SEAN PARNELL, GOVERNOR

SIATE OF ALASKA

Department of Education & Early Development Goldbelt Place

801 West 10" Street, Suite 200
P.O. Box 110500

Juneau, Alaska 99811-0500
Telephone: (907) 465-2800

Fax: (907) 465-4156

Office of the Commissioner

May 7, 2010

United States Senate Committee on Health, Education, Labor and Pensions
Washington, D.C., 20510-6300

Dear Senators:

The Obama administration’s blueprint for reauthorizing the Elementary and Secondary Education
Act promotes an important goal: graduating students ready for careers and further education and
training. Alaska came to the same conclusion in its own blueprint for reform, the Alaska
Education Plan, created in November 2008 by hundreds of Alaskans from all walks of life.

However, Alaska is concerned that the Obama administration’s blueprint for ESEA reduces
school districts’ and states’ freedom and authority to address their students’ needs based on what
state and local educators see in the classrooms, where they can adjust strategies in a timely way.
The states must be treated as equal partners in finding solutions to low-performing students and
schools.

The Alaska Education Plan acknowledges a need for world-class academic standards, but we also
need to develop in students the attributes -- such as flexible minds, the application of knowledge,
and the ability to work in teams -- that the 21* century economy requires.

Alaskans are formulating detailed recommendations to improve teacher quality; we are
coordinating early learning, developing a virtual school, creating a health and safety plan, and
laying the groundwork to improve our standards; we are recommending ways to remove barriers
to graduation; we are expanding career and technical education, and building models for
school/community partnerships.

All of Alaska’s schools, whether urban or rural, face challenges and would be affected by the
ESEA blueprint. Some schools are in communities with high rates of violence, substance abuse
and cultural disorientation, which follow students into school. Many of our lowest-performing
schools are in small, remote communities in districts that have limited technical expertise,

The four intervention models in the ESEA blueprint do not serve Alaska well. In particular, they
do not recognize the unique circumstances of rural Alaska. Sixty-cight of our 500 schools
statewide have fewer than 20 students. Rural schools are isolated from each other and their
central office, are inaccessible by road, and are in harsh climates. Some schools are in low-
income communities, and may not be served by law enforcement personnel. Some Alaska
communities engage in a subsistence lifestyle, which is little understood by federal regulators.
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Native village schools serve cultures that often feel disassociated from educational institutions.

Shall we close the only school in a village? Shall we fire the hard-won principal and teachers —
and replace them with whom? Shall we fly in strangers to run a village’s school? Under the
blueprint, the most significant and sensitive relationship between the states and their districts —
that of improving struggling schools -- would have the least flexibility.

These rural communities have a history of outside forces running their educational institutions.
The blueprint for ESEA would impose more of that. It is our judgment, born of experience, that
we cannot help rural schools if we alienate the communities we serve,

Our state system of support for struggling schools is focused on helping districts build their
capacity to use researched-based practices in curticulum, assessment, instruction, supportive
learning environment, professional development, and leadership. Only by building local capacity
at both the district office and community level is long-term school improvement possible.

We have added to our staff and placed on contract Alaska experts who provide on-site assistance
to schools in content {academics and the arts), instruction, curriculum alignment, and leadership.
We employ trained mentors for new teachers and principals. We work with school boards and
superintendents to be sure the conditions are in place to implement the district’s improvement
plan.

Regarding the administration’s blueprint, we also are concerned about the difficulty of creating
fair and valid methods of teacher evaluation that rely heavily on student test scores. The
assessments were not devised for that purpose. Many teachers do not teach in assessed subjects.
Some teachers teach all subjects. Teachers vary considerably in the composition of their classes.

This clement of the blueprint risks furthering the pitfalls of No Child Left Behind: invalid
application of statistical information, a focus on gathering information rather than improving
instruction, narrowing of the curriculum and teaching methods, and holding teachers responsible
for everything that affects leaming, ranging from the home to the ballot box.

The blueprint assumes either that students and schools are not influenced by outside factors, or
that teachers have the capacity to undo the effects on students of conditions such as substance
abuse, physical abuse, and mental illness.

On the school level, the blueprint assumes that all schools are alike and can be held accountable
in the same way. That was one of the flaws of the adequate-yearly-progress system of No Child
Left Behind. The blueprint’s substitute for AYP is a system of Reward and Challenge schools and
identification of lowest-performing schools -- a designation that would trigger the intervention
models we have concerns about.

Such a system is not flexible enough to account for special schools whose enrollments are
intentionally composed of students with disabilities. In the Anchorage School District, the
Whaley Center is a group of special-education schools. It includes separate special-education day
schools, services in psychiatric hospitals and residential treatment centers, services to students in
cotrectional facilities, services to preschool students at home or at preschools, and services for
students after high school. The highest-performing of these students transition to less-restrictive
settings. Consequently, the Whaley Center is always composed largely of low-performing
students. The very attribute that gives the Whaley Center its purpose condemns it to do poorly in
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a federal accountability system and face disruptive consequences.

We also are concerned that the administration’s blueprint funnels an increasing amount of funds
into competitive grants, leaving a lack of formula funding for program arecas such as literacy,
technology, and safe and healthy students.

Small states, and small districts within states, are at an inherent disadvantage in applying for
competitive grants, even if there is a rural or high-needs preference. At the state level, we have
seen small districts decline to apply for competitive grants because of the time and expense,

Alaska’s suggestions for the ESEA reauthorization are explained in detail in the attachment. In
summary, we would like to see:

Clear definitions of career-ready and college-ready

Clarification of flexibility given to Challenge schools in Reward districts
Clarification of what provisions apply only to Title I schools and districts
Flexibility in intervention models and recognition of states’ initiatives to improve schools
Larger set-asides for state activities

Formula grants and more funds for development of assessments

Formula grants for teacher quality

Increase the minimum amount for Title I1I grants for English language learners
Formula grants for literacy programs

Formula grants for science, technology and math programs

Formula grants for arts, foreign languages, history and civics, financial literacy,
environmental education and other subjects

Formula grants for accelerated learning

Formula grants for community outreach programs

Formula grants for safety and health

Thank you for this opportunity to comment. We are ready to assist your committee in any way we
can and to provide further information. Please call me at 907-465-2802.

Sincerely,

Larry LeDoux
Comimissioner

Enclosure
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