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Florida’s Latest Strategy for Improving Schools
Promises More of the Same — and Uncertain Results

Introduction

Florida is embarking on a new phase in a long series of education changes designed to improve student
achievement and ultimately to enhance economic growth in the state. After years of previous “reforms”
of the K-12 system, many of uncertain benefit, the state is committing itself to another ambitious set of
goals and actions it hopes will improve public schools.

New initiatives to improve public schools occur frequently throughout the nation and in Florida.
Policymakers understand the well-established benefits of increased educational attainment both for
individuals, who can expect to earn higher salaries with higher levels of education, and for states, whose
economic activity increases with a more highly trained and educated workforce. (See the FCFEP Issue
Brief, Florida’s State University System: An Investment that Creates Jobs.")

Florida leaders have sought for decades to improve education as a way to broaden the state’s economic
base beyond tourism, agriculture, and services. Florida historically has recorded poor or mediocre
rankings in many measures of education achievement. The result is a citizenry that is not particularly
well-educated compared to other states. Today Florida ranks 33" in the nation in the percentage of its
residents with a high school education, 30" in the percentage with a bachelor’s degree or more, and 28"
in the percentage with an advanced degree.” Major business organizations suggest that “the future of
Florida’s economy hangs in the balance” because of a “talent gap” — “a vast and growing unmet need for

a highly skilled and educated workforce.”?
Building a more effective education system is a complex task both nationally and in Florida, where
190,000 teachers and administrators educate 2.6 million students of diverse backgrounds, with more

than 300 home Ianguages,4 in 4,400 schools.

To address persistent problems, Florida policymakers are intensifying the particular education reform
strategy that began taking root 15 years ago. The strategy is based on higher standards for students,
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more testing, accountability measures designed to hold schools and teachers responsible for results, and
“school choice,” including charter schools and vouchers.

Intensifying the existing strategy will lead to new standards, new tests, more charter schools, and new
pay plans linking teachers’ salaries and their continued employment to student achievement. These
changes are likely to be controversial.

Questions exist not only about the success of the strategy, but also about whether schools are funded
well enough to make the kind of performance gains being sought. The fact is that the State of Florida
spends less than the national average to educate each student. Furthermore, the state has shifted more
of the costs to local school boards in the last decade. Today the state provides less money per student
than it did three years ago.

The Florida Department of Education’s (DOE) goals and activities to improve schools are laid out in detail
in its application for $700 million, provided over four years, in the federal Race to the Top (RTTT)
education reform grant competition. If Florida is awarded these additional funds, half will go to DOE
and half to local school districts. Most of the money would be spent to develop standards, curricula,
tests, and professional development programs — not directly in the classroom. The amount pales in
comparison to the $18 billion spent by the state and local school districts on public schools in Florida this
year.

This report examines Florida’s latest strategy to improve student achievement, lays out potential pitfalls
the state may face in achieving success, and outlines the state’s past efforts to reform public schools.
Finally, the report discusses other strategies that should be considered for improved academic
achievement.

Views Differ on How to Improve Education

The education reform strategy incorporated in Race to the Top (standards, assessment, accountability,
school choice) is hotly debated both nationally and in Florida. One side believes that current results
from public schools are unacceptable, that a major shakeup is needed, and that more accountability and
school choice are necessary to get satisfactory results. They advocate making it easier to dismiss
ineffective teachers and to place more effective teachers in low-achieving schools. Others contend that
the testing and accountability movement is “at best a waste of time and at worst dangerously counter-
productive” and that “schools cannot be expected to remedy educational deficits which have social or

»5

economic roots.”” They argue that insufficient resources and an overemphasis on testing make the

challenging job of educating children even harder.
The debate flared into a battle in Florida during the 2010 legislative session, when Senate Bill 6, which

would have changed the way teachers are paid, generated strong opposition and eventually a
gubernatorial veto. That opposition was an extension of long-standing objections to Florida’s testing
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and accountability mandates, which many believe lead to mere “teaching to the test” and crowd out
other subjects important to educating students.® Skeptics of the accountability path contend that
education funding has not kept pace with the requirements of educating a diverse, often disadvantaged
student population. And they object that there’s little evidence from reputable studies that many so-
called “reforms” actually increase student learning.

In fact, education research provides little clear direction about how to improve schools. For example,
there’s no consensus about whether students in charter schools or those receiving vouchers for private
schools learn more than students in traditional public schools. But a few conclusions are shared by most
researchers. It’s generally accepted that quality early childhood programs are beneficial and that
smaller schools and smaller classes (particularly in the early grades) are associated with learning gains.

It's also known that test scores are strongly correlated with income,’ disabilities, and English-language
proficiency,? and a growing body of research indicates that “Classroom teachers have a far bigger impact
on student achievement than any other factor in education, an impact that literally can make or break a
student’s chances for success.”’

In essence, the current education reform debate boils down to a discussion about to what extent
“demography is destiny” —how much the circumstances of students’ lives determine their success in
school. One side says more than tests and accountability measures are needed to help disadvantaged
students succeed. Reformers who advocate more accountability measures argue that all children can
succeed if they attend schools with highly qualified teachers and principals.

Demographic Changes Bring Major Challenges

Regardless of viewpoints on education reform strategies, no one disputes the challenges involved.
Despite decades of trying, some education reformers admit,

We don’t know how to provide effective schools for all....[Schools] are
preparing the majority of white, Asian, and minority middle class students
for higher education, though some slip through the cracks. The school
performance problem is severe for low-income minority students
(especially African Americans in big cities and Hispanic immigrants) who
generally do not learn what they need.™

School dropout statistics illustrate the divide. Three in 10 students nationally will drop out before
earning a high school diploma — but of disadvantaged minority students five in 10 will leave without
graduating. “[T]wo very different worlds exist within American public schooling. In one, earning a

diploma is the norm, something expected of every student; in the other, it is not.”*
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The dropout problem has reached a crisis stage in
part because, “Over time, the public school
population has come to consist of proportionally
fewer traditionally higher-performing white students
and more members of historically underserved

groups, most notably Latinos.”*

That demographic pattern is pronounced in Florida.
In 1979, 69% of Florida public school students were
white and 31% minority. Thirty years later, 44% are
white and 56% minority. In those three decades,
Hispanic students increased by 588,556, black
students by 260,037, whites by 125,293, and Asian

School Achievement Results Reflect

Florida’s Demographic Challenges
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High school graduation rates

White = 81%

Black Non-Hispanic = 59%
Hispanic = 66%

All =72%

3" Grade FCAT Reading Scores

(% Achieving Proficient or higher)

v" White = 83%
students by 57,397." White and Asian students — v Black = 56%
who have grown by smaller numbers — graduate at v' Hispanic = 64%
higher rates than blacks and Hispanics.™ v All=71%

NAEP Math 4" Grade Proficiency

The accountability reformers acknowledge

demographic changes but believe they can be v" White =53%

overcome with the right reforms. For example, they v Black =20%

urge changes in teacher-assignment policies. Schools v' Hispanic = 33%
v All=40%

with high numbers of disadvantaged students are

often staffed with the least experienced and (Source: Florida Department of Education)

sometimes least-effective teachers because many

teachers with seniority obtain assignments in schools

with higher-performing students.

We disproportionately assign our most vulnerable students to the

least able teachers. This pattern repeats in state after state and school
district after school district throughout this country. If we are to give
low-income students and students of color a fair shot at academic success,
we must ensure that these students get their fair share of well-equipped
and effective teachers.”

Florida has made efforts in recent years to decrease the numbers of teachers in high-poverty schools
who are in their first-year, temporarily certified, or teaching a subject for which they are not certified.
Nevertheless, those teachers remain disproportionately in high-poverty schools.
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Race to the Top Shows Florida’s Next School-Improvement Strategy

In the midst of the debate over strategies for school reform comes Florida’s application for $700 million
of $4.4 billion set aside by the Obama Administration for education incentive funding from the American
Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009. Florida’s application reveals its strategy for improving schools
over the next few years. It echoes the department’s existing strategic plan'’ and its programs will be
pursued, although more slowly, even if Florida does not receive the new federal money, state
Commissioner of Education Eric Smith says.'®

Most local school districts, many legislators, and education and business groups,’ including the state’s
teacher union, the Florida Education Association (FEA), have signed onto the state’s application.”® The
state hopes to be among the chosen when the winners are announced by September 1.

Florida’s application sets three bold goals:*

e For the high-school graduating class of 2015, double the percentage of students who earn at
least a year’s worth of college credits (from 22% to 44%), by increasing the high-school
graduation rate (from 59% in 2005 to 85%) and raising the percentage of students who enter
college (from 34% to 63%);

e By 2015, cut in half the test-score achievement gap between wealthier, non-minority students
and low-income, minority students and the gap in the rates of high-school graduation, college-
going, and college credit-earning. (The current test-score gap is a more than 20% difference
between low-poverty and high-poverty students in 4"- and 8"-grade reading and math.)

e By 2015, equal or surpass every other state in the percentage of students scoring “proficient” or
better on the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) math and reading tests
administered to a sample of the nation’s students.

To achieve those goals, Florida’s Department of Education says it will rely on a belief that “highly
effective teachers and leaders make the difference.”*
of charter schools and direct more resources to schools with low student test scores, Florida’s efforts

Although the state will also increase the number

will focus on the state’s teachers and principals — including “merit pay” or “pay-for-performance,”
programs that tie teacher pay to some standard of performance in the classroom.

Florida plans to adopt a system that measures test-score improvement by each student and ties the
student’s performance to the teacher. This student-growth measure would be the primary factor in
evaluating teachers and principals and determining any future salary increases. Furthermore, school
districts would base decisions on employment contracts — “tenure,” or permanent job security — on
those evaluations.
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The merit-pay concept has been controversial for decades. Advocates of merit pay contend that there’s
no evidence that the components of the current system — years of service and the degree(s) earned by
the teacher — correlate with student learning. They say merit pay will reward the best teachers and
weed out others.

Opponents object to tying salaries to the achievement level of students of widely varying abilities, family
background and support, and previous educational experiences. Moreover, a study of the most
prominent merit-pay plans across the nation “found no conclusive evidence to link the new merit pay
system with higher student achievement.”*?

Nevertheless, the Race to the Top competition brings new energy to merit pay, which now has become
an important goal in federal education strategy.

New Standards and Assessments Are on the Way

Whether Florida receives Race to the Top funds or not, big changes are on the way in the Sunshine State
Standards and the Florida Comprehensive Assessment Test (FCAT) — major elements of Florida’s
education policy for more than a decade.

Beginning this fall, the Florida Department of Education will begin making the transition from the
existing FCAT to a new generation of tests: FCAT 2.0 and Florida End-of-Course Assessments.**

In addition, Florida will soon adopt new standards® that will eventually replace the Sunshine State
Standards (subject-level expectations of what students should know, originally adopted in 1996). The
state is one of 48 states voluntarily participating in the development of Common Core State Standards, a
national effort led by the National Governor’s Association and the Council of Chief State School Officers.
Adopting these new standards in English/language arts and mathematics will necessitate years of
work.?® The new standards must be incorporated into schools, curricula designed to teach the
standards, new tests developed to measure how well students learn what is expected, and data systems
revamped to tie student learning outcomes to teacher pay.

Potential Pitfalls in Florida’s Latest Strategy

Ambitious education aspirations don’t necessarily translate into achievable results. For example,
consider the goal articulated in the 2002 No Child Left Behind Act — that all children will be proficient in
reading and math by 2014. The law allows states to set their own levels of proficiency, allowing many to
claim great progress on their states’ versions of the FCAT with high percentages of students now
proficient in reading and math. On the NAEP test, however — the best assessment of rigorous student
learning — only about a third of 4™ and 8th—grade students were actually proficient in reading and math
in 2007,27 only a slight improvement over 2002.%®
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Similarly, questions arise about the ultimate success of Florida’s ambitious high-school graduation and
college-attendance goals. Four factors indicate the difficulties ahead:

(1) Florida has a history of education initiatives with little to show for it.

Education policy initiatives in the U.S. in recent decades are littered with failed efforts that
commanded energy and money before fading away due to lack of results.”’ The same applies to
Florida. An expert on Florida education policy, Dr. Carolyn Herrington, director of the Center on
Education Policy at Florida State University, has characterized the state’s history this way: “Efforts
to improve have been long-lasting, sustained, persistent and largely ineffective.”*

The state “has remained with one strategy for over 30 years: accountability,” Herrington wrote in
2004. As early as 1971, the state legislature passed an “educational accountability act,” followed by
new versions in 1973, 1976, and 1991. In those and other laws, Florida established minimum
standards for basic subjects, increased the number of courses required for high-school graduation,
tried (and failed with) merit pay, mandated school improvement plans, and made a host of other
changes, she wrote. More changes and heightened controversy came in 1999 with the adoption of
the A+ Plan and subsequent revisions, setting Florida on its current FCAT-based course.

The merit pay issue illustrates the way some “reforms” are implemented, revised, and retained with
little effect in Florida.

Implementing performance-based or merit pay plans has proven difficult throughout the nation for
a variety of reasons, in part because they have been considered “top-down” efforts imposed on
teachers without enough input from them. In addition, making teacher evaluation methods valid,
reliable, and fair is difficult. Questions arise about how best to measure teacher performance, how
to link pay to various levels of performance, how to safeguard against preferential treatment, and
how to measure the performance of teachers when they perform team tasks involving other
teachers.™

Florida moved forward on merit pay with a plan adopted by the legislature in 2001 and revised in
2007 -- creating what Florida DOE calls “the most recent rendition of the statewide performance pay
program.”>

But in its RTTT application, Florida DOE admitted practical difficulties with the merit pay system.
Linking data on teacher performance with student growth is currently used “only cautiously,” DOE
wrote, “based on the knowledge that a more sophisticated measure of student growth is needed to

further examine individual teacher performance.”**

Furthermore, DOE said, the current system lacks “comparable student learning measures for
courses and grades outside the state assessment system.”** So if a teacher is not among the 35% of
Florida teachers assigned reading or math courses in grades 4 through 10 — where FCAT results are

available — there is no testing data available to judge the teacher’s performance.
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Without a lot of additional and expensive work, in other words, Florida is not ready to implement a
meaningful merit pay system, despite previous requirements.

In addition to teacher pay issues, a variety of other changes have been made to Florida K-12
education. They include a 2002 law requiring that third-grade students be retained unless they
reach a minimum level on the FCAT reading test; establishing alternative routes for teacher
certification for those without an education degree; establishing new middle school promotion
requirements; and mandating additional math and science courses for high school graduation.

But all that policy activity has yielded at best minor improvements in student achievement, as
measured by comparisons with other states. On the plus side, Florida students have made gains in
recent years on the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) test, although it is
unknown whether the results are due to standards and the FCAT or other factors, such as smaller
class sizes.”

On other measures, however, Florida’s rankings among the states remain about the same as they
were two decades ago —in the bottom half or worse.

e The percentage of adult Floridians with a high-school diploma rose from 37" in the
nation in 1990 to 33" in 2006, but the percentage with a bachelor’s degree or more
slipped from 29" to 30™".%

e Florida students scored 43 in the nation in reading on the SAT in 1987-88 and 39" in
2008-09, but fell from 42™ in math in 1987-88 to 46" in the nation in 2008-09.”

e Only six states recorded a lower high-school graduation rate in 2007-08.%

(2) Florida already has a hard time making the current testing and accountability system work.

Even if the testing/accountability strategy is an appropriate course of action, implementing the
complex changes required for new standards, tests, and pay plans may be difficult. Even
Florida’s existing testing and accountability system has been beset by problems and questions
this year.

FCAT results were weeks late despite the requirements of the $254 million contract between
the state Department of Education and the test-score contractor. When the results were
released, 46 of the 67 school districts questioned them, prompting two audits by DOE and a
further delay in determining each school’s A-to-F grade.®® Those grades determine which
schools receive additional “School Recognition Funds” and what kind of changes might be
required at each school — possibly including teacher and principal reassignments.
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The questions raised by the school districts concerned “learning gains” of students — how much
they progressed from one year to the next. Measurement of such gains lies at the foundation of
merit pay plans.

Because of funding limitations, the state Department of Education had already changed grading
of each student’s FCAT writing work by cutting the number of reviewers from two to one.
Experts say that the demand for more standardized tests throughout the nation has
overwhelmed the few testing companies available for the work and lowers the quality of their
work.*

The state’s education data systems also need work. DOE admits in its RTTT application that the
system has limitations. A reviewer of the state’s initial application noted that “Florida also
indicates that they lack a relevant and reliable evaluation system to assess student

74l

performance.”” In other words, the processes and data systems to implement merit pay aren’t

yet ready for prime time.

(3) State policies conflict with each other.

Reaching Florida’s goals — to graduate more students from high school and increase the number
entering college — will be made more difficult by other education policies that may work against
high-school graduation and entry into college.

For example, tuition has been rising 15% a year, with more increases in sight, because of
inadequate state revenue and legislators’ belief that Florida state universities are priced too low
in comparison to other states. College affordability took another hit when the legislature cut
the Bright Futures scholarship program this year, at a time when unemployment reached a 30-
year high and large numbers of Floridians are already in debt.

Similarly, the legislature raised high-school graduation requirements in its 2010 session. More
math and science courses will be necessary and new end-of-course tests in algebra, geometry,
and biology will be phased in over the next few years. These higher standards are designed to
make high-school graduates better prepared for college, although they may also make it
tougher for some students to earn a high-school diploma.

(4) Florida historically funds schools at a low level, and there’s no indication that significant
additional money for education is on the horizon.

During reform efforts over recent years, one factor has remained constant: a low level of state
spending on public schools compared to the rest of the nation.
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In the 1997-98 school year, according to the U.S. Department of Education, Florida ranked 34"
in the nation on expenditures per student. In 2007-08, Florida’s ranking was 36™. In the last
decade, Florida always ranked in the bottom third of states.*?

Similarly, despite the stated interest in teacher quality, Florida has consistently ranked in the
bottom of the states in investment in teacher salaries — about 11% lower than the national
average. Florida ranked 27" among the states in 1989-90; 29" in 2006-07; and 32nd in 2008-
09.”

In the last decade, the legislature has shifted more of the responsibility for funding public
schools to local school boards. A decade ago, the state provided 52% of all funding for public
schools in Florida, but by 2007-08 the state share fell to 40% (federal funding providing the
remainder.) Local school districts’ share of school funding rose from 41% to 51% in the same
period.*

For the new fiscal year that began July 1, the Florida Legislature did provide an education budget
that requires more state funds than local funds. But the total will be about $300 less per
student than it was three years ago® -- and would be even lower without federal stimulus funds
from the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act.

The More Things Change, the More They’ve Stayed the Same

Improving public schools is essential to creating opportunities for Florida students and providing a well-
educated workforce for employers. More than 2.6 million students receive their basic education from
Florida public schools, and in many cases the education they receive propels them to college or to
satisfying, productive careers. But too many students fall through the cracks, struggling early, dropping
out, and failing to obtain the learning and skills necessary to prosper.

Students, their parents, policymakers, employers, and all Floridians should expect more, even though
the task of educating all students to a high level may be impossible. The expectations for improvement
rest not only on teachers, principals, and other school staff, but also on the system put in place to carry
out what the Florida Constitution calls “a paramount duty of the state.”

Florida’s public school system has been changed many times over the last three decades — mostly in a
series of accountability “reforms” that has paid few dividends in many measures of student
achievement. In most cases, these initiatives have not been accompanied by significant increases in
funding. Instead, when the legislature finishes funding public schools each year, Florida remains in the
bottom third in funding compared to other states. Some reformers insist that money matters much less
than accountability in improving schools, although it might be said that Florida has yet to try the former
but instead has focused on the latter.
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The state’s new reform path will require much more work to put new standards, tests, pay plans, and
data systems into place. Those processes will eat up most of the money Florida seeks in the RTTT
application. New money for teacher salaries, lower class sizes, or any other enhancements will have to
come from existing revenue sources, when the state is already strapped for funds. Even worse, after the
2010-11 school year, the state will need to replace almost $900 million in expiring federal stimulus funds
plugged into the education budget.

Florida’s pursuit of higher student achievement is necessary and essential to the economic future of the
state and schoolchildren. But the next stage of reforms should be entered into with a clear
understanding of the difficulties, of the mediocre results of past accountability reforms, of other
student-assistance programs not funded, and of the need for policymakers themselves to be
accountable for their part in achieving success.

What Else Might Be Done to Improve Florida Schools?

The movement to raise standards, require more tests, and implement more accountability measures
represents only one strain of possible school-improvement strategies. Another set of improvements
focuses on providing more individualized supports for students, especially those at-risk of failure or
dropping out.

Florida DOE acknowledges in its RTTT application that “low-performing schools are often mired in
problems such as poverty, limited resources, and unsafe learning environments, which often lead to

% Research shows that many

frustration, disillusionment, and low levels of academic achievement.
dropouts suffer from the same ills. Some need a job to care for family members; some become a

parent; some leave because of failure or other academic challenges linked to poor education in earlier
grades. Few have involved parents: In a survey of 500 dropouts, only 21% reported that their parents

were “very involved” in their schooling.”’

In addition to better classroom instruction throughout the school years, those who study dropouts
recommend “a wide range of supplemental services or intensive assistance strategies for struggling
students in schools — attendance monitoring, school and peer counseling, mentoring, tutoring, double
class periods, internships, service-learning, summer school programs, and more,” including smaller class
sizes.”® Raising the compulsory school age from 16 in Florida to 17 or 18 is another recommended anti-
dropout strategy®® and is already in place in 24 states.

But Florida’s RTTT application addresses student-assistance strategies in only minor ways. For example,
DOE proposes to work with one school district to establish one pilot “community compact” to provide
supports for at-risk children. Local school districts — not the state — would be responsible for the
additional interventions mentioned in the application. Those include adding 300 hours a year in
extended learning time at some low-achieving schools, offering one additional full-time prekindergarten
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program per school district with “persistently lowest-achieving” schools, and implementing targeted
dropout prevention programs.™

DOE recognizes the value of such programs, but the state does not fund them.

If the state DOE believes these unfunded intervention strategies can help achieve Florida’s
educational goals, as is reflected in its RTTT application, then they should be pursued aggressively.
DOE should ask the legislature to provide the resources to reach students whose future lies in the
balance.

According to the latest U.S. DOE data, Florida ranks 36" among the states and the District of Columbia in
per-student public school funding. To reach the midpoint of the state rankings (a rank occupied today
by No. 25 Kansas), Florida would be spending about S800 more per student each year. The legislature
would be appropriating about $2.1 billion more per year to K-12 education that it does today.”

If funded at that level, Florida schools could provide more supports like extended learning time for
struggling students, estimated by DOE to cost about $1,000 per student.> The state could implement
more dropout prevention, mentoring, tutoring, afterschool, and parental involvement programs, keep
class sizes lower, and provide other improvements to classroom instruction.

The legislature could raise significant new revenue by eliminating unfair tax breaks that cost billions of
dollars each year and modernizing Florida’s tax structure. (See FCFEP’s “A Balanced Approach to
Building a Budget That Meets Floridians’ Needs in a Crisis” here.)

With more funding, Florida could pursue a more well-rounded multiyear school improvement strategy,
not one focused primarily on intensified accountability.

This is the second of three reports examining Florida’s public
education systems — universities, K-12 schools, and
prekindergarten. They are designed to show how the state
can achieve a better-educated workforce to benefit students,
the state’s residents and businesses, and the overall Florida
economy.

This report was researched and written by Alan Stonecipher
with the assistance of communications intern Sydney Smith.

This research was funded in part by generous support from the
Kellogg, Stoneman Family and Annie E. Casey Foundations. The
report and its findings do not necessarily reflect the views of
the Foundations or the FCFEP Board of Directors.
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