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Complexities of education
accountablllty

ﬁ:r;Fhere is a tendency to-
mistake data for wis-
dom, just as there has
always been a tendency to con-
fuse logic with values, intelli-
gence with insight. Unobstructed
access to facts can produce un-
Timited good only if it is matched
by the desire and ability to find
out what they raean and where
they lead.”

~Today, when educational ac-
countability is confused with
snapshot test scores, Norman
Cousins’ 1980 words are worth
revisiting.

+ They may also apply 1o ex-
planations for the superinten-
dent’s non-renewal of the Ot-
toson principal’s contract. What
do “the data” really show for the
Ottoson Middle School? They
tell haif a story and demand con-
text for their meaning to be clear.

Two subgroups of students,
those with disabilities (i.e., re-
ceiving special education} and
those from low-income families,
failed to achieve what federal.
regulations identify as Adequate
Yearly Progress (AYP). However,
AYP is a function of how stu-
denis in one grade compare to
different students in that same
grade in previous years, Com-
parisons within the class of 2011
tell another story.

- As sixth-graders in 2005, 43
percent of students with dis-
abilities received warnings on
the MCAS math test. In seventh
grade, they failed to make AYE.
But in eighth grade, only 27 per-
cent of those students failed the
test.

" The story is further compli-
cated by the dual criteria for spe-
cial education eligibility. Stu-

dents must demonstrate a spe-
cific disability (e.g., learning dis-

“1ii they have failed. Sosomestu- —

* dents with disabilities don't get

ability) which must interfere

_ with effective progress in-reg--

ular education. They arenot e
igible for special education un-

.special help until the curricu-

lum is sufficiently advanced, or

‘the demand for organizational
skills sufficiently great, that they .

can no longer cape..

- In one large national study,
30 percent of students did not
receive services urntil fourth
grade or later even though they
were typically diagnosed in first

grade, Among children with

learning disabilities, nearly one
in four did not receive special
education until middle school.
In 2006, only 10.8 percent of
students in Arlington elemen-
tary schools — but 17.2 percent
in middle school and 16 percent
in high school — w¥re enrolled
in special education. In fact,
2004-2006 enrollment data indi-
cate that more Arlington chil-
dren receive special education
irrthe middle school years than
in any other grades. Therefore,
it is in middle school that these
students’ MCAS scores have the
most impact, when they are
members of subgroups of 50 or
60 rather compared with the
mainstream of 300 ’

+ Moreover, middle school stu-
dents just beginning special ed-
ucation may react badly to the
perceived stigma and isolation.
They may need time to adjust
before being able to respond to
enhanced programming and at-
tention and, eventually, to
demonstrate the pesitive out-
comes of appropriate instruc-
tion. It should not be surprising

if MCAS scores of stadents new
"~ to special education declined in .

middle school but improved in
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high school.

Consider the Class of 2008.
As sixth-graders in 2002, only 65
percent of students with dis-
abilities performed above the
warning level on the mathe-
matics MCAS. By the eighth
grade in 2004, only 56 percent

cent of students not receiving
special education passed in sixth
grade and 89 percent in eighth,

Bad data? Yes, Whole story?
No.

The 2002 failure/warning rate

in sixth grade regular education
was 14 percent representing 45
students. Only 17 sixth graders

were enrolled in special educa- .
tion, but by eighth grade there -

were an additional 37. Not co-
incidentally, 34 fewer students
in regular education failed the
eighth-grade
MCAS.

Most of the Class of 2008 who
moved into special education in
middle school could not demon-
strate gains on the eighth grade
math MCAS; less than half
scored above Warning. But af-
ter two more years of appro-
priate services, they progressed

nicely. The pass rate in 10th .

grade increased to 85 percent
of students with disabilities at
AHS and 72 percent of Arling-
ton students in special educa-
tion at Minuteman and AHS
corabined.

" Rather than failing students

with disabilities, the progression
of the Class of 2008 represents
a willingness to identify under-
served students and to get them

_the special education they need.
-Butwiess welookbeyorrdthe”
.surface, the faculty and admin-

istration at the Ottoson get only
the blame and none of the credit.

mathematics

7 Whenmy son first arrived at. |

middle school, special educa-
tion felt sadly from an earlier
and darker era with little com-
munication and no involvement
from the administration. Things
began to change in seventh -

! grade, when anew principal, Ms.
- Bouris, became actively in-
~ volved. By the eighth grade, we

begari to have team meetings —

- acritical aspect of special edu-
passed. At the same time, 86 per- - CaHOn— with the team actually
; i present.

That is no easy accomplish-
ment in middle school. Multiple

" teachers need to be freed up
" to exchange irformation. It takes

résources to ensure thaticlasses
are covered adequately, and a
committed principal to make
that happen. The impact on my
son’s learning and engagertent
showed, the schools averted a

lawsuit, and I believe that the
- students who have followed con-

tinue to benefit.

There are those who feel the
data have spoken, but they are
hearing an incomplete story.

Data are necessary for mak-
ing educationally sound deci-
sions, but they are not sufficient.
Real leaders don't hide behing
data. They contextualize them,
not in snapshots, but in the
streaming video of children's
Bves until the dynamic-and com-
plex picture becomes clear. They
know, as Plato did, that good de-
cisions are based on knowledge °
and not on numbers alone.
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