


Are we adequately preparing our children
to become contributing members in a
knowledge-driven society?

ew things are more important fo adults in Hampton Roads than the quality of their K-12 schools. These schools, and the stu-
dents within their classrooms, represent the fondest hopes of this generation for a prosperous future. Many citizens and par
enfs are willing to expend countless hours helping fo maintain the quality of their schools and, to the extent they are able,
make them even better. Pity the political leader who comes to be viewed as “antieducation.” From the latest related
statewide initiatives to more localized concems, K-12 schools are always a focal point of the news in Hampton Roads.
Virginia, like many other states, has implemented standards-based curricula and high-stakes testing to counter widespread criti-
cism of ifs schools. The public has voiced concerns that today’s students are unprepared for a world transformed by technolog-
ical advances, globalization and a groundswell of new knowledge about virtually every area of life. The Hampton Roads public
is no exception. The advent of sophisficated technologies in business, health, the military, maritime and other industries in this
region has brought us to a point at which skills in problem-solving, logical reasoning and critical analysis are mandated by

employers in all fields. Are our local K-12 schools adequately preparing students to assume their place as contributing members
of such a rapidly evolving, knowledge-driven society?

To answer that question, we need to focus on teachers (their fraining and competence, salaries, and supply and demand), sfu-
dents (enrollments and teacher/student ratio, SOL curriculum standards and student performance on standardized tests) and
issues confronting our schools (for example, funding and resources, buildings, busing and redistricting, and time usage —
including controversies over recess).

Teachers

recent National Center for Education Statistics report sums up the challenges facing teachers throughout Virginia and
nationwide: “At the core of educational reforms to raise standards, reshape curricula and restructure the way
schools operate is the call to reconceptualize the practice of teaching. Teachers are being asked to learn new
methods of teaching, while at the same time they are facing the greater challenges of rapidly increasing techno-

logical changes and greater diversity in the classroom.”

TEACHER LICENSURE

The Virginia State Board of Education was aware of such challenges when, in 1995, it adopted new Standards of Llearning
(SOL) outlining “what teachers need to teach and students need to learn.” At the same time, the board recognized that new,
more demanding licensure regulations would be necessary if teachers were to “have the background needed to facilitate student
achievement of these rigorous standards.” By July 1, 1998, school divisions were required fo implement the new licensure regu-
lations, with July 1, 2000, sef as the implementation date for feacher education programs in institutions of higher learning.

The basic path to licensure in Virginia is the complefion of a bachelor's degree in a content area; complefion of professional
education course work; complefion of pre- and postclinical experiences; and fulfilling feacher testing requirements in reading,
writing and mathematics (Praxis 1) and in the confent area (Praxis Il). Reciprocity with other states that have a comparable
teaching endorsement is another path to a state teaching license.

However, since the demand for teachers in cerfain subject areas may exceed the supply, alternative roufes fo licensure are also

available, namely a conditional license in special education, a fechnical professional license and an alternative three-year non-
renewable provisional license available through an arangement with the school division or nonpublic school where the indi-
vidual is employed. In addition, a one-year state licensure arrangement for individuals switching from another field of work to
classroom teaching became available the summer of 2000.

Because of its continuing effort toward reform and its commitment to teacher excellence, Virginia requires high scores on the
Praxis | and Il tesfs, which teachers must pass before they can be licensed. In fact, Virginia’s cutoff scores are the highest of any
state in the nation.

NATIONAL BOARD CERTIFICATION

Another way Virginia promotes teacher excellence is by encouraging feachers to seek National Board certification through the
National Board for Professional Teaching Standards. This independent, nonprofit organization has developed rigorous standards
against which teacher performance may be measured as part of its effort fo bring greater respect and recognition fo feaching as
a profession. As of November 1999, 64 teachers in Virginia had achieved National Board certification. Of these, at least five
teach in school systems in Hampton Roads.

In 1999, the Virginia General Assembly passed legislation to provide a National Teacher Certification Incentive Reward to those
teachers who become Board certified. The state incentives include financial assistance with the $2,000 application fee for
National Board certification, as well as other monetary awards. Many local school divisions offer additional financial incentives.

TEACHER SALARIES

There is litfle doubt that financial rewards are important in attracting and refaining proficient teachers. Yet, salaries for teachers
are low compared to other professions requiring the degree of training and expertise expected of teachers. Not surprisingly, the
issue of salaries is a popular fopic of discussion in Hampton Roads. Salary was a major reason that nearly 200 Hampton
Roads teachers switched to other schools for the 1999-2000 school year. The Portsmouth school district, which pays its teachers
the lowest salaries in the region and has a lessthan-desirable benefits package, lost 54 teachers to other school divisions.
Chesapeake, with its newer, betterequipped and airconditioned school buildings, drew the most teachers from other Hampton
Roads school districts. If they are not able to increase salaries, some school divisions have been using various other enficements
fo affract teachers. Virginia Beach offers generous sign-up bonuses, and Norfolk has begun offering to reimburse teachers for six
college credits per year — twice as many as before.

Table 1 shows the minimum and maximum salaries paid fo teachers in Hampton Roads school districts at the bachelor’s and
master’s degree levels. In addition fo the figures listed, most of the region’s school districts provide salary supplements to teachers
who successfully complete advanced course work.




States vary greatly in the average salary paid to teachers. The average nationally for the 1998-99 school year was $40,574.
Virginia, with its overall average of $37,709, ranked 24th among the states. Among neighboring states, the average teacher
salary in Maryland was $42,514 (14th); in North Carolina, $36,883 (26th); in the District of Columbia, $48,275 (7th); and
in West Virginia, $34,248 (38th). New Jersey had the highest average teacher salary ($51,692), and South Dakota, the
lowest ($28,386).

Students

early 235,000 students are enrolled in Hampton Roads schools. Table 2 lists the number of students in each school
system as well as the studentstoteacher ratio. Caution must be exercised in interpreting these ratios, however,
because the figures do not show pre-
cisely the number of students per class-
room feacher, but include other school personnel as
well (guidance counselors and librarians, for example).
The studentstofeacher ratio for the United States as a
whole is 16.2. The average for Virginia is 14.2,
making it one of the states with the lowest rafios. A
number of sfafes report a ratio of more than 20:

Arizona, California, Oregon, Utah and Washington.
Cdlifornia’s is 21, and Utah has a ratio of 22.4

Accountability and
Standardized Tests

ince a major concern in American education today is accountability, student performance on standardized fests has
become the accepted, albeit controversial, way of measuring accountability. Student performance is used as the gouge
fo defermine how well teachers are teaching, how well students are leaming and how effectively school administrators
are carrying out their responsibilities. Three major fests, each with a different purpose, are used to measure student per-

formance.

THE STANFORD @

The Stanford Achievement Test Series, Ninth Edition ("Stanford 9”) is part of the Virginia State Assessment Program administered
by the Virginia Department of Education in compliance with the Standards of Quality, which requires that nationally normed fests
be used to measure the educational progress of students. The resultant scores show the progress of students in reading, mathe-
matics and language (writing) in grades 4, 6 and 9, as compared to students in the Stanford @ national norm groups who took
the same fests at the same time of year and under identical conditions. (Some students are exempted from the tests, mainly
because of either disabiliies or limited proficiency in English.) Table 3 shows how students in Hampton Roads and in the
Commonwealth of Virginia as a whole performed on the Stanford 9. A 50th percentile rank indicates an average performance,
based on comparison with the national norm group.

SCHOLASTIC APTITUDE TEST (SAT)

The Scholastic Apfitude Test, which tests math reasoning and verbal achievement skills, is sometimes referred to as the college
enfrance examination. Institutions of higher learning utilize SAT scores to help ascertain whether a student is prepared for success
af the collegiate level. Table 4 shows the SAT scores for Hampton Roads.

The combined SAT scores of all the Hampton Roads school systems which reported data for 1999 are below the national
average of 1016. (It should be noted that the highest Scholastic Aptitude Test scores possible on each portion of the test is
800.) Three school systems — Chesapeake, Hampton and Virginia Beach — reported average SAT scores above the Virginia
average. However, none of the average Hampton Roads school systems’ SAT scores are impressive, especially when many col-
lege admissions criferia include minimum SAT scores of 1100 (combined verbal and math) for regular admission as a freshman.
At some schools, the criteria include a minimum 1400 SAT score and a GPA of 3.5 or higher.




Many students discover that they have fo seftle for their second or third choice of a college or university. Moreover, some four
year institutions are increasing their minimum SAT admission criterion, which further disadvantages a number of Hampton Roads
students who are seeking college admission. In addition to the overall SAT averages reported by the Hampton Roads school sys-
tems, the average SAT scores for minority students must also be considered for this discussion. The average scores that were
available show no distinction between caucasian and minority students. Nationally, SAT scores for students of color tend to be
below those of white students, with one exception: Asian-American students fend fo have higher scores on the math portion of
the SAT than all other groups of students. It has been reported, however, that over the past 20 years, the average scores for all
minority students has increased. For example, the average verbal scores for African-American students have increased 24 points
and the average math scores have shown a 34-point

increase.

STANDARDS OF LEARNING (SOL) TESTS

The Standards of learning Tests, more than any other standard-
ized tests, have sfirred up considerable controversy in
Hampton Roads. Parents and students complain about the
pressure and great anxiety the fests produce because so much
depends upon their outcome. Teachers complain about loss
of time for creative student projects and the necessity of
requiring foo much memorization. Many teachers say the
mandate to focus their instruction almost exclusively on the
SOL causes them to forgo their most creative teaching
approaches in order to “teach to the test.” They also report
a fear of job loss in view of high pressure from administrators
fo make sure that all students pass.

Another oftheard criticism is the lack of student readiness for a
particular grade level's requirements and its effect on student
motivation. Also, many students believe the teacher has to rush
through material to cover everything required for the test and is
not able to allow time for inferaction on topics of inferest. In
The Virginian-Pilot’s annual survey of more than 1,200 high
school seniors in the spring of 2000, more than three-fourths
said the SOLs hindered rather than helped their education,
and reduced classroom creativity.

Of the four areas of SOL exams (English, Mathematics, History-and-Social Science, and Science), the percentage of students
who pass the History SOL Tests in all grade levels is consistently less than the percentage of students who pass the SOL Tests in
the other three content areas. Whereas the Science and Mathematics SOLs have been touted as consistent with current scientific
and mathematical knowledge and are balanced in the presentation of factual information, problem-solving, reasoning, investi-
gating and understanding appropriafe to students’ developmental stages, the History SOL has been criticized for being too
focused on the memorization of unrelated facts and too removed from the developmental stages of children. The criticism has
especially been voiced with regard to requirements and expectations for students in grades 1 to 5. In response to such crificisms,
the Virginia Board of Education announced that it will be revising the Standards of Learning for Social Studies in October or

November 2000.

As Table 5 shows, in all grades, the Hampton Roads school divisions which had the highest percentage of students who passed
the SOL Tests in 1999 were Virginia Beach, Chesapeake and Newport News. Of these three school divisions, Virginia Beach
had the highest percentage of students who passed in all grade levels.

It should be noted that by the 2006-07 school year, a public school in which a Virginia Board of Education-specified per-
centage of students do not pass the SOL Tests may be denied accreditation. And while that deadline remains, the Virginia
Department of Education made cerfain changes in late July 2000 which will allow some flexibility in how the accreditation
requirements are met.




A major concern voiced over the implementation of the SOLs has centered around children who may be poor, or who are
members of minority groups which have been denied many opportunities other children have experienced, or who are immi-
grants. What if these students cannot meet the standards? The Virginia Department of Education has emphasized its awareness
of such concerns and sfafes that the commonwealth is “not going to leave any children behind. Nor do we believe it is right to
presume that children cannot achieve fo high standards just because they are of a cerfain race, ethnicity or income level.”

In spite of such assurances, however, many Virginia citizens have voiced their fears that some students will not be able to pass,
forcing them to go through life without a high school diploma — or that disheartened students will drop out as soon as they are
old enough fo do so, rather than go through the humiliation of failing the SOL Tests required for graduation. During the summer
of 2000, in response fo such concerns, state education leaders considered the optfion of initiating a “basic diploma” in addition
fo the “standard” and “advanced” high school diplomas. However, employers, educators and civil rights leaders strongly
opposed the idea, saying a lowering of standards would not be doing students a favor and would hamper their future in the job
market. Officials of the state division of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People wrote to Virginia's sec-
refary of education opposing the notion of such a diploma.

In the end, the Virginia Department of Education added some flexibility to the diploma requirements, allowing students to eamn
high school diploma credits through passing certain other approved fesfs in addition fo the SOLs. But the idea of a third less rig-
orous "basic diploma” for general students was dropped. (The board did, however, create what it calls the “modified standard
diploma,” which is more academically rigorous than the basic diploma would have been, but which is limited to “students with
documented disabilities who are proceeding under a federally mandated Individual Education Program.”)

The imporfance of academic achievement among minorities is much discussed among Virginia’s education leaders. Kirk
Schroder, president of the Virginia Board of Education, reported in a Virginia Department of Education news release that there is
evidence that "Virginia’s new academic reforms are raising academic achievement among African-American students.” VWhen he
and Paul Staplefon, superintendent of public instruction, appeared before the Commission on Educational Accountability in the
late summer of 1999, they emphasized that the passing rafes of African-American students in Virginia had increased over the
year before in 26 of the 27 SOL Tests. Schroder pointed out that in 16 of the 27 subject areas tested in grades 3, 5, 8 and
high school, the gains made by African-American students were greater than those made by caucasian students. These educa-
tion officials considered these gains as evidence that “the gap between African-American and caucasian students’ scores has
begun to close,” while noting at the same time that “we still have a considerable way to go to close the achievement gap com-
pletely.” But the journey has begun.

SCHOOL FUNDING

Although many people think local property taxes are the major source of revenue for the public schools, a high proportion of
school funding is provided by the state and federal governments. State funding, the major source of school revenue, comes
from state aid to education, state lottery profits, and state sales and use taxes. However, to the degree that education in
Hampton Roads is dependent upon property taxes for a considerable share of funding, school quality will vary according
to the property values and non-revenue-producing, tax-exempt properties in different areas.

The latest available statistics for three of the region’s school systems illustrate. Virginia Beach, for example, reports that during the
199798 school year, 55.1 percent of revenue came from sfafe funds, 38.1 percent came from local sources and 6.9 percent
came from federal funds. In Norfolk, the 2001 budget for the city’s schools is based on an expectation of 63.6 percent of
funding from the sfate of Virginia, 33.6 percent from the city, 1.9 percent from federal sources and 0.9 percent from other local
sources. The school board serving the City of Hampton has prepared its 2002 budget based on an expectation of 64.4 per-
cent in sfate funds, 34.8 percent in local funds and 0.8 percent in federal funds for Hampton schools.

According to a U.S. Census report issued in May 2000, school revenue for the United States during the 199697 fiscal year
came from states (48.8 percent), the federal government (6.4 percent] and local sources (44.8 percent). For Virginia, the propor
fions of school revenue were 40.5 percent from the state, 4.9 percent from federal sources and 54.6 percent from local sources.

States varied greatly in the average dollar amount spent per student. In 1996-97, New Jersey had the highest expenditure per
student ($9,461), and Utah the lowest ($3,810). The U.S. average was $5,873 per student. Table 6 shows the per-pupil

expenditure for Virginia and the school systems of Hampton Roads.

Cities such as Norfolk and Portsmouth face considerable funding difficul-
fies due fo a number of factors that result in lower property fax bases.
Both cities, for example, have a lower per capita income level than other
Hampton Roads cities. Both cities have been identified through federal
government agencies as Economic Empowerment Zones, which denotes
their eligibility for federal dollars under a variety of grant programs.
However, the federal grant opportunities are highly competitive and are
typically awarded to fewer than 15 regions annually. In addition fo the
lower per capita income levels, Norfolk faces an additional funding
burden; that is, the city has a huge nontaxable property base that consists
of the Navy base, the port, two universities and one community college,
low-income housing and other properties that pay no property tax.

TECHNOLOGY

The importance of technology in the modern world cannot be overempha-
sized. Computer skills are essential in virtually any field of endeavor, and
the Technology Standards of learning for Students and Technology
Standards for Instructional Personnel highlight their critical role. Yet, in
Hampton Roads schools, there is no consistency in computer access,
even though students are expected to pass examinations showing they
have mastered the requirements of the Technology Standards of
Learning by the end of grades 5 and 8.

In a December 1998 “Report to the Commonwealth of Virginia,” the authors of the Milken Exchange on Education Technology
raised some disconcerting issues concerning the sfate of technology in Virginia's schools. Among the findings are the following:

1. Virginia’s investment in technology for classrooms is evident, especially in the fact that the studento-computer ratio
is 10.9 to 1, which is near the 12 to 1 nationwide ratio.

2. Approximately 60 percent of Virginia's schools have at least one Internetconnected computer per classroom.
However, many suburban schools have 75 percent of their classrooms wired, while only 36 percent of urban class-
rooms are wired. A close examination of schools in Hampton Roads reflects this data. Schools in Hampton,
Newport News and Virginia Beach are well equipped with classroom computers, while schools in Norfolk and
Portsmouth lack the essential education technology to adequately prepare students to meet the Technology SOL
competencies.

3. Virginia’s students and teachers are demonstrating competencies in basic skills; however, educators “are not yet
using fechnology effectively to improve student learning.” In the Milken study, many feachers reported that class-
room computers are used primarily for remediation and/or independent student projects. Many teachers also
reported that their primary computer usage involved word processing of their lesson plans, handouts, quizzes and
tests, and spreadsheet management, such as grade and attendance record-keeping.

4. While a large number of both teachers and administrators agreed that educational tfechnology should be used
effectively "in terms of problem-solving, organization, research skills and taking responsibility for their own
learning,” the necessary fraining for feachers has not occurred fo effect this higher cognitive and crifical thinking
levels of intellectual engagement. Moreover, the positive impact on student leaming in both subjectarea basic skills,
as well as critical thinking and analytical skills, has not been realized.

5. Most of Virginia’s teachers are interesfed in using education technology in their classrooms, especially to facilitate
conditions under which their students will excel. However, many teachers do not know how fo infegrate essential
technology into their classroom curriculum and instruction. Moreover, teachers lack opportunities not only to develop
their technology proficiencies but also to redesign their curriculum and instruction to meet the cognitive and analyt
ical skills that students need at higher levels.




It is imperative that teachers in Hampton Roads, as well as throughout Virginia, have access to educational technology and that
they receive adequate technological training. School administrators in Virginia must provide opportunities for teachers to be
frained in the following areas: (a) high level of education fechnology usage; (b) redesign of curriculum and instruction that
includes a significant infegration of computer use in the classroom; and (c) advancement of education fechnology that includes
accountability in the positive impact on PK-12 student learing as measured on standardized achievement tests.

Similar concerns are being voiced on the national level. The U.S. Department of Education’s Office of Educational Technology is
currently conducting a yearlong review and revision of the national educational technology plan, and as a first step convened a
variety of experts for the two-day “Forum on Technology in Education: Envisioning the Future” in December 1999. Emerging pri-
orities were identified and various white papers were commissioned to address the challenges of assuring, among other priori-
ties, that “all teachers will effectively use technology” and that “all students will be technologically literate and responsible
cybercitizens.”

ISSUES RELATING TO TIME

A number of issues that generate much school-related discussion in Hampton Roads cluster around time to do all that needs to be
done and space in which to do it. During the year 2000, some of the time-related issues in the news ranged from debates over
a statetequired “moment of silence,” to parental concerns about recess, to time schedules for mastery of certain subjects.

Recess. Many educators have emphasized the role of play in children’s learning and in their development of communication and
social skills. Recess was the traditional and time-honored way of providing time for play during the busy school day. However,
with the increasing emphasis on accountability and high-stakes standardized testing, many schools began eliminating recess so
that more time could be allotted to mastering the requirements of the Standards of Learning. Parents became concerned. After
750 parents signed a petition calling for daily recess, the Chesopeake School Board voted to ensure that elementary school-
children will have af least 15 minutes of recess each day of the school week. In late July, the State Board of Education voted to
require daily recess in schools throughout the stafe.

Scheduling time. Schools may want different time arrangements for scheduling fulfillment of certain requirements. Beginning in
the fall of 2000, Virginia will require students in grade 11 fo pass algebra, along with at least two other equally or more diffi-
cult math courses before graduation, or they will not eam their high school diplomas. To give students a longer window of time
to fulfill the state math requirement, Portsmouth schools in 1998 insfituted a requirement that algebra must be taken and passed
by the end of the ninth grade or they will not be promoted to grade 10. Since that time, about half of the ninth-graders have not
been promoted. This has not only caused problems for the students, but also has resulted in problems for the administration, such
as class scheduling.

Pointing out that the math requirement was largely to blame, the school superintendent requested that Portsmouth students be
given “a gift of time" with the passing requirement moved to the end of the 10th grade for a temporary period while fextbook
and other changes were being implemented. However, the Portsmouth School Board feared the change would be a disservice
fo the students by not holding them to the highest academic standards.

Other schools have had other kinds of time-related problems. Suffolk was forced to cancel 10 summer school classes, and
Chesapeake had to close its summer school registration early. Time for required courses that many students expected to take in
the summer will now have to be crowded into the fall schedule. Students most affected are seniors needing cerfain courses
before graduation or students who had failed courses and hoped fo repeat them over the summer months. The main reason for
the dearth of summer school classes is a teacher shortage. Teachers reportedly feel the pay is too low to give up their time
in the summer, and many say they are exhausted from the school year and need time to restore energy and enthusiasm.

Space lssues

Buildings. School buildings in Hampton Roads range from new state-ofthe-art structures (with air conditioning, carpeting and an
infrastructure for computer networking sysfems| to school buildings constructed 50 or more years ago and lacking these and other
amenities. The region has experienced controversy between those who want to preserve old school buildings as part of the
aread’s hisfory and those who wish to demolish them and put in their place new school buildings more in keeping with the needs
and standards of today’s world. The remodeling vs. demolishing controversy over Norfolk's Taylor Elementary School (which was
torn down) and Blair Middle School (now under discussion) are examples.

School capacity and redistricting. Overcrowding is a problem in many school districts, which has led to the use of portable
classrooms. A number of elementary, middle and high school students aftend schools where enrollments exceed 100 percent
capacity. One school in Chesapeake, for example, is at 138.4 percent capacity and has 28 portable classrooms. Af the same
time, other schools are below capacity, some as low as 60 percent.

These facts lead to the question of redistricting, another often controversial matter. Redistricting is necessary when a neighbor-
hood or designated school area either grows or shrinks in ifs population of schoolage and younger children. If the school popu-
lation diminishes, there is room in that school for students from an overcrowded district. If the population grows, students may be
bused to another area; or another school may be built.

The number of students in a class is critical o success, and classrooms must be kept at optimal size. The average class size in
the first grade is 21 in Norfolk, 22 in Chesapeake, 24 in Portsmouth and 22 in Virginia Beach. But in high school math, the
numbers are generally higher. For example, a high school math class in Norfolk has an average of 26 students. In
Chesapeake, the number ranges from 20 to 30. Twenty-six is the average in Portsmouth, and in Virginia Beach the average is

25 to 30.

School boards offen clash with parents over redistricting plans. Some parents may have moved to a particular area specifically
because of the reputation of the schools their children would be attending, only to have the district change shortly affer they pur-
chased a home in that area. In some cases, parents are concerned about their children being forced to attend a school far
away from their neighborhood, which means long-distance busing. Virginia Beach recently faced controversies over redistricting,
and the Ocean View area of Norfolk was the center of a debate over crosscity busing. The latter debate also brought up issues
of busing for racial balance, causing Norfolk to re-examine ifs policy on busing and look for ways fo shorten the time on bus
routes without compromising integration.

ssues Still Needing Exploration

tis impossible, in this space, to cover all the issues of K-12 education in Hampton Roads. Issues such as the charter school move-
ment, demographics, the degree of parental involvement, efforts to prevent school violence and the special programs available
fo students are only a few of the additional fopics that could be examined. Suffice it to say that K-12 education in Hampton
Roads is dynamic rather than sfafic. Our schools and school boards are working to produce a wellequipped population of future

decision-makers and problem-solvers, even as they work to meet their own challenges, seek answers to their own questions and

resolve their own problems.






