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STATE READY TO LAUNCH TASK FORCE

ON COMPARABLE TESTING METHODS

A broad-based group of educators, parents, and advocates is preparing to take a long look at the potential for developing new assessments for students with disabilities or other special needs.

The Task Force on Comparable Testing Methods for the Maryland High School Assessments will hold its first meeting tomorrow in Columbia.  The Task Force’s charge is to examine and propose options for alternate methods of assessing students’ knowledge, and to identify methods of implementation that will ensure access only to those students who need the alternative option.

Sheldon Caplis, vice president for institutional advancement at the University of Maryland, Baltimore County (UMBC), will serve as chair of the Task Force. More than two dozen other Marylanders are part of the panel, including representatives from local school systems, special education organizations, and government.

State Superintendent of Schools Nancy S. Grasmick raised the idea of a Task Force after consulting with a variety of special education stakeholders.  Some stakeholders were concerned that students with special difficulties in a traditional test setting, such as the High School Assessments (HSA), may have special difficulty demonstrating their knowledge in particular subjects.  

The State Board authorized the Task Force in March.  The Task Force will examine alternate methods of measuring student knowledge and skills in English, algebra/data analysis, government and biology.

“This is going to be a real challenge,” Dr. Grasmick said during the State Board meeting this week, noting that a variety of psychometric experts and top educators will be consulted in the process.  “This is worth the effort,” she added.

Given the considerable research and work required to produce recommendations, the Task Force has been given a three-year timeframe in which to complete its business.  In year one, the Task Force will hold half-day meetings each quarter.  In the 

second and third years, it will meet as needed to provide advice on the assessment research and work of MSDE.

The Task Force will provide the State Board with regular reports on its work, culminating in September 2007 with specific recommendations for comparable assessments for the HSA.  In addition to tomorrow’s meeting, the Task Force is scheduled to meet next January, April and June. 
RESTRUCTURING PLANS APPROVED FOR

SEVERAL BALTIMORE CITY SCHOOLS

The State Board this week accepted restructuring plans for nine Baltimore City high schools and four Baltimore City middle schools, although there is work left to do on plans for many troubled schools in the system.

Under No Child Left Behind, systems with schools that are in School Improvement status must target their efforts on content areas and on students who are in greatest need.  When a school enters the restructuring phase of School Improvement, systems are required to prepare alternative governance plans for State Board approval.

State Board members approved plans for the following schools:

· W.E. B. Dubois High School

· Frederick Douglass High School

· Lake Clifton-Eastern #40 High School

· Northwestern High School

· Patterson High School

· Samuel Banks High School

· Reginald F. Lewis High School

· Southwestern High School

· Walbrook High School

· General Wolfe Elementary School

· Guilford Elementary/Middle School

· Margaret Brent Elementary School

· Tench Tilghman Elementary School

Cross-divisional teams of MSDE staff closely reviewed each plan submitted for the schools, ranking each school proposal in such areas as needs assessment, alternative governance, core academic strategies, goals and objectives, and parent/community involvement.  MSDE will now closely monitor the restructuring plans for those schools.

Not all restructuring plans for city schools have been approved as yet.  MSDE staff would not recommend for approval plans submitted for 18 additional elementary and middle schools.  

Baltimore City school officials have been working with MSDE on revisions and plan to bring to the State Board those plans for the October meeting.  
NEW HSA, MSA DATA SHOWS SCORES 

MOVING IN A POSITIVE DIRECTION

High School Assessment (HSA) scores improved across the board from 2003 to 2004, according to data released by MSDE earlier this month.  New Maryland School Assessment scores showed similar positive signs.

The State Board reviewed the data at this week’s meeting.  Assistant State Superintendent Gary Heath presented the data, highlighting the good news.  

The number of public school students passing the HSAs increased across the board, with increases ranging 5.6 percentage points to 13.2 percentage points depending upon the subject.  Moreover, scores rose in school systems throughout the state.

New data on the report card includes the Maryland School Assessment (MSA) scores for grades 4, 6 and 7, given for the first time last year.   Grades 4, 6 and 7 MSA data does not count toward school accountability under the federal No Child Left Behind Act until the 2004-2005 school year, but were used to set baseline proficient scores.  

Also included in this release are school attendance figures and high school graduation rates.  The report card does not include school system and state AYP information, which is being withheld until after systems have checked the new data for accuracy.  

The Maryland Report Card is available online through a special MSDE Web site, www.mdreportcard.org.  
REGINALD F. LEWIS MUSEUM AWARDED

GRANT FROM HUMANITIES ENDOWMENT

A $1 million “We the People” challenge grant from the National Endowment for the Humanities (NEH) has been awarded to the Reginald F. Lewis Museum of African American History and Culture to endow its landmark teaching initiative, “An African American Journey.”

Produced in partnership with MSDE, this resource for learning the history of African Americans in Maryland and the U.S. is being piloted in elementary and middle schools through the State this year.

“We are proud that our museum was among six institutions to receive this prestigious award,” said George L. Russell, Jr., chairman of the museum’s board.  “The grant will provide ‘An African American Journey’ with national recognition as well as a powerful incentive for prospective donors.”

The teaching initiative was created as a multi-year, grade-appropriate series of lessons about African American history 

and culture.  NEA funds will be added to a museum endowment that will provide the lesson plans and professional development for teachers.

The instructional units in the curriculum are supported by a variety of informative resources for teachers.  

“Our curriculum will advance student knowledge of the on-going resonance of our Nation’s founding documents – the Declaration of Independence, Bill of Rights, and the U.S. Constitution,” said State Superintendent of Schools Nancy S. Grasmick.  “It will also help improve student scores on state achievement tests and serve as a national model for its methodology and spirit of cooperation.” 
MARYLAND STUDENTS AMONG THE 

BEST PREPARED IN THE NATION

Maryland K-12 schools outperform those in nearly every other state in the country when it comes to preparing graduates for college, according to a new national report.

“Measuring Up: 2004,” released this month by the National Center for Public Policy and Higher Education, gave Maryland a grade of A- for the success the schools have at readying graduates for postsecondary education.  

The study’s grade for the State—the best in the mid-Atlantic—was based on the high level of Marylanders who earn a high school diploma or GED, as well as the positive results of students on national assessments.

The report also gave Maryland an A for participation because a high percentage of high school graduates move on for further education. 

The grades weren’t so good for college affordability, however.  Maryland received an F in this category, based on the high percentage of family income that goes toward paying for a higher education in the state. 
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