and we know 
that there are better ways to measure 
student learning and teacher effectiveness 
than relying solely on standardized tests.  

We can’t afford to lose even a single great 
teacher, and we can’t afford not to prepare 
students for the world they’ll inherit and 
inhabit.

Steve Paine 
President 

Partnership for 21st Century Skills 
Washington, D.C.

Frank Gallagher
Executive Director 

Cable in the Classroom
Chairman of the Board

Partnership for 21st Century Skills 
Washington, D.C.

Dyslexia Group: Education Schools 
Must Boost Teaching of Reading 

To the Editor:
In 2000, the bipartisan National Reading 

Panel issued recommendations on the skills 
children need to become successful readers. 
More than a decade later, a majority of 
teachers-in-training are still not receiving 
the knowledge they need to impart these 
skills.  

A recent review of schools of education by 
the National Council on Teacher Quality, 
or nctq, shows that only 29 percent of the 

nearly 600 education schools reviewed 
adequately address the five reading 
component skills identified in the reading 
panel’s report (phonemic awareness, phonics, 
fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension) in 
their teacher-training curricula (“Disputed 
Review Finds Disparities in Teacher Prep,” 
July 10, 2013).

The nctq review set a low bar for schools 
of education. 

The International Dyslexia Association, or 
ida, believes that teachers require a greater 
depth of knowledge and practice to become 
skilled teachers of reading. In 2010, the ida 
published comprehensive knowledge and 
practice standards, and last year recognized 
nine programs that are aligned with them. 

While critics may be tempted to write 
the ida standards off for their focus on the 
needs of struggling readers, these standards 
essentially codify the recommendations 
of the National Reading Panel, which 
concluded that all students benefit from 
science-based reading instruction. More 
importantly, all teachers require knowledge 
of science-based reading instruction and how 
to apply it to the range of learners in their 
classrooms.

Why have schools of education been slow 
to embrace the need for better-trained 
teachers in reading? A significant hurdle lies 
in the lack of faculty expertise in the area of 
reading science. 

In recent years, a movement toward 
improved teacher training in reading has 
been building, and more than half the states 
have enacted or introduced literacy laws. 
These can only take us so far. The schools of 
education must step up their efforts.  

Elisabeth Liptak
Director of Professional Development

International Dyslexia Association
Baltimore, Md.
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“Everyone’s for ‘raising the bar,’ as 
Arne Duncan puts it, but that has 
to come with the supports needed 
to make sure every kid who tries 
hard can actually reach the bar.” 

—MIDK,  
responding to the District Dossier blog post  

“How Districts Can Seek to Bolster African-American Boys” 

To read the post and respond, go to Üwww.edweek.org/go/african-american.

COMMENTARY POLICY
Education Week takes no editorial 
positions, but publishes opinion essays 
and letters from outside contributors in its 
Commentary section.  
For information about submitting an essay 
or letter for review, visit

www.edweek.org/go/guidelines. 
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unearths students’ higher character as they learn 
to value integrity, compassion, and their unique 
conception of patriotism and the common good.

But mark “character” absent from the com-
mon-core. In its website, the core’s nar-
row mission statement sounds less 
like a set of learning expectations 
for children than a parody of a 
sterile business plan. It talks 
about preparing America’s 
students “for success in col-
lege and careers” so “our 
communities will be best po-
sitioned to compete success-
fully in the global economy.” 
Really? Wouldn’t preparing 
America’s students in order 
“to be successful, virtuous 
members of America’s work-
force and democracy” be more 
appropriate? As Abraham Lincoln 
warned, “The philosophy of the school-
room in one generation will be the philoso-
phy of government in the next.”

A citizenship component in the common 
standards would promote a more open-
minded, student-centered philosophy of edu-
cation for the entire core cohort. While civics in the 
core is an imperfect solution, it is a viable, scalable 
one because it accesses a system with an enormous 
infrastructure, corporate backing, and absolute sup-
port in the Obama administration. And, should the 
common core collapse, at least civics will have been 
woven into lessons nationwide.

A corollary approach is to invite David Coleman, the 
College Board’s chief executive officer, to include civics 

in the board’s realignment of the sat with the core. 
And, what is not taught is neither learned nor lived. 

If our schools are the nurseries of democracy, we must 
patiently teach our children the complex and reward-
ing arts of citizenship. Soon, they will reinvigorate 

our schools and our polity with their blunt 
honesty, fresh thinking, and, especially, 

their infectious idealism.
In his letter from Birmingham, 
when King invokes the Brown 

decision’s rallying cry, “Jus-
tice too long delayed is jus-
tice denied,” he is speaking 
to us. He is challenging us, 
a half-century later, to fi-
nally give our nation’s 
children the skills and the 
platform to “make real the 

promise of democracy.”
Let’s heed his call. Let’s 

let their voices be heard! n 

Civics in the Core
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 36

n During Education 
Week’s recent 
print publishing 
break, Commentary 

published Web-only pieces 
on a wide range of topics, 
including democracy in an 
Egyptian classroom, map-
reading and the common 
core, and the true meaning of 
“satisfaction” in education. Find 
these op-eds and keep abreast 
of new opinion essays during 
the upcoming publishing break, 
which lasts until Aug. 21.  
www.edweek.org/go/
commentary

n Teacher evaluation also 
figured prominently in 
Commentary’s online-only 
coverage. In his essay, Kim 
Marshall says principals 
must “up their game” when 
it comes to supervising 
teachers. Readers responded 
strongly; some charged that 
principals are not necessarily 
qualified to evaluate teachers. 
Weigh in with your opinion. 
www.edweek.org/go/marshall

n Edweek.org 
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new opinion 
blog Education 
Futures: Emerging Trends 
and Technologies in K-12 
last month. Follow Matthew 
Lynch’s predictions for 
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the Industry & Innovation 
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n Peter Gow 
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the new president 
of the National Association of 
Independent Schools, in Gow’s 
Independent Schools, Common 
Perspectives blog. Check out 
the full Q&A.  
www.edweek.org/go/chubb 
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RecRuitment maRketplace 
tO aDVeRtiSe  

www.TopSchoolJobs.org
recruiters@TopSchoolJobs.org 
(888) 329-2373

STATE SUPERINTENDENT OF EDUCATION
The Mississippi State Board of Education seeks an 
individual with proven education reform leadership and 
previous successful professional experience to administer 
the Mississippi Department of Education and lead the 
state’s primary and secondary schools.  The salary will be 
in the range of $300,000, plus an excellent state benefits 
package.  Final salary for the successful candidate will be 
negotiated and determined based upon proven experience, 
qualifications and meeting State Board of Education 
criteria.
Interested candidates may apply online at www.rayassoc.
com

Ray and Associates, Inc.
Ph:  319/393-3115  E-mail:  glr@rayassoc.com

Application Deadline:
September 3, 2013

Please do not contact the Mississippi Department of 
Education or the State Board of Education directly.

PRINCIPALS/
HEAD OF SCHOOL

PRINCIPALS/
HEAD OF SCHOOL

PRINCIPALS/
HEAD OF SCHOOL

SuPERINTENDENT

HIGH SCHOOL PRINCIPAL
THE POSITION
The Columbia High School Principal shall lead the school 
community for equity and excellence to ensure that all 
students graduate ready for college and career; supervise 
and evaluate certified and non-certified staff assigned to the 
school; provide leadership and managerial oversight of all 
school operations; assume responsibility for the management 
of the school’s curricular and co/extra-curricular programs; 
exercise leadership in school-level planning for improvement 
of instruction and assessment; and establish/maintain an 
effective learning climate and culture in the school.
QUALIFICATIONS REQUIRED

New Jersey Principal/Administrative Certification.1. 
Demonstrated leadership skills in curriculum 2. 
development and program evaluation.
Excellent interpersonal and communication skills.3. 
Knowledge of research and best practices in 4. 
secondary education.
High level of computer literacy, and the skills to 5. 
integrate technology into the high school program.

APPLICATION PROCEDURE
Candidates should apply online at: www.applitrack.com/
somsd/onlineapp

Sandtown Middle School Principalship 
(Atlanta, GA)

Great schools start with a great principal. As the leader of 
the school, they inspire their teachers and motivate their 
students to be the best. Our principals come from the best 
colleges and universities in the nation, and like you, they 
want to be associated with a school system that earned its 
reputation for excellence. We challenge our principals, just 
as we challenge our students. We hold them accountable 
for results, and in return, pay them a good salary, provide 
outstanding benefits and offer leadership development 
opportunities. Are you up for the challenge? Then we invite 
you to join our team. To apply, visit our career page at www.
fultonschools.org. 
Sandtown Middle School is located at 5400 Campbellton 
Road in the southwest Atlanta community of Sandtown. 
The Sandtown community is one of the Atlanta area's most 
affluent African-American communities with the majority of 
the population belonging to the middle and upper middle 
class.

PRINCIPAL
 WELLS ELEMENTARY SCHOOL

Chesterfield County Public Schools (CCPS), located just 
south of Richmond, VA, is recruiting for the position of 
Principal of Wells Elementary School.  The school district 
is comprised of 62 schools and 58,286 students.  Position 
is responsible directing the elementary school to include 
administration of instructional and operational programs 
and activities.
Position is open until filled.
Apply via the CCPS website at http://mychesterfieldschools.com. 
Complete job description and application procedures are 
available on the website.

EOE/M/F/D

BILINGUAL TEACHERS (Austin, TX) 
Responsible for teaching elementary 
school subjects in both English and 
Spanish. Mail resume to: Austin I.S.D., 
Attn: Dora Fabelo, 1111 West 6th Street, 
Austin, TX 78703.
BILINGUAL TEACHERS (Special Ed) 
for Austin, TX: Responsible for teaching 
elementary school subjects in both 
English and Spanish in special education 
classes. Mail resume to: Austin I.S.D., 
Attn: Dora Fabelo, 1111 West 6th Street, 
Austin, TX 78703. 
English Language Learner (ELL) 
Instruct ional  Special ist:  Assis t 
elementary teachers by providing direct 
support & assistance to the classrooms in 
the use of effective instructional research-
based strategies, use of data to improve 
English learner student achievement, and 
align curriculum and instruction to state 
and district-identified standards. Résumé 
to Northampton County Public Schools, 
7207 Young St, Machipongo, VA 23405. 
Attn: Susan Bradford. 

1) School Psychologist: Responsible to 
provide special education consultation, 
leadership, & resources in order to support 
& maintain the students with disabilities 
with access to the district's adopted core 
curriculum. 2) Speech and Language 
Pathologist: administer & coordinate 
diagnostic, therapeutic & consultative 
functions relative to communication 
disorders. Respond to Ravenswood City 
School District, 2120 Euclid Ave, East 
Palo Alto, CA 94303. Attn: Mr. Lovelace.
SCIENCE TEACHERS (Austin, TX): 
Responsible for teaching science related 
subjects at the high school level. Mail 
resume to: Austin I.S.D., Attn: Dora 
Fabelo, 1111 West 6th Street, Austin, TX 
78703.
Teacher/High School: teach high school 
students pre-Algebra, Algebra and 
Geometry. Résumé to Salinas Union High 
School District, 431 W. Alisal Street, 
Salinas, CA 93901.  Attn: Ms. Sylvia 
Halcon.

Positions Available

HR EdVantage is tailored to help K-12 human 
resource professionals and administrators make 

informed human capital decisions.
To sign up visit 

www.TopSchoolJobs.org 
under “Employer Resources.”

HR EdVantage
Sign up for our FREE newsletter

WelcOme  To Education Week’s 
TopSchoolJobs Recruitment Marketplace, 
the print partner to our online career site 
fo r  teache r s  and  admin i s t r a to r s , 
TopSchoolJobs.org.

JOB SeekeRS   Ads found both in print and 
on TopSchoolJobs.org are marked with an arrow. 
Perform a keyword search on the TopSchoolJobs.org 
home page to view the job and to apply online. You 
can also use TopSchoolJobs.org to search for jobs not 
found in print, create a résumé, and catch up on the 
latest ed news and career advice. Get free monthly 
updates of our career resources. Sign up today for 
Career Coach or HR EdVantage e-newsletter.

RecRuiteRS   For extended reach and value, 
you can post your job in print, online, and in 
e-newsletters withTopSchoolJobs.org to reach our 
entire audience of engaged educators. 

TopSchoolJobs.org draws viewers from across all of 
edweek.org’s highly respected resource and 
information channels and extends your reach to our 
highly-qualified online audience. We also offer a wide 
range of recruitment options and enhancements. Post 
a single job or choose from a variety of job 
packages. 

Visit www.topschooljobs.org for a complete 
description of your options. 

RecRuitment maRketplace 
tO aDVeRtiSe  

www.TopSchoolJobs.org
recruiters@TopSchoolJobs.org 
(888) 329-2373
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Assistant Executive Director
�e Capitol Region Education Council (CREC), a $420 million, 2400 employee educational 
agency is seeking a results-oriented, entrepreneurial leader to serve as Assistant Executive 
Director of Connecticut’s �rst and largest Regional Educational Service Center.
Responsibilities

Responsible for the leadership, management, and implementation of CREC’s services to school districts, 
other agencies, and CREC programs
Serve as liaison between CREC and local school districts, governmental agencies, colleges, universities, 
businesses, and other external organizations
Provide overall direction and coordination of CREC educational programs and services
Participate in the growth of existing programs and development of new programs through long-range 
and strategic planning and direction setting

Requirements
Experience in the business or education �eld including teaching/administration and work with or in 
the Connecticut State Board of Education, Higher Education Department, or equivalent combination 
of experience and/or education
�orough knowledge of federal, state, and local public education operations
High degree of commitment to the CREC mission
Divergent and creative thinking
Potential to grow and lead
High level of interpersonal, communication, and consensus building skills

Salary: Highly competitive for State of Connecticut and New England
Start Date: Flexible, resume review begins immediately, open until �lled
Apply Online at: www.crec.org

DIRECTORS/MANAGERS/
COORDINATORS

Head of  
Middle-Upper School

Barrie School seeks a Head of Middle-Upper 
School for the 2014- 2015 school year, with the 
possibility of an appointment beginning as early 
as the summer of 2013. Our new MUS Head will… 

•  Embrace research-driven, innovative approaches 
to 21st-century learning and have a deep 
understanding of the unique educational and 
developmental needs of middle-school students  
and older adolescents.  

•  Lead enrollment growth, strengthen retention, and 
improve public awareness of our program.  

Candidates should have administrative and instructional 
leadership experience, be comfortable in a diverse 
school environment, be ready to promote and expand 
our partnerships, celebrate the use of our campus, and 
embrace the Washington, D.C. area as an educational 
resource. For a full job profile and details on the search 
process, visit www.barrie.org/MUS-Head.

13500 Layhill Road | Silver Spring, MD | 301.576.2800

Union Academy Charter School seeks 
Spanish teacher to teach in Monroe, NC. 
Must have Bachelor 's or foreign 
equivalent in Education, Spanish or 
related field. Must have or be qualified to 
hold NC teacher license in Spanish and 
must be bilingual Spanish/English. Mail 
résumé & cover letter to Union Academy; 
Attn: Lynn Kroeger, 675 North M L King 
Jr Blvd; Monroe, NC  28110. 

V P K  Te a c h e r  a n d  E d u c a t i o n 
Coordinator: Lighthouse Point, FL. MA 
in Preschool Education required. 
Knowledge of Beka Book & Beyond 
Centers & Circle Time curriculum, strong 
leadership skills & ability to lead staff in 
implementing appropriate curriculum, 
ability to form positive relations with 
parents required. Email résumés to ABC 
Workshop of Lighthouse Point, Inc., 
Attn: E. Salamon at abcworkshoplhp@
yahoo.com

Positions Available

PRINCIPALS/
HEAD OF SCHOOL

TOP SCHOOL JOBS’s K-12 TALENT MANAGER

Engagement Critical To Retaining Top Performers
Retaining the best and brightest employees is critical to 
the success of any organization. A recent article from 
Compdata Consulting, "Engaging Your All-Stars: How 
Successful Companies Retain Their Top Performers," 
explains that a key to keeping top performers, or "All-Stars," 
is increasing employee engagement and developing pro-
grams that make it easier for employees to be successful. 
They identify high performers as:

"...more productive than the average employee. They are 
self-motivated workers who don't settle for simply attain-
ing the goal. These employees are adaptable, consistent, 
and reliable. You can trust they'll be able to adjust to new 
or different situations without sacrificing quality of work. 
Ultimately, they require less supervision or monitoring be-
cause they take the initiative to develop solutions and 
solve problems...They're dedicated to understanding the 
goals and objectives of the company, and are not only 
able to see the big picture, but are also able to see the 
details. Strong analytical skills are a common characteris-
tic of top performers. They're intuitive, strategic thinkers, 
and they become your go to people."

Retaining top performers is easier said than done. 
These "All-Stars" often have multiple career options 
(remember, A's have options!) and a strong desire to 
continually grow and succeed professionally. Compdata 
provides four actions that organizations can take to ensure 
the best and brightest employees stay engaged.

Build a Career Advancement Program:1.  Paths must be 
designed to allow employees to progressively take on ad-
ditional roles and responsibilities. While the development 
of these programs is important, moving people at the right 
time to the right role is just as important.
Eliminate Waste: 2. Unnecessary work and duplication of 
effort wastes employees' time (which is a waste of 

money) and talents, organizational supplies, and more. It 
can also be frustrating. If employees understand their job 
descriptions and job expectations, these issues are much 
less likely to occur.
Linking Pay to Contributions:3.  Organizations must en-
sure that they are appropriately linking total rewards and 
performance or contributions to ensure that all staff un-
derstand how the pieces fit together and how they per-
sonally make a difference. The organization must also be 
dedicated to communicating the program and the link be-
tween contributions and compensation.
Welcome Feedback:4.  Great organizations involve em-
ployees in the planning, design, execution, and redesign 
of new programs. Engaging staff in this work will only in-
crease the likelihood of success.

Compdata contends that organizations which focus on these 
four actions are better suited to "hit a homerun" when it 
comes to retaining their All Star employees.
How are K-12 talent managers using these four strategies to 
retain All-Star teachers, building leaders, support, or central 
office staff? I know many school districts that are currently 
focused on career advancement, pay, feedback, and em-
ployee recognition, but few that are exploring opportunities 
to eliminate waste. Has your organization taken any of these 
actions to keep your best people? If so, please share your 
story in the comments section below!
To read more from TopSchoolJobs's K-12 Talent Manager, 
visit http://blogs.edweek.org/topschooljobs/k-12_talent_
manager/ and click the "Leadership" link under "Catego-
ries".
The opinions expressed are strictly those of the author and 
do not reflect the opinions or endorsement of Editorial Proj-
ects in Education.

visit 
www.TopSchoolJobs.org 

under Career Resources click 
Career Corner Blog.

TopSchoolJobs's 

Career Corner Blog

Check out recent blog posts on

Get advice from career center 
advisors and HR professionals 
to better navigate your K-12 

calling.



Civics in the Common 
Core

The common-core standards 
lack an essential element in 
ignoring civics education, Web 
Hutchins writes.
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▲

By Web Hutchins

Now is the time to make real the promise of democracy, and transform our 
pending national elegy into a creative psalm of brotherhood.
 —Martin Luther King Jr., Letter From Birmingham Jail (1963)

This year, educators and their fellow citizens celebrate the 50th 
anniversary of Martin Luther King Jr.’s ethereal “I Have a 
Dream” speech and his prophetic “Letter From Birmingham 
Jail.” The unbridled urgency of King’s passion for justice almost 
jumps from the page, transcending time and inspiring us today 
to build civically engaging schools for all our children. 

In 1963, King penned his letter on the margins of a newspaper 
in the confines of his “narrow” jail cell during the pivotal civil 

rights march on Birmingham, Ala. His still-unfulfilled ultimatum, “Now is the 
time to make real the promise of democracy,” could be the mission statement for 
the swelling 21st-century “new civics” movement, which is pressing to restore 
civics in America’s schools.

Civics proponents’ wishes have 
fallen mostly on deaf ears. 
Through promotion of 
the Common Core 
State Standards, 
the Obama ad-
ministration 
and its allies 
orchestrated 
one of the most 
dramatic asser-
tions of federal 
power into K-12 education 
since Brown v. Board of Ed-
ucation in 1954, but failed 
to promote civics where it 
counts—in the common core’s 
package of standards and as-
sessments. These documents de-
termine what will be taught, and 
what will not be taught, to more 
than 40 million children across 
the United States. Because the 
core is barren of civics—the word 
does not appear in the 66-page 
standards document for English/
language arts—the imperatives 
of the “not tested, not taught” mindset 
will diminish time for citizenship education, 
as it did under the No Child Left Behind Act.

In honor of Martin Luther King’s faith in edu-
cation’s democratizing power, we should insist that 
civics be added to the core’s standards and unfinished 
assessments. A first civics standard could cover democracy, scaffolding K-12 
students toward expertise in democratic citizenship. Instead of high-stakes 
tests, the core could promote authentic assessments, such as participation in a 
model United Nations simulation. 

A half-century after his iconic address in Washington, King’s dream seems 
worse than deferred. It seems forgotten. Racial and socioeconomic segregation 
in K-12 schools is now worse than it was in the 1970s. In the nclb era, nearly 14 
million students dropped out of school (an average of 7,000 per day), and gaps 
between the academic performance of white and minority students persist. In 
too many communities, a specter of hopelessness and violence haunts young 
people. A student I was fond of was shot, in the back, this spring while I was 
writing this essay. Since 2008 in Chicago, more than 530 young people under 
the age of 21 have been killed.

Nclb’s high-stakes, civics-free stance absolutely failed our children and our 
democracy. In 2010, approximately three-quarters of the 4th, 8th, and 12th 
graders who took the National Assessment of Educational Progress civics test 
failed to score “proficient.”

Time is a stern master. Learning to operate democracy’s levers requires sus-
tained K-12 attention. But under nclb, precious minutes for social studies dis-

appeared as principals anxious about “adequate yearly progress” narrowed 
curricula to test-prep kids in math and literacy boot camps. This ongoing trend, 
which is disproportionately common in schools in poor communities, contributes 
to the widening civics gap. Will the core be nclb redux?

If so, it will be because of “the appalling silence of good people,” as King sug-
gested in his letter. How much longer can we ignore the U.S. Supreme Court’s 
mandate in Brown that “education ... is a right which must be made available 
to all on equal terms”?

Civics education is the silver bullet for America’s schools. It is a pedagogical 
imperative because it often fuels tremendous academic growth by stimulating 
and leveraging the dynamic interplay of cognitive and, especially, affective, or 
emotional, learning. In a 10-paper research compendium published in 2011, the 
American Enterprise Institute asserted that civic literacy was just as critical to 
student success as literacy in math and English. 

Civics benefits teachers and administrators as well as students. It is an in-
terdisciplinary silo-buster—civics texts and principles easily link all subjects 
and grades while aligning with the common core’s emphasis on formulating 
evidence-based claims from nonfiction readings. In 23 years as a Seattle high 
school teacher, I’ve seen civics-centric history and English classes empower 

perhaps thousands of low-income, predominantly black students to make 
enormous intellectual, personal, and academic strides. Civics in-

volves the study of citizenship, government, ethics, current 
events, and politics. It engages and empowers struggling 

learners—especially hard-to-reach boys—because it is 
verbal, current, and contentious. 

Such will be the atmosphere this fall when 
teachers address the shooting death of 17-year-

old Trayvon Martin and frame the case’s is-
sues of race, law, and politics within the 

thematic structures of their 
courses. Students’ voices 

need to be heard. By con-
fronting sometimes com-
bustible “teachable mo-
ments” like the Martin 
case, civics-minded 
teachers honor their 
students’ concerns, 
which helps  bui ld 
meaningful, produc-
tive classroom rela-
tionships. Yet without 
civics standards and 
school cultures that 
encourage teachers 
to use class time for 
such seminal current 
events, tragedies 
like the Trayvon 
Martin case are too 
often glossed over or 

ignored completely. 
When this happens, 

everyone loses. But 
thoughtful analysis chal-

lenges students to develop, and back up, their own civic credo or code. This is 
personalized education writ large.

When civics becomes service, magic happens. In 11 years of overseeing stu-
dents’ service-learning projects at our state legislature, I’ve seen at-risk students 
regularly stand up for the common good. For example, in 2007, my juniors peti-
tioned, lobbied, and testified at the state Capitol to help pass legislation creating 
a college-bound scholarship for low-income students. Since then, this scholarship 
has helped many of their younger siblings and friends attend college.

Without civics, the common core is simply a gilded nclb. As the 18-year-old 
King wrote while attending Morehouse College: “Intelligence is not enough. 
Intelligence plus character—that is the goal of true education.” Civics captures 
this—it offers thoughtful analysis of democracy’s timeless tensions, which often 

WEB HUTCHINS has taught social studies and language arts in the Seattle public schools 
since 1990. He is the winner of the Washington state legislature’s 2013 Civic Educator of the 
Year award and the founder of Seattle’s Civics for All Initiative (www.civicsforall.org).

Jori Bolton



AMERICAN EDUCATION’S NEWSPAPER OF RECORD  •  © 2013 Editorial Projects in Education  •  $4         edweek.org:  BREAKING NEWS DAILY  

Education WEEk VOL. 32, NO. 37 • AUGUST 7, 2013

1

▲

.80

0.90

1.00

Feedback

Professional Learning Program
With… Corwin Institutes—Common Core, Cultural Profi ciency, custom

Corwin Author Consulting—On-site and virtual 
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Design Your Professional Learning 
Blueprint With Corwin

Start designing your professional learning blueprint today! Contact your
Corwin regional Sales Manager at 800-831-6640. www.corwin.com

Corwin 
Institutes
Corwin offers multi-
day institutes that 
provide collaborative, 
collegial learning with 
the top education 
experts in the country, as well as with fellow 
educators from districts just like yours.

Keynote presentations and interactive breakout 
sessions provide your team with tools, ideas, 
and action plans to bring back that are ready for 
implementation.

eCourses are 
online professional 
development based 
on Corwin books, 
author expertise, and media.

CORWIN
eCourses

Corwin
Books
 Written by expert 
authors, research 
based, and peer 
reviewed, our books are the foundation for 
these fl exible system-wide solutions.

Author Consulting 
On-site professional development 
with sustainable results from our 
expert authors and trained consultants. 
Consultants are available in the following areas: 
Leadership, Common Core, 21st Century Skills, 
Technology, Cultural Profi ciency, ELLs, Instruction, 
and more.

Also available exclusively from Corwin:

• Visible Learning Plus professional development, based 
on the research of John Hattie

• Corwin’s Teacher Evaluation Academy 
by W. James Popham

• Partners 4 Results curriculum mapping and 
assessment online platform

Each eLibrary includes 
10–12 eBooks from 
leading authors 
including Jim Knight, 
Gayle Gregory, Thomas Guskey,
Carolyn Chapman, Randall Lindsey,
and David Sousa. 

Available in the following disciplines:

• Assessment • Bullying Prevention • Coaching & 
Mentoring • Common Core • Cultural Profi ciency 
• Differentiation • ELL • RTI • 21st Century 
Learning & Technology • Equity & Diversity • 
Inclusion • Instructional Leadership & Supervision 
• Leadership • New Teacher Resources • PLCs 
& Using Data • The Principalship • Professional 
Development • School Improvement • Custom

Call us today
to get started!
800-831-6640With Read 2 Earn, 

you can earn one semester unit of graduate 
credit from California Lutheran University 
(CLU) when you read any Corwin book of 
your choice and successfully complete a 
fi nal assignment. fi nal assignment. 

Our fl exible options allow you to build the program that aligns 
with your budget, your timeline, and your goals.
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Design Your Professional Learning 
Blueprint With Corwin

Evaluate Teachers Fairly and 
Accurately With Corwin

Our fl exible options allow you to build the program that aligns 
with your budget, your timeline, and your goals.

at the UCLA Graduate School of 
Education, is one of the nation’s 
leading experts on educational 
evaluation, measurement, and 
assessment. He is the author of 
numerous books, 
including Evaluating 
America’s Teachers: 
Mission Possible?
(Corwin, 2013).

W. James 
Popham,
Professor
Emeritus

www.corwin.com
Contact your Corwin regional 
Sales Manager at 800-831-6640.

Based on the work of W. James Popham, 
certifi ed consultants show you how to:

• Pinpoint the strengths and weakness of your 
existing program

• Align your evaluation system with federal and 
state mandates

• Design a defensible teacher evaluation 
program from scratch

Day 1
Participants will learn how to evaluate the 
quality of an existing teacher evaluation program.

Day 2 
Participants will learn how to design an equitable 
and realistic teacher evaluation program or 
improve an existing program.

Bring a Corwin certifi ed 
consultant on site!
Call 800-831-6640.

Corwin Teacher Evaluation Academy
by W. James Popham
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Learn how you can become a Visible Learning school. Call 800-831-6640 
or visit www.Corwin.com/VisibleLearning.

What is Visible Learning?
Visible Learningplus is an in-depth school 
change model of professional learning 
based on the research of Professor John 
Hattie. This professional development 
seminar series allows school-based 
teams to systematically examine effective 
instructional practice across a school to 
impact student achievement.

The Research Scope
John Hattie’s work is based on his meta-analysis of more than 
1000 research reviews comprising more than 50,000 studies 
involving more than 250 million 
students around the world.

Hattie found that the #1 most 
effective method for improving 
achievement was by giving 
students 100% visibility into 
what they are learning and why.

The Foundation Series
Foundation Seminar
Participants will discuss the most important messages from the Visible Learning 
research and understand what does—and doesn’t—make a signifi cant difference 
to student achievement. 

Evidence Into Action I
Learn what evidence you should collect to know if you are a Visible Learning 
school. Participants will receive the Visible Learning Matrix and learn processes for 
gathering data.

Evidence Into Action II
Participants analyze the evidence gathered with the Visible Learning Matrix to 
determine school priorities and targets, and develop an action plan for making 
learning visible.

The Visible Learningplus Program

Going Deeper
Inside Series
For schools that have completed the Foundation Series, the Inside Series supports 
deep implementation of Visible Learning strategies throughout your school. 

Systems Series
This series of seminars helps school systems align leadership and professional 
learning programs to support the development of Visible Learning schools.

Coaching and Consulting
Build capacity within your school or district by developing your own 
school-change coaches or bringing certifi ed Visible Learning consultants on site.
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