Diversity and Eliminating the Achievement Gap in Arlington’s Public Schools

On a rainy morning last November, over 120 interested Arlingtonians attended a Community Forum on Eliminating the Achievement Gap at Kenmore Middle School.  This half-day forum was sponsored by Arlington Public Schools and the Superintendent’s Advisory Committee on the Elimination of the Achievement Gap, in cooperation with several other groups in Arlington County
, and was designed to explore how Arlington can make progress in eliminating the achievement gap in our schools.  The event began with a presentation that explained the gaps to the community, to identify strategies for improvement and to solicit membership for the Advisory Committee.
The term “achievement gap” refers to the difference or gap in achievement among identified groups
, as measured through comparisons of performance on items such as standardized achievement tests at specific grade levels, enrollment in challenging courses, increases in the graduation rate and decreases in the dropout rate.
  According to the Summary of Results on the 2005-2011 Strategic Plan Indicators Report
, the good news for Arlington County is that overall passing rates increased to 90%, and the passing rates for every group increased steadily from 1998 to 2004
.  The main challenges highlighted by the report are that the passing rate for each group began to plateau in 2004, and the outcomes reported for students in the Black and Hispanic groups continue to lag behind the other racial groups.
  Not highlighted in the report summary, but included in the data, was the fact that there remains a significant gap for Black, Hispanic, disadvantaged and students with disabilities in terms of suspensions from school.  The largest gaps for students dropping out of school remain with the Hispanic and LEP groups, though the numbers are notable for many groups of students.  While it is clear from the charts that significant progress has been made, it is equally clear that additional work must be done.
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Thus, APS and the Superintendent’s Advisory Committee invited the public to participate in the Community Forum for the Elimination of the Achievement Gap last November.  During the forum, participants were divided randomly into small groups and asked to discuss and document what they believe APS does well, what it needs to do better, and what it needs to do next in terms of eliminating the achievement gaps.  The findings of each group were orally reported at the close of the forum, and Advisory Committee members promised to review and publish the findings, and continue such community discussions.  On February 17, 2009, the following forum results were presented at an Advisory Committee meeting, to which the November Forum attendees were invited.  
1) What does APS do well?  According to the attendees, the County should be commended for acknowledging the gap in the first place.  This is not an issue isolated to Arlington County – the achievement gap is an issue faced by communities across the nation – but Arlington County has made the elimination of the achievement gap a priority, and measures its progress against set targets on an annual basis.  Attendees commented that APS requests parent and community input, actively seeking and considering feedback.  Participants noted that our schools have ample financial and community support.  This allows a variety of programs to be offered to students at all levels; participants listed the preschool initiatives, HILT programs, SOAR (Yorktown), PESA, The Boys Cohort (Wakefield) and SAT Preparation Classes
 as evidence of creative and responsive education in Arlington County.
2) What does APS need to do better?  The responses were divided into two categories: Parent/Community and Staff.  Under the heading of Parent/Community needs, information appears to be the key.  Parents would like to better understand how to advocate effectively for their children, how to establish better two-way communication with school staff and teachers, and how to better understand the data that APS provides.  Included in the discussions were suggestions on how to further analyze the data we do have.  For example, gender breakdowns were not included on any of the report tables.  Examining the data using different filters may highlight additional strengths and weaknesses, and lead to new thinking about how to close the gap.  Under the Staff heading, participants suggested that staff should more regularly provide relevant data to stakeholders.  Staff should also consistently set the bar high in terms of expectations for their students, and address inequality or inequities in education.  For students to be successful, there needs to be a focus on both family and staff accountability.
3) What does Arlington need to do next?  The participants identified specific ways to engage parents, and create a welcoming atmosphere that facilitates communication and collaboration between school and home.  These suggestions include: provide translations for parents in Spanish and other languages, have more variety in the communication methods with parents, provide information to parents about the ways to keep children from being identified as needing special education or advocate for children to be put in intensive or advanced classes, build parent/teacher conferences from elementary school through high school into the school schedule, and require these achievement gap conversations in every school building, to more fully engage the specific community at each school.  

Both teachers and parents identified a pressing need for professional development in the areas of diversity training (like TESA) and research-based strategies to address the specific learning needs of students categorized in those gap groups.  While opportunities to take cultural competency courses are available, attendance is not required of staff.  Many attendants believe that institutional and privately-held assumptions are factors in the gap, and that Arlington will be unable to eliminate the gap unless it actively sets high expectations for minority students, and stresses academic rigor over remediation.  
After reviewing the findings from the November forum, attendees of the February 17th meeting were again divided into groups to consider and discuss what suggestions APS should act on first, what APS should do to include the voices of all parents and community members, and what types of training Arlington should provide to staff and parents.    The groups then summarized and presented their recommendations to one another.  In terms of priorities, the themes echoed by all groups related to mandatory cultural competency training for teachers, raising the bar for minority achievement and involving students in the conversation.
  
In terms of what APS can do to include the voices of all parents and community members, attendees recommended that such conversations continue in different community buildings throughout Arlington.  Taking the conversation to other, non-school settings may engage Arlingtonians who do not have children in the schools, as well as some of the over 500 business partners affiliated with APS.  It was also suggested that to create a culture of welcome in the schools, parent ambassadors or “buddy” families be assigned to families new to the school community to answer questions and to help them navigate the system.
Finally, there were several suggestions to increase parent involvement and provide parent training.  Each group observed that in presentations and meetings, particularly that evening’s meeting, APS staff refer participants to web sites for information.  E-mail and web sites should not be the sole method of informing parents, and staff should not assume that every family has access to the internet and e-mail.  Varying classes in terms of times and locations was another theme raised by each group.  Classes should be held in places other than central APS buildings – distributing the sites throughout Arlington and along public transportation routes would perhaps increase participation.  Flexibility in scheduling APS or PTA meetings at night, on early mornings or on weekends may allow parents to participate who otherwise are unable due to job and childcare issues.  Offering childcare and translation services for meetings was also suggested.  Students in the room again recommended involving high-achieving minority students in the solution, working with them to create programs and opportunities to mentor their peers.
As a result of the recommendation to improve information to parents that came out of the November forum, APS has put together a one-page sheet for parents describing how to navigate available schools, programs and resources.  They have also developed three Guidebooks for Parents – one each for the elementary, middle and high school levels – that describe the programs available at each school, list alternatives available to County residents and provide information on how to register students for the 2009-10 school year.  Per Sharon Goode with the Office of Minority Achievement, the Advisory Committee will meet again on March 23rd to review the compiled results from both sessions, and plan the next steps toward eliminating the achievement gap in Arlington.
The chart to the right shows the progress in overall passing rates on the Virginia Standards of Learning (SOL) tests from 1998 to 2008. 
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� The forum on November 15, 2008 was co-sponsored by Arlington Public Schools, the Superintendent’s Advisory Committee on the Elimination of the Achievement Gap, the County Council of PTAs, Advisory Council on Instruction (ACI), Council of Cultural Competence, Overrepresentation Committee, Escuela Bolivia and the Mongolian School of the National Capital Area.


� In Arlington County, the identified groups are: White, Asian, Black, Hispanic, Disadvantaged (low-income), Limited English Proficiency (LEP) and Students with Disabilities (SWD).


� APS prepared a 44-page document, entitled A Summary of 2007-2008 Results on the 2005-2011 Strategic Plan Indicators, and presented it to the Advisory Council on Instruction (ACI) at their October 2008 meeting.  This document presents the four APS goals of (1) Rising Achievement, (2) Eliminate the Gap, (3) Responsive Education and (4) Effective Relationships, and measures testing, enrollment, performance and survey information from the 1998-2008 school years against either the previous years’ results or the APS targets set for each goal.  The complete presentation, including charts and tables, is available on the APS website.  (Access: � HYPERLINK "http://www.apsva.org" ��www.apsva.org�, by selecting the minutes and meeting materials for the Advisory Council on Instruction’s October 15, 2008 meeting.)


� Produced by Arlington County Public Schools in the fall of 2008, I am using the preliminary report entitled A Summary of 2007-2008 Results on the 2005-2011 Strategic Plan Indicators, dated September 26, 2008 as my source for these numbers.  It is possible that there are slight differences in reported numbers between this and the final report, though I have checked the tables on the web site to corroborate numbers.


� From the report A Summary of 2007-2008 Results on the 2005-2011 Strategic Plan Indicators, September 26, 2008, page 1 of the summary. 


� From the report A Summary of 2007-2008 Results on the 2005-2011 Strategic Plan Indicators, September 26, 2008.  The report summary compares students based on the racial groupings.  The report detail displays data for additional student groupings beyond race to include low-income, limited English proficiency and students with disabilities.  In many measures, but not every measure, there are gaps between the white cohort and these latter groups as well.


� For additional information on these and other programs offered by Arlington County, refer to the APS website at � HYPERLINK "http://www.apsva.org" ��www.apsva.org�, or contact APS’ Office of School and Community Relations at 703-228-7667.


� One of the goals of the November Forum was to obtain new members for the Advisory Committee on the Elimination of the Achievement Gap.  Sharon Goode, from the APS Office of Minority Achievement, confirmed that nearly 15 members were added to the committee, including nine Arlington high-school students, bringing the group to over 40 members.  Several students attended the meeting on February 17, 2009, participated in the groups and provided feedback.





