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ET school systems reach for improvement

State Report Cards
show challenges of
higher standards
BY HUGH 6. WILLETT

Most school districtsin East Ten-
nessee expected their 2009 Report
Cards, released last week, to reflect
the challenges of meeting higher
state educational standards.

Few school districts in the state
better reflect the hidden challenges
of meeting those ever increasing
standards than Oak Ridge.

Academic growth metrics that
track performance increases over
the previous year are especially
tough for historically high-perform-
ing districts, according to Oak Ridge
schools director Dr. Thomas Bai-

ley.

“It gets harder and harder to show
improvement,” he said.

Oak Ridge scored straight A
grades in academic achievement
in the 2009 DOE report card, well
above the state average. At more
than 92 percent, the district’s gradu-
ation rate also tops the state goal of
90 percent.

‘When the figures for academic
growth and “value added” perfor-
mance are revealed, however, it's
another story. Ingrades K-8 the dis-
trict’s value added growth for the
2009 ReportCard waslessthanzero
insome cases.

"We’ve fallenback to Ds and Cs,”
Bailey sais
Bzuley likens the challenge of
reaching continually advancing
goals to that of increasing an ath-
lete’s physical achievement.
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“Say you'vegotabasketball player
making three out of 10 free throws.
It'snot that hard to get himup to five
out 0f10,” he said. “The player mak-
ing seven or eight out of 10, it's going
to be harder to get him up to nine.”

Federal standards such as the
No Child Left Behind Act have also
created challenges for even the best

rming districts, The standards
leave little room for any subgroup or
minority to slip through, regardless
of how well the rest of the students
are performing.
“We have to Jook at the gaps and
the deficiencies and go after those,”
Bailey said.

Blount County

Making good use of the massive
amount of information generated
by the state testing process is key
to improvement, said Jane Morton,
instructional supervisor and test-
ing coordinator for Blount County
Schools.

That districtis placing moreofan
emphasis onbenchmark and forma-
tive assessments that will provide
an idea of how students are doing
before they are tested.

“We're helping the teachers to
make gooduse of the data tobe able
to drill down toindividual students’
needs,” she said.

Blount County was generally
pleasedwith the results of the recent

Report Card, Morton said.

The district scored mostly A and
B grades in academic achievement.
Like Oak Ridge, Blount County had
a problem with academic growth.
The E-8subgroup valueadded score
was a D in reading/language and

science.,

“We have pockets of excellence
and pockets of need,” she said.

A key area of focus is increasing
the performance of middle to high
achievers, she said.

The Blount County systemwide
graduation rate of 86.2 percent was
up four points from last year but
was still below the state goal of 90
percent.

Blount County isalso urging par-
ents to become more involved in
their children’s education.

“It's important to understand
that teachers cannot do all the work
alone to make sure their students
areacademically proficient inmalh,
reading and language arts,” said
Matt Murray, president of the Blount
Education Initiative.

Sevier County

Value added growth also was
a tough spot for Sevier County
schools, according to Dr. Jack Par-
ton, director of schools.

‘While academic achievement sta-
tus received above average grades,
the K-8's growth status wasaCin
reading/language arts. The value
added scores in mathematics for
grades3-8ratedaD.

Parton,ina press release, stressed
that the results of the latest tests
reflected new standards and that
the data collected would be used to

identify weak spots that can be ad-
dressed with new initiatives.
Allstudentsingrades onethrough
eight will participate in Discovery
Education benchmark assessments
inreading, language arts and math.
Anew programcalled FASTTmath
isbeingimplementedinelementary
grades to increase math fluency.
Graduationrates for Sevier Coun-
ty actually dropped slightly from

87.6 percent in 2008 to 87.5 percent
in2009.

Loudon County

Jason Vance, Loudon County
assistant schools director, said al-
though the report card shows his
system ismeeting state standardsin
allareas, itwas able toidentify weak-
nesses in key areas such as math.

“It was a tough assessment, but it
was an honest assessment,” Vance
said.

Academic achievement scores in
the Loudon schools showed plenty
of A and B grades, with the excep-
tion of a C in math. Value added
scores for grades 3-8 were rated a
D, with social studies and science
ratedaC.

The district has already movedto
improvemath scores withthe imple-
mentationof Skillstutor —a package
tohelp increase math fluency.

Vance said that the key to im-
provement willbe found inbreaking
down the data to identify specific
needsandto addle@.s. those needs on

individual

“We’ll look at how specific
schools performed in specific areas
and identify successful schools so
we can pick their brains and find out

how to pass thatknowledge on tothe
less successfil schools,” he said.
Loudon County graduation rates
dropped slightly from 88.5 percent
in2008 to 88 4 percent for 2009,

Jefferson County

Jefferson County schools received
mixed blessingsinthe form of some
above average, some average and
some lessthanaverage achievement
scores.

“The 2009 Report Card establish-
esanew benchmarkfor our district,”
said Connie Campbell, director of
Jefterson County schools.

Grades 3-8 math and reading/
languagescores wererated aC, with
social studies and science given aB.
Ingrades5-8andll, studentsearned

gradesinwriting.

“The change in the previous
benchmark may appear as a de-
creaseinstudent achievement; how-
ever,our staleholderssupport theef-
forts of our teachers and understand
the shift in reporting and its impact
on report card scores,” she said.

In academic growth scores,
grades K-8 earned a Bin math, read-
ing/language and social studies,
while science scores were rated a

C.

“Our 2009 value added scores
were above the state in every con-
tent area, which assures us that
our students are making progress,”
Campbell said

Graduation rates in Jefferson
Countyincreased from85.4 percent
in2008 to 88.3 percent for 2009,

Hugh G. Willettis a freelance
contributor to the News Sentinel.
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