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Summary

The Nations Report Card, officially known as the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) examination, periodically gives a snapshot of educational conditions in K-12 school systems across the United States. While Rhode Island public school students do about as well as the national average, they do poorly with respect to grade level proficiency standards: Less than one-third are at or above grade level. To help correct this and other serious problems, in what follows we offer five proposals that are intended to improve Rhode Island’s publicly supported education: 

· Require assessment systems to tell the truth about proficiency. And end social promotion.

· Use vouchers to fund all K-12 education in Rhode Island equitably among school types.

· Deregulate the current school environment- including the constraints imposed by collective bargaining. 

· Use best methods and best technology to improve instruction and reduce costs. 

· Offer more rigorous curricula such as the well-respected International Baccalaureate program 

If all of these proposals were to be implemented, I believe Rhode Island would not only rise above the other states, but it would also become one of the world’s best K-12 education environments. Then nearly all of its children would enjoy the many benefits and pleasures that a really good education provides- unlike the status quo where hardly one-fourth of 12th grade students are proficient. Moreover, taxpayers, who foot the bill, will be pleased that implementing these proposals will be less costly than the existing modes of operation.

The Problematic Status of Rhode Island’s Public Education 

Probably the most well respected yardstick of student achievement is that provided by the so-called Nation’s Report Card- officially known as the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP). From those tests we know that Rhode Island public school students perform slightly below the national average. That may seem innocuous until one remembers that these same tests show that the vast majority of American students are proficient neither in mathematics nor in English language arts. This means that the average American student, as well as the average Rhode Island student, is below grade level- but is one who is nevertheless promoted to higher-grade levels. This culminates in the effect that at high school graduation time only about one-fourth of the diplomas awarded in Rhode Island correctly certify 12th grade skills.

Problems Regarding the Types of Publicly Funded Schools

Generally speaking, nationwide, publicly funded education is carried out in three broad categories of schools:

· Regular public schools operated under elected school committees or boards.

· Charter public schools operated by non-profit organizations that have been issued a charter.

· Private schools that receive public money, directly or indirectly in the forms of vouchers, tax credits, tax deductions, or direct grants. For simplicity in the discussion that follows we’ll call all of these funding vehicles “vouchers” with it understood that the precise funding mechanism can vary.

Rhode Island public education is mainly carried out in its regular public schools, which at latest count number 342 within 32 school districts. Approximately 152,000 students now attend these schools- down by about 1,800 from a year earlier. The state also has a small assortment of charter schools numbering about 11 with approximately 2,650 students enrolled.
 Thus, somewhat less than 2% of the state’s public school children attend charter schools. Rhode Island does not use public vouchers to fund children’s private schooling. A number of other relevant public school statistics can be found in the school performance databases maintained by the Standards & Poor organization.

Internet sources
 suggest that regular public schools in Rhode Island receive approximately 30% of their revenue needs from state funds. In comparison public charter schools receive perhaps 75% from the state. Federal sources contribute approximately 7%. On a per student basis the combined expenditures from different funding sources is about $12,700 per year for regular public school students.
 It is also reported that the state requires the per pupil expenditures in charter schools to be 95% of the amount expended on the regular public school students.

While Rhode Island does not use vouchers within the general student population, there may be some contracting with private schools that provide services to children with various kinds of learning difficulties. Under NCLB, the school districts also contract with private tutoring companies to provide Supplementary Education Services to children in underperforming schools.

We see a problem with this “picture.” It appears that taxpayers’ money is being wasted because:

· The regular public schools get the largest public subsidy but do a poor job educating children.

· The charter schools get a somewhat smaller public subsidy but often do a better job of educating.

· The private schools get no public subsidy but do the best job of educating among the three.

Collective Bargaining Impediments

As is common in most states, teachers in the regular public schools work under collective bargaining agreements that restrict school administrators’ flexibility in determining compensation, working conditions, working venues, and retention of teachers. 

The Harm from Distortions in Student Assessment  

The Rhode Island Department of Education, in partnership with three other New England states (Maine, Vermont, and New Hampshire), uses the New Standard Reference Examination (NSRE), which it administers to students in both regular public schools and public charter schools. Like the well-respected nationally administered National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) tests, the NSRE provides in its results the percentages of test takers that have made proficient or better achievement. In terms of the definitions used by NAEP, to be proficient or better means to be at or above grade level. Looking at just the statewide scores for mathematics and reading one can compare NAEP proficiency percentages for Rhode Island with those determined by the NSRE.
  The following table displays the NSRE proficiencies alongside those obtained from the NAEP benchmark. For context we also show results from nearby Massachusetts as well as from California.

	State
	State determined proficiency percentage in reading
	NAEP determined proficiency percentage in reading
	Inflation factor for reading
	State determined proficiency percentage in mathematics
	NAEP determined proficiency percentage in mathematics
	Inflation factor for math

	CA
	45%
	21%
	2.14
	48%
	25%
	1.92

	MA
	61%
	44%
	1.39
	47%
	46%
	1.02

	RI
	57%
	30%
	1.90
	49%
	28%
	1.75

	USA
	NA
	30%
	NA
	NA
	32%
	NA


Table 1.   Showing how K-8 state proficiency percentages are inflated relative to the de facto national standard NAEP results. Rhode Island is significantly “behind” Massachusetts.

Aside from the overall low proficiencies displayed in this table, its most noteworthy information concerns the large degree to which Rhode Island (and other states) inflate the proficiency levels above those measured by the NAEP. Thus Rhode Island declares that 90% more students are proficient in reading than really are and it states that 75% more children are proficient in mathematics than really are. When such exaggerated results of the NSRE are published they have a tendency to instill complacency among the stakeholders and can wrongly bias parents’ decisions about choosing a satisfactory school for their children. 

Since NAEP scores are not available at the school or district level, stakeholders have been left in the dark wondering how the local jurisdictions are faring. Elsewhere, we have devised a method of mapping that allows us to extract scores on the NAEP scale from the distorted scores reported by Rhode Island.
 After removing the inflation that was “put” in the state reported achievement test scores, we have estimated how the children in various Rhode Island districts and high schools would have performed on the NAEP examinations. Table 2 shows the best and worst performers in the state:

	Scores of:
	State Reported Proficient in Math
	NAEP-scale Estimated Proficient in Math
	State Reported Proficient in Reading
	NAEP-scale Estimated

Proficient in Reading
	NAEP-scale Estimated

Proficient in Both

	K-8 in Central Falls
	20.8%
	9.8%
	32.6%
	13.5%
	9.8%

	K-8 in Barrington
	85.2%
	63.0%
	89.9%
	66.1%
	63.0%

	9-12 at Feinstein High
	7.1%
	3.1%
	13.4%
	6.6%
	3.1%

	9-12 at Barrington High
	73.4%
	49.5%
	78.7%
	56.6%
	49.5%


Table 2.   Best and worst performers. We show district results for the K-8 years and high school results for the 9-12 years.

It should be clear that publishing inflated scores transforms totally unacceptable results into ones that are marginally acceptable. And what are really just passable results will look stunning, but only for a while until the various stakeholders eventually become aware of the misrepresentations.
Rhode Island Public School Students’ Average 
Performance Is Significantly Sub Par

The more realistic measurements available from the Nation’s Report Card (NAEP) shows what could be characterized as a “bad to worse” progression of proficiencies as children make their way through the grade levels. Thus reading proficiency levels among 8th graders is somewhat less than among 4th graders. The decline for math is more significant. 

	Year
	4th Grade Math Proficiency Percentage
	4th Grade Reading Proficiency Percentage
	8th Grade Math Proficiency Percentage
	8th Grade Reading Proficiency Percentage

	2000
	22%
	31.5%
	22%
	31%

	2005
	31%
	30%
	24%
	29%

	2014
	47.2%
	27.3%
	27.6%
	25.4%

	2043
	100%
	18.6%
	39.2%
	13.8%


Table 3. Trends in Rhode Island NAEP proficiencies over future years are slowly upward in mathematics but downward in reading skills.

There are two features evident from this table: First, it appears that children’s proficiencies decline in both math and reading skills as they progress from 4th to 8th grade. That decline is also seen in the nationwide NAEP scores. And over future years, current trends indicate a degradation of Rhode Island students’ reading skills accompanied by a slow but eventually significant increase in mathematics skills. The table also shows the trend estimates for the future years of 2014, when NCLB requires 100% proficiency levels, and 2043, when our more slowly rising 4th grade math scores would reach that level. The picture is qualitatively similar for the nationwide NAEP results, except that there has been some improvement of grade 4 reading scores nationally.

Returning to the discussion of Rhode Island’s current proficiency levels we showed the NAEP measured proficiencies for K-8 students in Table 1 but did not provide estimates for the high schools’ state wide performances. Since NAEP results at the high school level are only reported for the national sample one is without a NAEP measure for Rhode Island statewide proficiencies unless some means is used to approximate one. By applying the nationally measured trends seen between 8th and 12th grades to the 8th grade NAEP results for the state we have estimated what Rhode Island’s public high school students would have achieved.
 While that approximation introduces errors to the estimates, we believe they are no more than a few percentage points and therefore can be used to obtain a rough measure of how Rhode Island high schools would perform on the NAEP test. Table 4 summarizes these NAEP scale measurements and estimates of statewide proficiencies.

	Grade Levels 
Tested or Estimated
	NAEP Scale
Math Proficiency
	NAEP Scale 
Reading Proficiency
	NAEP Scale Proficiency in Both

	4th and 8th Averaged
	27.5%
	29.5%
	27.5%

	12th Estimated
	23.8%
	29.0%
	23.8%


Table 4. The measured and estimated Rhode Island proficiency percentages are shown for the statewide public school population. Stress testing the estimates suggests errors less than 3% and probably much less.

These four numbers provide the “anchors” on which we have constructed mapping formulas that allow us to convert the inflated NSRE test results to more realistic ones on the NAEP scale. After applying these maps to Rhode Island districts and high schools we have found that for primary level (K-8) school children the district-wide proficiency percentages (proficient in both) range from 10% in Central Falls to 63% in Barrington with 27.5% being the state average. At the high school level the proficiencies are worse. There the proficient fractions range from an estimated 3% at Feinstein High School to 50% at Barrington High School with the state average at 23.8%.

In considering the performance of children attending charter schools in Rhode Island, their comparative quality is mixed. In Providence, Kingston, and Woonsocket their six charters perform better than their regular public school counterparts- yet are still quite marginal in any absolute sense. The remaining five charters in Pawtucket, Saunderstown, and Cranston are worse than their nearby regular public schools. In terms of NAEP “scale” performance, children in the best primary level charter school in the state, Compass School of Kingston, are estimated to have only 45% of them proficient or better. At the high school level the state’s best performing charter school is the Times 2 Academy of Providence where the students proficiency percentage is a very modest 21% on the NAEP scale. Yet that dwarfs the Providence average high school performance of 12% proficiency.

The Rhode Island laws applicable to charter schools are generally considered to be among the most restrictive in the nation.
 Rhode Island is limited currently to no more than 20 charter schools and no school district may have more than 2 except Providence is allowed 4. Half of the charter schools are required to serve at risk students and all of them must match or exceed the combined percentages of students receiving free lunches, those in special education programs, and those who are limited English proficient. One of its most restrictive and damaging requirements is that all charter school teachers must be certified; that excludes the hiring of many knowledgeable teachers in favor of those who have merely passed “education” courses.
 Charter school teachers are also required to operate under the collective bargaining agreement that pertains to the district in which their charter school resides.
 This reduces the flexibility of school administrators to hire, fire, set pay levels, and manage as compared to most charter schools in other states. 

The bottom line for Rhode Island is that less than one-third of its students are proficient or better (at grade level or better). This is a clear indication of social promotion. Social promotion may have fleeting social benefits, but it harms students’ academic progress as they are moved into progressively more and more frustrating learning environments where they learn little. As such children are pushed ahead, year after year, into progressively more and more frustrating learning environments, their academic inadequacies grow. Thus it is not surprising to see lower proficiencies in 8th grade as compared to 4th or to see even lower levels in 12th grade. To put this in a national context, we note that only about 30% of K-12 students who attend the nation’s K-8 public schools are proficient or better. Rhode Island’s 28% proficiency level, among K-8 students, is a call to action just as the nation’s low proficiency level, now at 30%, has spurred it into action. Much of that response is wrapped up in the various appendages of the No Child Left Behind legislation which we believe to be an inadequate response albeit an important first step towards real reform.

To put this all in a wider context, consider that the average private school nationally has 43% of its children proficient. We do not have data on Rhode Island private schools but presume that they (like their public counterparts) have proficiencies close to the national averages. With this assumption, it’s clear that the private schools are relatively superior to the average public school. It is also true that in absolute terms, 43% proficiency reflects dysfunction in the private schools though not as severe as what we see in the public educational institutions.

Steps to Restructure Public Education in Rhode Island

Before describing these items, it is useful to review the philosophy that guided our recommendations.

These Proposals Are Based on Research of Best Practices

Our proposals have been and will be based on proven instructional methods, relevant technology, and organizational formats. Given the questionable quality of much of the research done by educators, we shall seek to limit our proposals to those based on thorough and reproducible scientific research. 

We believe that schools should be operated in a manner consistent with modern economics. This means that competition within a free marketplace should be an essential characteristic of our reforms. Then, as in other industries, automation, economies of scale, and open labor markets will play important roles in improving the educational services while at the same time minimizing costs.

With regard to best instructional methods, we believe that content or knowledge based approaches are superior to teaching children the elusive and often erroneous principles of “inquiry-based learning” and “critical thinking.” To this end, a professionally created, sequential curriculum specifying all stages of mastering the subjects will be offered. In terms of group versus individual instruction, we advocate the latter by using self-pacing learning formats that can now be provided cost-effectively. And rather than struggling to align assessment tools with a nebulous curriculum, we define the curriculum operationally as the universe of possible test questions delineating the subject matter.

In the following proposals we assume that we can influence education policy at the local and state levels but not at the federal level. Thus our proposals are designed to be consistent with and supportive of the federal NCLB requirements. The five proposals we offer are presented together with their likely outcomes. They are:

(I) Ensuring Integrity of Assessment and Promotion Practices

To operate publicly funded education in an ethical and meaningful manner, it is important that measurements of student progress are made consistent with the accepted federal benchmarks (NAEP) and that student promotion practices are based on the student’s best academic interests. 

To meet these requirements we suggest:

1. Aligning the NSRE proficiency standards with the federal NAEP benchmarks. This can be accomplished by revisions to the NSRE testing regimes or by “after the fact” renormalization of its tests’ results. 

2. Implementing stricter retention policies to whatever extent is sufficient to “populate” each grade level with proficient or better students. Or eliminate the concept of grade levels and replace them with specific mastery levels. However it is done, this means a total abandonment of social promotion. 

Beyond using NSRE to measure student proficiencies, it is important that every subject area within the curriculum have assessment regimes consistent with those used by NAEP. Schools and other stakeholders need to know realistically where each child is in terms of each of the many subjects they are required to study. Only then will schools be able to identify and remediate the children who have fallen behind. This means that more formal examinations will be required so that every subject is covered at least once each year. Other tests administered by teachers will need to be aligned with the official ones. When we say “formal examinations” we mean tests that are administered and proctored by officials external to any campus. This is a necessary requirement given the tendencies of some school personnel to allow or even encourage cheating on the examinations.

Likely Results: Alignment of the test results with the NAEP benchmarks will produce significant negative publicity for the schools. In turn we expect many stakeholders to put more pressure on school systems to remedy the problems. When such test results show significant majorities of children below grade level, it is likely that political pressure will develop to reduce social promotion, which will make the execution of our second suggestion more popular than it might otherwise be. Thus when students, parents, and the larger community can see through the deceptive state tests, there may arise a shame factor that will provide significant incentives for reform.

We believe that by tying promotion to academic achievement we can then achieve very high percentages of students designated proficient or better- upwards of 90% should be achievable. This can be done in even the most dysfunctional school environments if we are willing to accept large age disparities within the different grade levels. (Think: teenagers in third grade.) And by following this suggestion, school systems will be able to straightforwardly meet the NCLB requirement that all children are proficient by the year 2014.

While these two proposals, by themselves, will not directly improve other aspects of the learning environment, they will nonetheless benefit the slower learners as a result of them not being pushed into higher and ever more frustrating academic levels for which they are not prepared. Moreover, the kind of feedback inherent in these two proposals will shine light on the learning problems facing the slower students and likely point the way to their solution. 

We are optimistic that a large majority of K-12 students can achieve academic proficiency if we follow through on the remaining reforms proposed below. Nevertheless, there will always be some students who will neither master the curriculum nor earn an academic diploma. For them, we should consider alternate types of instruction in the more “vocational” areas, which could lead to their receiving appropriate certificates of achievement.

We foresee a number of fiscal effects that will result from ending the practice of social promotion. For example, we think it will result in some children spending more years in the system, thus raising costs. But for others, the end of social promotion will lead to double promotions when their proficiency is ahead of grade level. In their case fewer years will be spent in the system, thus lowering costs. In this more rigorous climate it is not clear if there would be an increase of the dropout rate. If so, that would lower costs to the K-12 system though it might impose societal costs elsewhere. If we look at both benefits and costs, the abolition of social promotion will likely lead to a higher number of “valid” high school diplomas. Thus the cost per valid diploma will likely decline under almost any scenario.

Finally, this proposal to increase the integrity of our publicly funded schools, will give parents, students, and educators more reliable yardsticks and incentives by which to choose schools, study harder, and improve instruction, respectively, as compared to the status quo. Our first proposal here can be viewed as not much more than the old dictum: honesty is the best policy.

 (II)  Using Vouchers to Level the Funding “Playing Field” Among School Types

Next, we need to change the public funding mechanisms so that per pupil funding is comparable regardless of the school type (regular public, charter public, or voucher redeeming private school). To accomplish this we propose:

1. Fund all three types of schools with vouchers and tuition charges.

2. Voucher values will be independent of school type but may depend on a student’s status. 

3. No other government funding other than that from the vouchers will be provided to schools.

4. To remove the controversy surrounding the use of vouchers in religious schools, we propose utilizing the carve-out voucher in which religious schools would be allowed to redeem them under the condition that their religious instruction is demonstrably funded from separate auditable private sources. 

5. Property tax and business tax relief should be given to for-profit schools or, alternatively, begin charging these same taxes to public schools and non-profit private schools. Without this relief, the non-profit and public schools will be receiving an indirect public subsidy (as they currently do).

Likely Results: Perhaps the most difficult issue posed by these suggestions would be the fiscal effects on the budgets of the state, of the localities, and of families. We did not specify how valuable the vouchers would be nor whether they’d be means tested. If the vouchers in aggregate represented a smaller amount than current public schooling costs, it would likely lead to lower taxes but at the same time raise family costs for tuition. Or, on the other hand, if the vouchers in aggregate were comparable to current public schooling costs, taxes would likely remain level while family costs for tuition would be much less significant. When parents exercise choice in selecting schools, private schools are likely to see a significant rise in enrollment and in revenues, while at the same time regular public schools would see a decline in enrollment and revenues. It’s not clear if charter schools would see an enrollment increase or not. Apart from these considerations, the competition introduced by the vouchers will likely foster further efficiencies in all school types, which would likely lead to lower costs as well.

Other fiscal effects would occur even if parents did not exercise their choices. For example, the budgets of regular public schools would likely fall while those of charter schools would rise because these proposals would eliminate the current funding surplus enjoyed by the regular public schools as compared to their charter school counterparts. 

We think the introduction of the carve-out voucher will have a negligible fiscal effect but will work to calm the legitimate concerns about public money being used for religious indoctrination.

Economics theory as well as experience from existing voucher systems, suggest that vouchers will introduce considerable competition among the schools, which will work hard to enroll as many students as possible. This competition will improve all three kinds of schools: regular public, charter public and private.

Leveling the playing field will allow the best schools to attract the most students. Without such fair competition, parents will be tempted (or forced by circumstances) to choose the cheapest alternative, which may not be the best.

Lastly, vouchers will also expand the civil rights of the disadvantaged. Then the least among us will surely have more choices in the education of our children. It’s well to remember that Polly Williams
, who is generally given credit for spearheading the introduction of vouchers in Milwaukee, advocated for school vouchers largely in terms of their potential to empower the civil rights of inner city Milwaukee parents and children.

 (III)  Deregulating Where That Will Foster Improvements

Surely some regulations and constraints on the free-market of education are needed. Yet in the public school arena there are far too many regulations that impede progress. We think that by relaxing requirements in certain areas, students can benefit. In this area we propose that: 

1. The criteria for teacher certification should be revised to expand the kinds of well-educated individuals who are allowed to teach in schools. This would suggest reducing or eliminating the course requirements in pedagogy.

2. Limits on class sizes should be relaxed if this allows local schools to improve in other areas more important to student performance. 

3. The many policies that stem from collective bargaining agreements need to be ended. Thus teachers’ compensation, retention, and assignments can be managed better if these matters are left to the discretion of school management. This would mean merit pay, flexible work rules, and an end to tenure. 

Likely Results: By increasing the pool of talent from which teachers can be hired, it should be possible to increase the knowledge of the instructors with obvious benefits to the students. The effects of optimizing the class sizes include such related benefits as cost savings and the ability to hire higher paid star performers. An indirect effect of having larger classes is the premium it puts on getting discipline policy right. Reducing or ending the influence of unions in school management will lead to more cooperative and cohesive relationships between managers and teachers. It will provide incentives to hire and fire in the best interests of the schools’ customers- the parents and students. When we say deregulate we are not really advocating a move to a more lax environment. Rather we are allowing the customers of education more say in what is done. The three proposals in this group, we think, will help raise the professional status of teachers from that of wage earner to that of academic specialist. Finally, when the influence of unions is sufficiently reduced, labor saving technologies and formats will not be blocked by their interference.

We believe that the fiscal effects of these deregulation measures will be significant. Making the labor force more cost effective will certainly save money. Changing certification requirements will increase the labor supply and that can lead to savings as well.

Thus, deregulation allows the schools the needed freedom to develop optimal policies regarding the hiring, compensation, and firing of staff. It allows flexibility in teacher certification requirements. It allows the schools to focus on the best interests of their customers- the students as opposed to the union dominated systems that are protective of teachers and other employees.

 (IV)  Driving Cost-Effective Education Through Technology and Scale 

When we say “cost-effective through technology” we also mean automation. We recommend that many routine teacher tasks should be automated through technology and organizational restructuring by providing:

1. Online instruction that is delivered in an asynchronous, web-based system.

2. Each student a laptop computer.

3. Economies of scale by sharing resources among a large student population. 

The use of technology in education typically has large fixed costs and yet is very inexpensive in terms of marginal costs. To get the most benefit from investments in technology then requires finding economies from scale and by reuse. In the context of schools scale can be achieved by:

· Exploiting an existing network or system of schools

· Creating a special purpose network of schools for purposes of accessing technologies

· Contracting with external providers who achieve scale through a large student customer base

Once the “scale” of the instructional environment is large enough, it allows significant savings over traditional operating modes. Rather than “pocketing” all of these savings we recommend that some of them be used to improve the quality of the instruction. 

While the public and parochial systems already employ networks in the management of their schools, those systems are probably too small for the scale envisioned. We recommend that Rhode Island provide mechanisms to help schools (of all types: public, charter and private) build or access these special purpose networks or help them find and contract for services from external providers (much in the same way that they offer guidance in textbook selection). 

Depending on decisions made in the creation of a special network or on the format required by an external provider, schools may be required to sign licensing or franchising agreements. Under such contracts, the schools will be constrained in how they use the provider’s services. For example, if the provider’s instructional service also includes the assessment function, the schools may be required to accept independent proctors when examinations are given.

Likely Results: As a teacher’s routine work is automated through a combination of technology and economies of scale it gives him or her more time to spend individually with students needing additional help; thus in this environment the teacher’s role becomes more that of a tutor. There are indications from post-secondary applications of online instruction that the ratio of students to teachers can be markedly increased without diminishing a student’s access to a tutor when he or she needs help. Thus, labor costs can be reduced. 

The combination of portable laptop computers with web-based instruction expands the places and times in which a student can study. Finally, the asynchronous aspect allows and encourages students to work in a self-paced manner. Self-pacing, as has been observed in a number of schools, allows many students to finish their K-12 coursework ahead of schedule. Perhaps even more importantly, it also allows those who learn at a slower pace to either progress more slowly than other students or to keep up by putting in more hours per day in their studying efforts. From a psychological viewpoint, self-pacing alleviates both the boredom experienced by fast learners and the frustration felt by slow learners when they are forced to maintain the pace of more conventional group instruction.

In fiscal terms, we believe that the proposals to automate many of the services can lead to large cost reductions if the necessary economies of scale are realized. Those savings can be allocated to reduce the costs of education, to allow for further reinvestments in education itself, or can do both. For example, some of the savings achieved could offset the additional costs of hiring “star” instructors.

 (V)  Improving Curricula Beyond Current National Expectations

The foregoing proposals, if carried out successfully, would result in many more students achieving proficiency in school without the necessity of being held back. The goal of educating a large majority of K-12 students to 12th grade proficiency by age 17 or 18 would be reached. The quest need not end there. Why not strive for meeting even higher standards? There are other more rigorous curricula that could be provided that would give the students more skills than what our current defacto national standards (the NAEP tests) indicate. Thus schools and school systems could offer:

1. The more rigorous International Baccalaureate curriculum

2. The European Baccalaureate curriculum (commonly used in the EU). 

3. The Science Baccalaureate curriculum. This is like the one being introduced at the Advanced Math & Science Academy Charter School- one of Massachusetts’s most promising schools. Its students are required to master at least four AP courses as part of their graduation requirements. 

Realistically, some children will not have the skills to master such curricula just as there are some who are unable to meet the requirements of current public school curricula. Such children need to receive some other kind of certification that attests to what skills they did master. They could receive some type of vocational diploma.

Likely Results: Under the continuing assumption that social promotion is not tolerated, children who would receive these advanced diplomas would be very well prepared for college. In many cases their mastery of subject content will place them at an advanced undergraduate level when they enter college. Thus one result of more rigorous K-12 preparation would be early completion of college and the attendant saving of tuition resources. In the social and economic contexts, such graduates would be better prepared to compete in our 21st century society, better prepared to participate in our political system, and better prepared to understand our many cultures and civilizations.

The combination of the foregoing proposals would have other indirect economic effects as well. For example, having a better-educated work force should strengthen the fiscal health of our society. Also, these recommendations, if followed, would markedly reduce the need for remedial education. That would certainly save taxpayers and tuition payers significant sums of money. 

There Remains Flexibility Regarding the Solution of Other Issues 

The preceding proposals still allow us to consider the adoption of other policies. A number of other issues could be decided in a variety of ways that would be consistent with the foregoing proposals. Some of the issues that remain to be resolved include:

· Should vouchers be means tested or should they be universal?

· To what extent should we rely on privately funded vouchers (scholarships)?

· Should part-time students be accepted in these schools?

· What kinds of certificates and diplomas should be awarded?

· Should compulsory attendance laws be replaced with attendance incentives?

· How do we balance the needs of gifted students versus special education students versus regular students?

· To what extent should self-pacing be adopted?

· To what extent should student tutors be utilized in the instructional process and how should they be compensated for their work?

Evidence Supporting These Proposals

Various research studies combined with on-the-ground experience, mostly outside of Rhode Island, support most of our proposals. There appears to be no geographic reason to suggest that they will not also succeed in Rhode Island. Now, taking the proposals one at a time, we review some of the evidence that they work.

(I) Successful Assessment and Promotion Practices

There are very few documented examples of research concerning schools in the United States that have ended social promotion. This probably relates to the fact that most programs to eliminate social promotion employ half-measures that really only reduce it. One example of interest concerns the Chicago Public School system. They have implemented measures that reduce but don’t fully end social promotion by sending many tens of thousands of children to special summer school programs when their test results indicate that they are less than proficient. This is only done at 3rd, 6th, and 8th grades- unlike our proposal of doing it at every grade. What was learned from Chicago’s reduction of social promotion was that children attending the special summer sessions had significant increases in performance that brought them closer to proficient levels.

As to aligning state achievement test scores with the NAEP examinations, only Missouri has been in rough compliance. It appears that Missouri has recently decided to lower its testing standards in a rather obvious ploy to increase proficiency percentages. 
 Thus it will join the ranks of states that practice inflation in regard to these tests. 

In the Congress the NCLB is up for reauthorization this year and some new provisions are being introduced to address the mismatch between the federal NAEP tests and the state administered ones. For example, Senator Kennedy has introduced a bill
 that would encourage aligning these tests. One mechanism for doing that would encourage or require mapping the inflated state results onto a more realistic scale consistent with the NAEP. As discussed earlier in this report, we have already developed such a mapping in our studies of student achievement.

(II)  Successful Applications of Vouchers 

A number of research studies have found positive outcomes for both public and private schools in those communities that have adopted voucher programs. In a report of the Manhattan Institute, scholars Jay Greene and Greg Forster present the results of research into the relatively well-established vouchers programs in Milwaukee and San Antonio.
They found improvements in the performance of students using the vouchers and perhaps the better news was that the nearby public schools improved significantly- presumably from the competitive pressure that arose from the vouchers. A more recent study conducted by Harvard professors William Howell and Paul Peterson showed the efficacy of school vouchers in urban environments where children using vouchers performed markedly better than their control group counterparts.

The monetary value of the vouchers studied were, in every case, less than the per pupil public school expenditures. This suggests that voucher systems will provide “more for less.” This is consistent with the pro-voucher position of most taxpayer organizations and it fits with the pro-voucher position of many if not most low-income families. We believe that a means tested system will have the most political support and is also the one that will gain the approval of most economists.

(III)  Successes of Deregulation 

We are not aware of any research that has studied schools that have deregulated along the lines suggested here. However, there is research showing that appropriately deregulated schools function better and at less cost than their heavily regulated (and unionized) counterparts. Though now over 17 years old, the book by Chubb and Moe,
 based on research they conducted, remains one of the best references in this area. It showed substantial evidence that superior schools tend to be the ones that are minimally regulated (and not unionized).

That appropriately deregulated enterprises function more efficiently than heavily regulated ones is a central principle of free-market economics. The only regulations that are needed beyond establishing minimum curricular standards are not much more than those needed to keep the education market efficient and honest. There is nothing special about K-12 education that would make it an exception to the laws of economics.

(IV)  Successes From Automation and Networks 

Public schools have been using technology more and more over time. However, it appears that automation of routine teacher tasks has not found favor because of union opposition to labor productivity increases. Yes, public schools have used technology to improve instruction, but we are not aware of any cases where technology was used to cut costs. Nor do we know of successes in the Catholic school systems. So to find successes we have looked beyond K-12 education to post-secondary institutions where there have been benefits. A prominent example is Virginia Tech (officially Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University). Most of their undergraduate mathematics program was moved to an online format with striking results: Student performance improved and costs fell by 75%.
 In another research study, conducted by Rumble,
 it was shown how the combination of technology and scale can lead to significantly lower unit costs.

As to our recommendation that licensing or franchising networks should be considered there is little evidence from the K-12 schooling sector because these kinds of arrangements are rare. Nonetheless, other industries often reap benefits from one or the other of these network formats and from those kinds of successes we see no reason why similar benefits should not accrue in the education field.

(V)  Successful Advanced Curricula 

The three advanced curricular types described above do exist, but in a very small number of schools. Nearly all concerned say that they have improved student performance. For example, students who have taken mathematics courses in the International Baccalaureate (IB) curriculum score well above their counterparts who did not.
 Students who received diplomas from these advanced programs have been found to perform well above average in their college studies. And indeed, there is negligible controversy about the value of these higher-level diplomas. 

Of the roughly 40,000 public and private high schools in the United States there are 520 that offer the IB diploma or about 1.3% of them. 
 No public high school and only one private school (Prout) in Rhode Island offers the IB diploma. For comparison, in the neighboring state of Massachusetts, only 3 of its 285 public high schools offer the IB diploma or about 1.1% of them.
 A very strong reform effort underway in the Chicago school system is reflected by the fact that 14 of the city’s 115 public high schools offer the IB diploma program or 12% of them.
 This suggests that Rhode Island has plenty of room for improvement in this area.

Some Conclusions 

These proposals, aimed at reforming Rhode Island publicly supported education, are consistent with a philosophy of reforming the education systems from within by advocating changes in the laws, programs, regulations, and union contracts that affect K-12 education. In this set of proposals, we have not addressed alternative proposals that we have offered in a separate report. They would attempt to reform K-12 education systems from “without” by encouraging private players to energize the K-12 marketplace and thus help the public systems improve under the resulting competitive pressures they’d face.

We have presented a rather ambitious collection of K-12 education reform proposals.  They might be criticized for their audacity. A related criticism would surely be that we have not addressed the political reality- particularly with regard to the influences of teachers’ unions. Yet, it seems to us that a good way to make progress in reducing their negative impact on schools comes from the publicity generated by the publication of reform plans and how these opponents don’t react constructively to them. Such publicity could, over time, result in their loss of power and their ability to interfere with the proper operation of schools. That, in itself, would help Rhode Island improve its K-12 systems.

As we indicated above, we believe that implementation of the provisions in our proposal would have a good chance of significantly improving K-12 schools in Rhode Island and would do so for less expense. We place top priority on our first proposal because we believe it will help restore some integrity to the system and will allow the public schools of Rhode Island to be viewed in the “bright sunlight” of accurate test statistics. A convenient feature of our first proposal is that it will probably be easiest to accomplish, as we doubt it would meet much political opposition. With the “dirty linens” thereby exposed, the problems of K-12 education will be much more evident and will cry for further reforms- maybe along the lines suggested in some of the other proposals we outlined. 

Caveats and Limitations

This report should be regarded as preliminary. Its factual statements need further corroboration, the references need to be extended to the literature beyond what we have found on the Internet, and the arguments need to be scrutinized. In some areas we need to find more data- that so far has been non-existent, or confidential, or overlooked. 

Still the information and arguments herein can be a starting point for further discussions and activities we might wish to undertake. I hope that it and its companion report on external reforms can provide some encouragement to those seeking to reform Rhode Island’s publicly supported education system.

Endnotes:







� Polly Williams was an inner city Milwaukee welfare mother who overcame many obstacles and became a Wisconsin State Senator. In that role she was tenacious in pushing for state funded vouchers. As a Democrat she forged alliances between Republicans and others in her party to build a majority in favor of voucher legislation that was finally approved in 1990.





� The Rhode Island Department of Education has published these numbers at � HYPERLINK "http://www.ridoe.net/applications/statistics.aspx" ��http://www.ridoe.net/applications/statistics.aspx�





� More information is available at Standard & Poor’s website � HYPERLINK "http://www.schoolmatters.com" ��www.schoolmatters.com�





� The Rhode Island Department of Education provides this information on its website at � HYPERLINK "http://www.ridoe.net/finance/funding/aid/default.aspx" ��http://www.ridoe.net/finance/funding/aid/default.aspx�





� For 2006 the per pupil amount was found at � HYPERLINK "http://www.ridoe.net/finance/ride_insite/2006/default.htm" ��http://www.ridoe.net/finance/ride_insite/2006/default.htm�





� We found this number in an AFT Education Foundation report that is somewhat out of date (Dec. 2000). The report is at � HYPERLINK "http://www.aft.org/topics/charters/downloads/venturesomefull.pdf" ��http://www.aft.org/topics/charters/downloads/venturesomefull.pdf�





�The NAEP numbers are the average of the 4th grade and 8th grade proficiency percentages. Both the NAEP and the state (NSRE) results are for the year 2005. The numbers shown are obtained by clicking on the histograms at the SchoolMatters website at � HYPERLINK "http://www.schoolmatters.com/app/location/q/stid=40/llid=111/stllid=249/locid=40/stype=/catid=-1/secid=-1/compid=-1/site=pes" ��http://www.schoolmatters.com/app/location/q/stid=40/llid=111/stllid=249/locid=40/stype=/catid=-1/secid=-1/compid=-1/site=pes�





� Please see the downloadable report Proficiency Levels of Public Schools in Rhode Island and Bristol County, MA: Removing the Inflation From State Reported Proficiency Percentages to Obtain More Realistic Results, in the Word Document, RIProfNums.doc available at   � HYPERLINK "http://www.stellarschools.com/page35/page40/page40.html" ��http://www.stellarschools.com/page35/page40/page40.html�





� Please see page 4 of the downloadable report, Mapping State Reported Proficiency Percentages to the NAEP Scale: Derivation and Verification of the ELQ Mapping Formulas, in the Word Document, MapToNAEP.doc available at    � HYPERLINK "http://www.stellarschools.com/page35/page40/page40.html" ��http://www.stellarschools.com/page35/page40/page40.html�





� We found a rather old report from the Hudson Institute, dated August 1997, which provided some details of interest. We found it at � HYPERLINK "http://www.edexcellence.net/institute/publication/publication.cfm?id=81@pubsid=799" ��http://www.edexcellence.net/institute/publication/publication.cfm?id=81@pubsid=799�





� We learned of this requirement in an April 2002 University of Pennsylvania Graduate School of Education article by Katrina Bulkley and Jennifer Fisler, A Decade of Charter Schools: From Theory to Practice, which can be accessed at � HYPERLINK "http://209.85.165.104/search?q=cache:dhfR3NeyUHMJ:www.cpre.org/Publications/rb35.pdf+rb35&hl=en&ct=clnk&cd=1&gl=us" ��http://209.85.165.104/search?q=cache:dhfR3NeyUHMJ:www.cpre.org/Publications/rb35.pdf+rb35&hl=en&ct=clnk&cd=1&gl=us�





� This and a number of other facts and comments about Rhode Island’s public education system, from a Heritage Foundation viewpoint, can be reviewed at � HYPERLINK "http://www.heritage.org/research/education/schoolchoice/RhodeIsland.cfm" ��http://www.heritage.org/research/education/schoolchoice/RhodeIsland.cfm�





� Please see page 3 of the downloadable report, Mapping State Reported Proficiency Percentages to the NAEP Scale: Derivation and Verification of the ELQ Mapping Formulas, in the Word Document, MapToNAEP.doc available at    � HYPERLINK "http://www.stellarschools.com/page35/page40/page40.html" ��http://www.stellarschools.com/page35/page40/page40.html�





� Melissa Roderick, Mimi Engel and Jenny Nagaoka, Ending Social Promotion: Results from Summer Bridge,


Consortium on Chicago School Research, February 2003 Please access � HYPERLINK "http://www.consortium-chicago.org/publications/p59.html" ��http://www.consortium-chicago.org/publications/p59.html� 





� According to The Education Gadfly � HYPERLINK "http://www.edexcellence.net/foundation/gadfly/issue.cfm?id=225&edition" ��http://www.edexcellence.net/foundation/gadfly/issue.cfm?id=225&edition�= the state of Missouri has now decided to join the “race to the bottom” by lowering its testing standards in an effort to “convince” its citizens that its children are performing well. 





� The pertinent section of proposed legislation introduced this January by Senator Kennedy can be found at � HYPERLINK "http://thomas.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/F?c110:1:./temp/~c110Assg8d:e11093" ��http://thomas.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/F?c110:1:./temp/~c110Assg8d:e11093�:





� Please review the downloadable report, Mapping State Reported Proficiency Percentages to the NAEP Scale: Derivation and Verification of the ELQ Mapping Formulas, in the Word Document, MapToNAEP.doc to learn how we derived and subsequently tested our mapping formulas. It is available at    � HYPERLINK "http://www.stellarschools.com/page35/page40/page40.html" ��http://www.stellarschools.com/page35/page40/page40.html�





� Jay P. Greene and Greg Forster, Rising to the Challenge: The effects of School Choice in Milwaukee and San Antonio, The Manhattan Institute, October 2002. You can download this report at the following link: � HYPERLINK "http://www.schoolchoiceinfo.org/data/research/GreenePS2.pdf" ��http://www.schoolchoiceinfo.org/data/research/GreenePS2.pdf�





� William G. Howell & Paul Peterson, with Patrick J. Wolf and David E. Campbell, The Education Gap: Vouchers and Urban Schools, Brookings Institution Press, 2006.





� John E. Chubb and Terry M. Moe, Politics, Markets, and America’s Schools, The Brookings Institution, 1990





� Michael Williams, A Technology-Based Model for Learning, Journal on Systemics, Cybernetics, and Informatics, 2, #6, (2005); also available as a downloadable report from � HYPERLINK "http://www.iiisci.org/Journal/SCI/Abstract.asp?var=&id=P355312" ��http://www.iiisci.org/Journal/SCI/Abstract.asp?var=&id=P355312�





� Greville Rumble, The Costs and Costing of Networked Learning, Journal of Asynchronous Learning Networks, 5, #2, September, 2001. This paper can be viewed at � HYPERLINK "http://www.aln.org/publications/jaln/v5n2/v5n2_rumble.asp" ��http://www.aln.org/publications/jaln/v5n2/v5n2_rumble.asp�





� A report from the U.S. Department of Education’s National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) shows this and can be viewed at � HYPERLINK "http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/hsts/results/relationship/findings.asp" ��http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/hsts/results/relationship/findings.asp�





� According to the NCES. The school numbers were found at � HYPERLINK "http://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d05/tables/dt05_084.asp" ��http://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d05/tables/dt05_084.asp�





� While we were not able to find enrollment figures, the numbers of participating schools within the United States and within Rhode Island were obtained from the IB website at � HYPERLINK "http://www.ibo.org/diploma/" ��http://www.ibo.org/diploma/�





� The IB website also provided the Chicago figures at � HYPERLINK "http://www.ibo.org/school/search/index.cfm?programmes=DIPLOMA&country=US&region=IL&find_schools=Find" ��http://www.ibo.org/school/search/index.cfm?programmes=DIPLOMA&country=US&region=IL&find_schools=Find�








PAGE  
4

