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Overview

This report describes the work of the Wake County Public School System Raising Achievement and Closing Gaps Task Force. Formed in response to community input, federal legislation, North Carolina legislation, and school need, this task force examined current efforts to ensure equitable and challenging educational opportunities and outcomes for all of our WCPSS students. 

Beginning in the Spring of 2003, the steering committee, composed of administrative staff from Curriculum and Instruction and Parent Teacher Association representatives, developed a process which resulted in broad community involvement in the identification of key issues, objectives to address those issues, and action steps to accomplish those objectives.  This report is the culmination of the efforts of the task force.

To familiarize the reader with the context, process, key issues and recommendations that follow, this report is organized into those discrete sections.

Context

The Wake County Public School System (WCPSS) has done much work and seen significant progress in the area of closing achievement gaps. Increasingly, across the nation and the state, more efforts are being directed to closing existing academic achievement gaps. With the reauthorization in 2001 of Elementary and Secondary Education Act, commonly referred to as No Child Left Behind (NCLB), schools face even greater accountability for the success of all students. In our state, the NC Commission on Raising Achievement and Closing Gaps was created and has worked to develop and describe recommendations to ensure that achievement gaps are further narrowed. Section 8.28 (d) of HB 1840 requires the State Board of Education to develop guidelines to facilitate the creation of a local task force in each school district. The purpose of the task force is to advise and work with the local board of education and school administration on closing gaps in achievement and on developing a collaborative plan to achieve that goal. 

Both state (ABCs) and federal (NCLB) policies focus on increased school accountability for student achievement, the quality of school staff, flexibility in the use of resources, and the need for parents to be included by schools in the development of improvement plans both for the school and for their children. In the WCPSS, efforts to close academic gaps gain a keener focus with the impetus of federal and state legislation.  The work of this task force was to examine school and community efforts toward this end, and through that process to determine where efforts could be strengthened and aligned. In the next section, the process by which the task force undertook this work is described. 

Process

In April 2003 the steering and planning committees were formed and both met. From the initial meeting of the planning committee, comprised of two dozen school and community representatives, several key issues emerged. After examining the eleven recommendations described in the North Carolina Commission’s December 2001 report, the planning committee decided to focus on several of those recommendations as key issues and identified other issues not addressed in the Commission’s report. In subsequent meetings over the next three months, other issues were added, some combined, and eventually ten key issues were defined. These ten issues were then framed in terms of their impact on either:

1) academic equity and access, 

2) parent/community involvement, 

3) teaching diverse populations, or 

4) literacy and mathematics.

In order to engage further discussion, capture more perspectives, and develop possible means to address the key issues, a work session was convened on August 19, 2003.  The planning and steering committees had worked to identify stakeholders throughout the public and private sector who would have knowledge, interest, and passion for the key issues.  Invitations were sent to just over 100 stakeholders, who enthusiastically agreed to participate in the work session.  At the work session, ninety attendees, working in smaller groups on one or two of the key issues, spent the day identifying objectives and action steps for the key issues.  At the close of the work session, each group reported to the whole.

Following the August 19 work session, the steering committee compiled the objectives and action steps developed at that meeting. These were subsequently shared at the PTA’s Great Expectations Leadership Conference on September 30. Participants at this event were able to learn about the work of the task force, review the compilation of activities, add their perspectives, and suggest possible priorities for action.
All of the input collected through the task force activities was then reviewed by the steering committee. Apparent across each of the four frameworks and ten issues was the need for coordinated efforts, clear communication about programs and data, training, and parent and community involvement.  The frameworks, the key issues, and these overarching needs are described next.

Frameworks, Key Issues, Overarching Needs   

The four frameworks and ten key issues enabled the participants in the work session to focus their thinking on tangible and germane concerns within our context. Those frameworks and key issues are listed here.

Framework One: Academic Equity and Access

Key Issues: 

1) disproportionate number of minority students assigned to special education

2) disproportionate number of minority students receiving short - and long-term suspensions

3) disproportionate number of minority students who drop out of school

4) under enrollment of students, currently functioning at or near grade level, in rigorous courses and/or programs of study

Framework Two: Parent/Community Involvement

Key Issues:

5) lack of parental involvement to improve the teaching learning process at home     

    and at school

6) lack of parental education to improve the teaching/learning process at home    

    and at school

Framework Three: Teaching Diverse Populations

Key Issues:

7)  inadequate preparation of classroom teachers to ensure the successful    

     teaching of a diverse population of students

8)  under-recruitment of teachers, including minority males, who are prepared to 

     be successful with diverse populations

Framework Four: Literacy and Mathematics

Key Issues:

9)   inadequate support for pre-K – 3 students in literacy and mathematics

10) inadequate support for students who struggle with reading and mathematics 

      grades 4-12

As is apparent, addressing all of the key issues is important; implementing the approximately ninety-five actions steps identified at the work session, is beyond the scope of this task force and existing school resources. Further, individual schools have greater or lesser needs around some of the key issues. The question for the steering committee became, “How would the task force make recommendations to address the key issues?” The next section answers that question by outlining three recommendations.

Recommendations

Various school and community groups have addressed student achievement in the WCPSS during the past five years and have united in their support of Goal 2003.  Under the leadership of the Wake Education Partnership two years ago, school and community stakeholders identified pertinent educational issues.  The Raising Achievement and Closing Gaps Task Force, as described in this section, extends the Partnership’s work and aligns parent and community efforts to improve all of our schools.  

One: Address one or more key issues within the school improvement planning process.

In the discussions at the work session overarching needs emerged. These needs (coordinated efforts, clear communication of programs and data, training, and parent and community involvement) provided guidance for the development of the task force’s recommendations. It is the recommendation of this task force that school and central office staff identify one or two of the key issues relevant to individual school populations, collect and analyze pertinent data, and develop programs and training that is school specific.  School improvement plans, district programs, and budgets should reflect these issues.

Two: Create a permanent entity to equip parents and community members with specific knowledge and skills to better collaborate with schools to address key issues.

A national model for such an entity was identified by the steering committee as The Commonwealth Institute for Parent Leadership, located in Kentucky.  To create, resource, fund, staff, and sustain such an entity, partnerships with parent and community organizations were explored. 

The steering committee identified parents and interested community members as a significant resource to these efforts.  While there is tremendous support from parents and the community in the WCPSS, this support has not been strategically aligned and focused on building leadership capacity among parents and stakeholders. Because issues have now been collaboratively identified and because there exists great interest in the community to engage in meaningful activities aimed at reducing achievement gaps, it is the recommendation of this task force to train a cadre of interested parents and stakeholders, to work collaboratively with schools of their choice on a sub-set of the ten issues described in this report. 

The model for the entity recommended by the task force and described below, borrows from the Kentucky model.  We will refer to the recommended entity as the Institute. Parents and interested community members from each school are encouraged to apply for participation in the Institute. Institute staff review applications and select a group of 

four to six volunteers for each school. These volunteers work as a team and receive intensive training, one to two weeks over the course of a year, from a set curriculum.  

The curriculum includes information about North Carolina and the federal accountability legislation, WCPSS curriculum, and skill development for effective team work and communication, inquiry, advocacy, data analysis, and strategic and school improvement planning. In the training, volunteers work with real data from their schools and begin to consider action areas for their team’s collaborative project with school-based staff.
After training, Institute staff facilitates and supports the work of the volunteers through group meetings, individual support, and paper and digital communication.  

Teams are encouraged to design projects around a sub-set of the key issues identified in this report and aimed at increasing achievement for all students and reducing achievement gaps. The issues the team and school collaboratively identify become the basis of the team’s project and a part of the school improvement plan. The projects should be robust and volunteers are encouraged to create projects that would entail work over a period of not less than two years. 

Team project processes and outcomes are evaluated collaboratively by Institute staff, the team, and school staff both formatively and summatively. These evaluations serve to improve the projects and to identify efforts future teams might want to emulate. 

The evaluation of the Kentucky model, described in Setting the Stage for Success: Bringing Parents into Educational Reform as Advocates for Higher Student Achievement (Kroll, et. al., 2001) found that parents/volunteers thus trained and engaged could reasonably be expected to promote changes that affect students. Specifically, it was found that it is reasonable to expect parents/volunteers:

· to accept and communicate the message to others that the schools must serve all students well,

· to gather data about school needs and conditions, and to present their findings in a public forum,

· to talk knowledgeably about important educational issues,

· to initiate activities that make schools more welcoming for parents, better prepare parents to work with their children academically, and promote productive communication between parents and educators that leads to new programs and practices that benefit students’ academic success, and

· to leverage the contacts they make during training into additional resources for change (pp. 10-11).

Three:  Create an oversight committee representative of parent leadership, community stakeholders, and WCPSS staff to chart district progress related to work session issues, 

objectives and action steps. Work session issues, objectives and action steps were shared with district parent leaders, and central office staff.  In addition to the two previous recommendations related to school improvement planning and parent training, the task force recommends that an oversight committee meet semi-annually to review the status of district progress in addressing key issues related to raising achievement and closing gaps as identified in the task force work session.

Closing Comments

It is the belief of the task force that it is reasonable to expect much from parents and community members of the WCPSS when we can create a vehicle for them to become more able, focused, and resourced to do so. Our current mental models about school improvement planning, the role of parents and the PTA in school improvement and our community’s capacity to align resources, will need to expand to embrace parents, and community stakeholders as active, direct partners in school improvement.

The potential of these recommendations is great. Hundreds of parent and community members could be trained and could work directly in school improvement processes in collaborative, productive partnerships. Most importantly, evidence suggests that this 
work can create positive change at the level of the classroom.
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