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January14, 2004

Dear Tennessee Educators,

I would like to express my sincere appreciation to the Closing the Achievement Gap Work Group for their dedication to the task and acceptance of the challenge to review research and explore possible approaches to close the achievement gap between students with disabilities and students without disabilities in Tennessee.  Every member of this work group is to be commended for their hard work and commitment to this task and for taking ownership in addressing this difficult, yet crucial work.  It is evident from these recommendations that whether they represent general or special education, administration, or the classroom, each work group member considered the needs of both teachers and the students.

These recommendations challenge us to move toward a more inclusive and integrated system of education where qualified personnel serve all students based on identified needs.  Several of these interventions have already begun.  For example, the Tennessee School Improvement Planning Process (TSIPP) uses test data to drive training and technical assistance using research based strategies.  Also, we are initiating collaborative efforts with higher education.  Through these recommendations we can continue to support efforts to unify our educational system, ensure a more highly qualified work force as they strive to meet the needs of diverse learners, and expand and focus technical assistance in all areas of need.  The Department is committed to support the implementation of these recommended strategies, and we ask for assistance and support from educators throughout the State in this endeavor.

The Department values the efforts of Tennessee’s educators to provide all students an appropriate education.  The time has come for us to move forward as we accept the challenges under No Child Left Behind (NCLB) to close the achievement gap for students at risk of academic failure.  The recommendations and strategies proposed in this document establish an aggressive agenda that can only be accomplished through a concerted, collaborative effort that will ensure success for all students.  Together we can close this gap and empower all schools in the mission to help teachers teach and children learn.  Thank you for all you do on a daily basis to make a difference in the lives of children and, ultimately, a difference in our state.

Sincerely,

Lana C. Seivers

Commissioner

LCS/jef
Cc:     
Keith Brewer

           
Joseph Fisher
Preface and Acknowledgements

Development

The Closing the Gap Work Group was charged by Deputy Commissioner Keith Brewer to address ways to close the achievement gap for at-risk students and empower schools for success for ALL students. Beginning in December 2003, the Group met to analyze resources, develop recommendations and conduct extensive off-site reviews. Key criteria addressed to develop this report include:

· Completing the document by February 2004 to enable the Commissioner to review, provide input, and plan implementation.

· Recommending specific ways the Tennessee Department of Education can support school districts. The recommendations are based on the following:
· Gathering stakeholder input

· Providing training and technical assistance

· Producing scientifically-based resources such as guidance documents, information, reference materials and tools
· Refining/extending curriculum and standards

· Developing/promoting model sites

· Collecting, analyzing and/or reporting data

· Revising state-wide policies and procedures 

· graduation requirements

· required staff development training 

· Refining the ways that monitoring, accountability and/or certification occur
· Developing and implementing inter- and intra-agency agreements and communication protocols

· Committing resources and staff

· Recognizing the many positive state actions that are ongoing.
· Ensuring that the recommendations are “do-able” by the State, i.e., realistic and feasible, and link to and integrate recommendations with current state initiatives.

Using the above criteria, three recommendations were presented to the Tennessee Department of Education (TDOE) as a set of actions that, if implemented, will close the achievement gap between those who are currently succeeding and students with more diverse needs.  More importantly, this plan will increase achievement for ALL students in Tennessee.

Contributors

The work group represented a diverse group of educators from all three geographic areas of the state including general and special education teachers and state and local administrators. These volunteers gave their time and effort because of their commitment to improving outcomes for ALL of Tennessee’s students. In addition, drafts of this document were reviewed by leaders and individuals representing:

· Directors of Schools

· Supervisors and principals

· Members of Boards of Education
· State Department of Education staff

· General education and special education teachers

Staff of the Alliance for Systems Change/Mid-South Regional Resource Center (ASC/MSRRC) at the University of Kentucky assisted in consolidating input and in producing initial copies of the document.  Sincere appreciation is expressed to all contributors.
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Ann Hampton, Director, Administrative Services, Division of Special Education, TDOE
Donna Parker, Director, Staff Development, Division of Special Education, TDOE

Connie Smith, Executive Director, Office of Innovation, Improvement & Accountability 

Ken Olsen, Director, ASC/MSRRC, University of Kentucky   

Kathy Chapman, Associate Director, ASC/MSRRC, University of Kentucky
Robert Winstead, Coordinator, East Tennessee Resource Services 

Sissy Foster, Special Education Supervisor, Loudon County
Robin Melton, Special Education Supervisor, Clinton City
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Larry Greer, Coordinator, West Tennessee Resource Services
Charlotte Fisher, Special Education Supervisor, Tipton County
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The purpose of this document is to address ways to close the achievement gap for at risk students and empower schools for success for ALL students.  The Tennessee Department of Education organized a workgroup to make recommendations for the Department and Tennessee’s school districts. The recommendations are based on emerging research on effective interventions to close the achievement gap. Three primary resources guided this effort:
CCSSO. (2002). Expecting Success: Self-Assessment and Resource Guide For Improving Service Delivery, Council of Chief State School Officers, Washington, DC.

Elmore, R. (2003). Knowing the Right Thing to Do: School Improvement and Performance-Based Accountability, Center for Best Practices, National Governor’s Association, Washington, DC.

Mazzeo, C. and Berman, I. (2003). Reaching New Heights: Turning Around Low-performing Schools - A Guide for Governors. Center for Best Practices, National Governor’s Association, Washington, DC.
Each of these documents provides scientifically research-based recommendations for state level action. The review of these recommendations, indicate that Tennessee has been very proactive in several areas. For example, the Tennessee Department of Education should be commended because it promotes:
· A common expectation that ALL students can achieve excellence

· A vision of “Helping teachers teach and children learn”

· High expectations in their school improvement plans

· A positive approach to “problem” areas (e.g., Closing the Gap, High Priority Schools)

· Visibility of Department of Education personnel throughout the state

· Accessibility of data, articles and resources available to everyone on the Department’s website: www.state.tn.us/education/
· Initiatives that can help close the achievement gap

· Efforts with higher education to ensure a more highly qualified work force

If Tennessee is to close the gap, much remains to be done. The full text details three priority recommendations and ten strategies that, if implemented by the Department, will result in higher achievement for those students and, we believe, for ALL students.  In summary, the following recommendations are offered:

Recommendation #1: Create a more inclusive and integrated system of education

· Require a multi-tiered approach to interventions

· Ensure curriculum alignment with accommodations for diverse learners
· Emphasize early intervention and preschool programs
Recommendation #2: Ensure a qualified and stable educational work force for ALL students
· Establish regional institutes focusing on integrated curriculum

· Create a comprehensive, targeted incentive program to reduce teacher turnover

· Return authority for defining expected competencies and granting credentials to Tennessee Department of Education
Recommendation #3: Improve the use of data and technical assistance to increase the application of research to practice

· Identify, document and track characteristics of successful schools’ subgroups

· Make test data and data analysis training available to all stakeholders

· Communicate and share effective scientifically research-based practices

· Refine technical assistance systems to meet the needs of all schools
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Data from the 2003 testing year demonstrate that students with disabilities are not achieving at proficient levels in Reading/Language Arts and Mathematics and that there is a significant gap in achievement between students without disabilities and those with disabilities.  This is not to say that students with disabilities are the only cause of schools or districts failing to meet the criteria for Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) as required under the No Child Left Behind Act. It is evident that the achievement of students with or at risk of having disabilities is far below expectations. As a result, this widens the achievement gap. Action MUST be taken to improve this situation. 

Thus, the work group was formed. This document was written as a guide for the Tennessee Department of Education to help school districts address ways to close the achievement gap for at-risk students and empower schools for success for ALL students, not just students with disabilities.  Recommendations are based on emerging research on effective interventions to close the achievement gap. Three primary resources guided our efforts:

CCSSO. (2002). Expecting Success: Self-Assessment and Resource Guide For Improving Service Delivery, Council of Chief State School Officers, Washington, DC.

Elmore, R. (2003). Knowing the Right Thing to Do: School Improvement and Performance-Based Accountability, Center for Best Practices, National Governor’s Association, Washington, DC.

Mazzeo, C. and Berman, I. (2003). Reaching New Heights: Turning Around Low-performing Schools - A Guide for Governors. Center for Best Practices, National Governor’s Association, Washington, DC.
Each of these documents provides scientifically research-based recommendations for state level action. The review of these recommendations indicates that Tennessee has been proactive. The Tennessee Department of Education is commended because it promotes:
· A common expectation that ALL students can achieve excellence

· A vision of “Helping teachers teach and children learn”

· High expectations in their school improvement plans

· A positive approach to “problem” areas (e.g., Closing the Gap, High Priority Schools)

· Visibility of Department of Education personnel throughout the state

· Accessibility of data, articles and resources available to everyone on the Department’s website: www.state.tn.us/education/
· Initiatives that can help close the achievement gap

· Efforts with higher education to ensure a more highly qualified work force

Recommendations 
The Department of Education should take additional actions leading to a more integrated and inclusive system of education – one in which special education is a part of rather than apart from general education. This move toward a more unitary system will require changes at all levels.  Secondly, additional efforts must be undertaken to develop and retain educators who have the knowledge and skills to diversify instruction. At the same time, special educators have the knowledge and skills to provide access to the general curriculum and remain in Tennessee 
Figure 1

Interrelationship of Recommendations
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schools once they are fully prepared. Finally, ways to increase the application of scientifically research-based practices, especially as they relate to diversifying instruction must be found. To facilitate necessary change, the use of state data and technical assistance (TA) systems must be expanded.

The remainder of this document expands on these recommendations, all of which must proceed in parallel fashion and all of which will take time to evolve. A rationale and suggested strategies for implementation follow each recommendation. The document shows how existing state initiatives can be used to promote this effort. Many of the recommendations will require reallocation of scarce resources. Such an investment will result in a high return in the form of improved outcomes for ALL students. Initially, the expected outcomes will become evident through school-based measures. Ultimately, the benefits will be felt throughout society in increased independence and productivity of Tennessee’s students.

Recommendation #1: Create a more inclusive and integrated system of education


It is clear that the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) has changed expectations for states, districts, schools, and students. Tennessee can no longer allow some students to fail while others succeed.  Educators must no longer view themselves as being responsible for only a particular group of students.  All educators, general and special educators alike, must increasingly recognize that ALL STUDENTS ARE OUR STUDENTS. Tennessee must continue to create a more inclusive and integrated system of education in Tennessee – one that redefines special education – not in place of, but as a supplement to, the general education program and curriculum. 

Appropriate and needed interventions implemented in the general curriculum can decrease the number of referrals to special education. Research shows that early intervention can promote success in a student’s educational experience. Within Tennessee and across the nation, there are a number of programs that provide successful intervention. However, within the state,  the approach, funding, and referral mechanisms for these programs are not consistent. 

· The following multi-tiered approach is recommended:
Tier 1:  General education setting

· Informal collaboration with individuals such as mentors, peers, literacy coaches, intervention team, counselors, team/grade level, or department chair

· Sustained implementation of intervention strategies (4-6 weeks)

· Staff development on research based practices

Tier 2: General education setting with supplemental services and ongoing assessment

· Formal Support Team with follow-ups

· Supplemental services, e.g., Title programs, English language learner classes, remediation, academic assistance, tutoring, computer based programs and/or Section 504 services

Tier 3: Special Education Referral

· Special education services are provided on the following continuum: 
Stage 1:  
General Education Program 

· consultation

· modifications

· support services 
Then, if appropriate, 

Stage 2: 
Inclusive setting in the general education program 
Then, if appropriate,
Stage 3:
Pull-out services
As shown in Figure 2, fewer students would be expected to receive the more intense levels of service.
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· For those who, after assessment, do not qualify for special education services, loop back to Tier 2 programs.
Further, it is recommended that State monitoring and local planning/reporting procedures be refined to ensure that the tiers are in place and being implemented. 

At the same time as the responsibility for better interventions prior to considering referral to special education is increased, the orientation of special education itself must be changed.  Special educators should see themselves as responsible for providing access to the general curriculum for the students they support. Increased attention to accommodations and modifications will make achievement within the general curriculum the goal for all students. The following strategies are recommended:
1. Ensure curriculum alignment with accommodations for diverse learners. 

· Streamline curriculum standards and include accommodations for instructing diverse learners 

· Link IEP goals to the general education curriculum 

· Develop state approved or recommended instructional materials list for students with disabilities
· Develop an alternative writing test for 5th, 8th and 11th grade 

· Collaborate with the State Board of Education to review diploma and graduation        requirements
Finally, early intervention strategies must be implemented proactively, and preschool experiences that demonstrate positive long term effects must be provided.
2. Emphasize early intervention and early childhood programs. 

· Strengthen collaboration among early intervention programs, Head Start and other early childhood programs
· Develop a model preschool curriculum that prepares all preschool students for the academic and social challenges of school.
Recommendation #2: Ensure a qualified and stable educational work force for ALL students

Teachers are the key to closing achievement gaps.  With the support of effective administrators, coordinators, supervisors and paraprofessionals, an inclusive and integrated system of education can become a reality.  As a result: 

· All general educators will have the knowledge and skills to diversify instruction, 

· All special educators will have the knowledge and skills to provide access to the general curriculum, and

· Teacher turnover will be minimized.

Genuine opportunities must be provided for all educators to work together to plan, implement, and evaluate instructional strategies to meet the needs of all students. Collaboration must be practiced--not preached--at all levels: school, district and state levels. Only with significant systemic change can collaboration become a reality rather than rhetoric. 

Teacher preparation programs are inconsistent statewide. Specifically, few special educators have been trained regarding the general curriculum, and few general educators have had training in instruction for diverse learners. A partnership between the State Department of Education, Institutes of Higher Education, and school districts should be established to respond to emerging needs and expectations based on current legislation regarding teacher training.
The following strategies should be considered to ensure a qualified and stable work force for ALL students.

1. Establish regional integrated institutes/academies to increase the skills of all stakeholders who provide educational services (see Figure 3). The content of these institutes should focus on scientifically research-based practices (see Recommendation 3). Participants should be provided incentives, such as professional development credit, recertification credit or stipends. The topics would include:

· Assessment and data analysis

· Best practices, including effective teaching strategies

· Effective inclusive practices

· Appropriate accommodations for all students

· Instructional modification strategies

· Academic and behavioral interventions 

· Positive behavior supports

· Other areas based on identified needs

Focused and individually designed follow-up training should be made available to each school district through the state technical assistance delivery system.
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The second strategy is based on the fact that there is national evidence that constant turnover rate affects student achievement and it is evident that highly qualified educators are leaving Tennessee for increased salaries, incentives, and professional opportunities.

2. Create a comprehensive, targeted incentive program to encourage well-trained teachers and administrators to reduce teacher turnover, using a needs assessment to determine the factors affecting Tennessee educators’ job satisfaction. After the analysis of data, the following incentives should be considered:

· Financial

· Education loan forgiveness

· Tuition reimbursement

· Housing/moving assistance

· Increased salaries

· Professional Development

· Working Conditions

· Structured induction programs for teachers and administrators (such as mentoring)

· Adequate time for planning/collaboration

· Class size/caseload limits

· Effective school leadership

Finally, there is a disparity between the requirements of the institutes of higher education and the needs and expectations of local school districts. More importantly, each college or university has the authority to grant endorsements based on completion of its own curriculum rather than consistent statewide criteria. Increased standardization is needed to ensure that a Tennessee-trained teacher is truly qualified to teach in Tennessee.  

3. Return authority for granting professional licensure to the Department of Education by:

· Informing the State Board of Education of the existing problem and the need for consistency in teacher preparation and

· Continuing the dialogue with representatives of higher education regarding needed changes in licensure requirements.

Recommendation #3: Improve the use of data and technical assistance to increase the application of research to practice   
The No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act requires the use of scientifically research-based practices that have proven to be effective in improving student achievement. In some cases, practices are being implemented in school systems without adequate data to document effectiveness.  In addition, research based practices with demonstrated effectiveness are being used by an insufficient number of schools and/or used inappropriately by others.  

In many instances, practitioners and administrators lack knowledge of scientifically research-based practices that allow teachers to teach and students to learn. For example, it is widely known that inappropriate behaviors interfere with learning, both for the student exhibiting the behaviors and for his or her peers. Too often the response is to refer the student to special education before appropriate interventions have been implemented. However, there is a significant body of research on effective behavior management techniques and positive behavior supports which can help create a climate conducive to learning and decrease inappropriate behaviors. The training initiatives outlined in Recommendations #1 and #2 will contribute significantly to addressing this need.  

Accountability and compliance at federal, state and local levels require a range of services and supports. In order to provide these ongoing services and supports to school districts, the Department should take aggressive measures to identify, document and track the characteristics of successful Tennessee schools and their subgroups.  By identifying these specific characteristics, more detailed technical services and supports can be provided to schools in need.  Also, schools will be able to access this information from a resource directory to enhance their own improvement. Implementation of strategies should capitalize on existing state resources and initiatives. This includes the newly funded General Supervision Enhancement Grant (GSEG), an enhanced statewide data management system for special education. Other state-funded technical assistance is provided through several initiatives, including:

· Tennessee Early Intervention System (TEIS)

· Treatment and Research Institute for Autism Spectrum Disorders (TRIAD) 

· Restructuring for Inclusive School Environments (RISE) and

· Least Restrictive Environment (LRE) for Life project 

Technical assistance is also available through the State Department of Education from Resource Services and Field Service Centers. Four strategies address this recommendation:

1. Identify, document and track the characteristics of successful schools’ subgroups.  

· Continue to use existing systems to identify and study schools that are successful with all subgroups
· Continue and expand efforts to refine and integrate state data management systems to allow for cross-system analysis
· Identify best practices in delivery systems and share information  

2. Make test data readily accessible to all teachers, parents and other local staff and require ongoing, consistent training throughout the state.

· Dedicate an in-service day for data analysis training and development of an action plan to address identified needs
· Provide software that allows school staff to conduct analyses and to determine the reasons for successes and failures 

· Make data transparent and available to school districts
· Require each LEA to identify and ensure state-level training for a designated data manager. These data managers should have the responsibility to:

· ensure data accuracy 

· aid in local interpretations  

· conduct training for LEA personnel
3. Share effective scientifically research-based practices. 

· Establish a resource bank of materials, instructional tools and state resources that are scientifically research-based and considered best practices in reading/language arts, mathematics and behavior management 

· Establish state policy requiring school districts to inventory best practices being implemented and provide data to show what is and is not working
4. Refine technical assistance systems to meet the needs of all schools. 
· Change the definition of a “priority” school. Identify at-risk schools by using this new definition. This would include schools with marginal results, those in decline or schools that are not meeting the needs of students at-risk (or have fewer than 45 students) even if they are meeting the Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) criteria
· Provide early and consistent attention to these newly identified schools 
· Develop State intervention teams among educational programs to support and improve student achievement. Communication is needed among divisions within the Department to maximize all services and supports.
Summary
       This document seeks to balance the enthusiasm for the current efforts of the Department with the desire for a greater future for diverse learners. The work group and the Commissioner agree that Tennessee’s students at risk and those with disabilities are not achieving at expected levels and that improvements must be made.
Three recommendations were defined which incorporate ten strategies that, when implemented, will result in higher achievement for ALL students. Briefly, these recommendations and strategies are:

Recommendation #1: Create a more inclusive and integrated system of education

· Require a multi-tiered approach to interventions
· Ensure curriculum alignment with accommodations for diverse learners
· Emphasize early intervention and preschool programs
Recommendation #2: Ensure a qualified and stable education work force for ALL students

· Establish regional institutes focusing on integrated curriculum

· Create a comprehensive, targeted incentive program to reduce teacher turnover

· Return authority for defining expected competencies and granting credentials to Tennessee Department of Education
Recommendation #3: Improve the use of data and technical assistance to increase the application of research to practice

· Identify, document and track characteristics of successful schools’ subgroups

· Make test data and data analysis training available to all stakeholders

· Communicate and share effective scientifically research-based practices

· Refine technical assistance systems to meet the needs of all schools
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