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Notes from Commissioner Gist



1. Governor Chafee’s budget supports education

We all received good news this week when Governor Chafee used
his State of the State Address on Wednesday to emphasize the
importance of public education. Governor Chafee said:

Education has always been the great equalizer. No matter
where you start, if you get access to a good education and
work hard, you can succeed. As President Johnson put it in
his “Great Society” speech of 1964: “Poverty must not be a
bar to learning, and learning must offer an escape from
poverty.”

Each year that | have been Governor, | have made public
education a priority, and that continues tonight. | propose
an additional $38 million to continue to accelerate Rhode
Island’s K-through-12 funding formula. Thank you for your
past support of this initiative, and let’s keep it going.

With full funding for Year 4 of the Funding Formula, we will
continue to rectify funding inequities of the past and to provide
additional support to those communities in greatest need. In
addition, the Funding Formula Fiscal Year 2015 would include an
additional $1.1 million (S4.4 million total) for transportation, an
additional $500,000 ($1.5 million total) for high-cost special
education, an additional $500,000 ($3.5 million total) for career-
and-technical education, and an additional $1 million (S3 million
total) for early-childhood education. Governor Chafee has also
proposed $5.9 million over five years to repair career-technical
centers across the state.



In a Field Memo Alert yesterday, | sent you a spreadsheet showing
your anticipated Fiscal Year 2015 aid, as determined by the
proposed budget. Please let me know if you did not receive your
copy, and | will resend it to you directly.

At least initially, Governor Chafee’s proposed budget has drawn
praise from other elected officials. We will work closely with the
General Assembly throughout the session to ensure that support
for public education remains a top priority for our state.

2. Statement issued on Diploma System, waivers

| was very glad to be able to meet with you and the members of
your team over the past two weeks to discuss our Diploma System
and the pending release of the October 2013 NECAP results. We
all remain hopeful and optimistic that a sizable number of our
current high-school seniors will show improvement or attain
partial proficiency and thereby meet the state-assessment
graduation requirement. At our meeting on Tuesday, we engaged
in a wide-ranging discussion of the guidance on waivers that we
released two weeks ago. As | noted on Tuesday, | am always
available to speak with you directly if you have any questions
about the Diploma System in general or the waiver process in
particular.

On Monday, | released this statement on waivers and the Diploma
System. | sent this to you Monday as a Field Memo Alert, but |
have heard that in some cases the link to the guidance on waivers
was broken. If neither of the links below brings you directly to the
guidance, please try this indirect route:

From our website (ride.ri.gov) hover on Students &
Families/Great Schools, then click R.I Public Schools/Diploma




Here

System, then go to Additional Information and Resources
(bottom of page), then click Graduation Requirements.

is the statement | issued on Monday:

Over the past several days, there has been a lot of public
discussion about the Rhode Island Diploma System. In
particular, the discussion has focused on the requirement
that high-school students must attain partial proficiency on
statewide assessments (in mathematics and reading) or
show improvement when they retake the assessments in
their senior year in order to be eligible to earn a high-school
diploma.

Three years ago, when the Board of Regents established this
graduation requirement, the Board specifically stated in its
regulations that students who are “unable to demonstrate
graduation readiness through the state assessment or a
Regents-approved testing alternative” may apply to their
school district “for a waiver of the state-assessment
graduation requirements.” The regulations go on to state
that only students who have “completed the sequence of
testing requirements” may seek a waiver, and the
regulations further state that the Education Commissioner
shall monitor the waiver process.

In keeping with these regulations, which give school districts
the authority to issue waivers, the R.l. Department of
Education has issued guidance to all superintendents to help
them determine which students may be eligible for waivers.
We published initial guidance in August. Earlier this month,
we published additional guidance on our website and we



notified all superintendents about this guidance on January
3. The guidance is available here:

http://ride.ri.gov/Portals/0/Uploads/Documents/Diploma-
System/Waiver-Decision-Tree.pdf

This guidance states that evidence of eligibility for a waiver
may include acceptance into a 2- or 4-year non-open-
enrollment, accredited higher-education institution or into a
national community-service program such as AmeriCorps.

This waiver opportunity, which districts may choose to offer
to some of their high-school seniors, is clearly in the best
interest of these students. This waiver opportunity is also a
direct response to suggestions brought to us from our
partners in higher education, who expressed concerns that
entering freshmen without high-school diplomas may be
ineligible for financial aid.

Offering waivers to some students, however, in no way
diminishes the importance of the graduation requirements
as an indicator, for the vast majority of students, of
readiness of success. In fact, it is clear to us that most
students who score “substantially below proficient” on our
state assessments are not ready for success in
postsecondary education. In fact, even students at the next
scoring level (partially proficient) are not always ready for
success in postsecondary education. For now, however, a
Diploma System that requires students to score partially
proficient or show improvement is a reasonable first step
toward a system we envision for the future, a system that
will be truly based on college and career readiness.



Although success on statewide assessments remains a
central element in our Diploma System, we also recognize
that, for a small number of students, standardized
assessments are not an appropriate measure of academic
achievement. When an accredited postsecondary institution
accepts a student for enrollment, we are willing to take that
as an indication that the institution is prepared to support
that student to ensure success. We believe that only a few
hundred students in any senior class would meet this
criterion. These students may not be as ready for success as
they need to be, but students who have earned college
acceptance should at the least be eligible for waivers from
the state-assessment graduation requirement. If they meet
the other graduation requirements, such as course
completion, they will be able to earn a high-school diploma
and move forward with their education or their pursuit of a
challenging career.

This guidance on waiver eligibility should not be construed
as a policy shift or a change in our overall expectations for
student achievement. We intend this guidance, however, to
provide an eminently reasonable way to assist our school
districts as they make decisions about which students are
eligible to earn a diploma.

3. Update on release of October 2013 NECAP results

As we prepare for the public release of the October 2013 NECAP
results, | want to give you a brief update on our timeline. On
January 27, you will receive confidential and embargoed files on
the results for your tested grades 3 through 8 plus grade 11. The
public release of this information is currently scheduled for
February 13, but that date is subject to change and may be



earlier. | will keep you informed once we have a firm date for
release of the results for grades 3 through 8 plus grade 11.

As to the results for seniors who retook the NECAP assessment in
October 2013, we will provide you with embargoed results on or
around Friday, January 24, as we discussed in our meetings over
the past two weeks on the Diploma System. We have not yet
confirmed a date for the public release of these results, and | will
keep you informed on this matter as well.

4. Education Secretary releases statement on Martin Luther
King Jr. Day

In recognition of the profound contributions that the Rev. Dr.
Martin Luther King Jr. made to our society, Education Secretary
Arne Duncan released a statement to mark Martin Luther King Jr.
Day. | would like to share his statement with you, and to
encourage all of us to reflect on the significance of this holiday:

A little over 50 years ago, our nation engaged in a loud,
sometimes deadly and tumultuous discussion about civil
rights. From coast to coast, Americans of all backgrounds
and creeds stood together and demanded more from each
other and our country. The Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.
was among the leaders of the day who relentlessly fought
for equality in the face of monumental adversity and
resistance.

Time and time again, Dr. King led by example and
challenged all of us to be our brother's keeper, fighting the
loudest for those with the weakest voices. As we recognize
Dr. King’s birthday and his countless contributions to our
world, we must remember that his fight for equality is not



over. Too many students don't have equal access to a high-
quality education, too many families are finding college
simply too expensive to pursue, and not enough of our
nation’s teachers reflect the diversity of this great country.

We should honor Dr. King’s legacy by continuing to fight for
equity in our world and in education—along with serving
others. His day of remembrance is an opportunity to take
part in a meaningful community-service project that will
have a lasting impact on your community. Despite our
varied experiences, we are all in this together and have a
shared responsibility to help the most vulnerable among
us—just as Dr. King did.

5. Schools to celebrate Digital Learning Day on February 5

Over the past three years, our state and our schools have taken
significant steps to welcome technology into the classroom — not
as a tool, a resource, or an add-on but as an essential element in
the process of teaching and learning. Through such initiatives and
programs as our Innovation Powered by Technology conferences
and model-school grants, the Wireless Classroom Initiative, the
master-price agreement for all-inclusive devices, and the blended-
learning activities under way in a number of our schools, we are
definitely using technology to transform education. On
Wednesday, February 5, schools across the country will celebrate
Digital Learning Day — and | know that several Rhode Island
schools have planned events for that day to highlight digital
learning and the use of technology. I’d love to hear about any
events you have planned for that day, and if you would like some
guidance or suggestions, please don’t hesitate to let me know and
| will put you in touch with our digital-learning specialists.




6. Four Rhode Island school districts make AP District Honor
Roll

It’s great to see that four Rhode Island districts have made the 4"
Annual AP District Honor Roll. Congratulations to the students and
educators in Exeter-West Greenwich, Lincoln, Portsmouth, and
South Kingstown! The AP District Honor Roll consists of districts
that “achieved an increase in access to Advanced Placement
courses for a broader range of students and also maintained or
improved the rate at which AP students earned scores of 3 or
higher on an AP exam.” Only 477 school districts across the
country earned this honor for 2013. The College Board, which
runs the AP program, particularly recognizes South Kingstown,
which has made the honor roll for multiple years.

7. LaPerche Elementary School is a finalist in the Trees Rock
Contest

We'’ve received word that the Raymond C. LaPerche Elementary
School, in Smithfield, is one of 12 finalists (and the only one in
New England) in a contest to win $10,000 in the Trees Rock
Contest, created by Scotties. The students had to create a 3-
minute video describing why trees are important, and they had to
provide details about how they would use the award money. The
students decided that the money would go toward the creation of
a greenhouse and an outdoor classroom.

The winner is determined by votes, so you can cast your ballot at
http://scottiestreesrock.com/. The school video is labeled
“LaPerche Elementary School” and is posted in the bottom-right
corner on the contest web page. Good luck to the students at
LaPerche!




From RIDE
Summer Learning:

8. Board of Education to hold special workshop on summer
learning; educators invited to participate

Next month, the Board of Education will hold a workshop on
summer learning — “A New Vision For Supporting Students in
Summer Programs” - which the National Association of State
Boards of Education will facilitate.

The workshop will be take place on Thursday, February 6, at 6:30
p.m. (following the Board of Education work wession), at the
Barrington High School library, 220 Lincoln Ave. The workshop will
cover the following topics, based on the Discussion Guide on
Summer Learning:

e How can summer learning work aid a state board strategic
plan?

e What is summer learning loss?

e What are elements of effective summer-learning programs?

e What might policy look like in summer learning?

Workshop activities will include:
e identifying high-quality summer learning;
e exploring summer learning in Rhode Island; and

e identifying next steps.

Educators from all LEAs are invited to attend and to participate.



Please have interested individuals reply to the Board liaison,
Angela Teixeira, at Angela.Teixeira@ride.ri.gov, by Friday, January
31.

Early Learning Challenge

9. LEAs encouraged to participate in Race to the Top — Early
Learning Challenge initiatives

Two years ago, Rhode Island became one of nine states awarded a
grant from the $500million Race to the Top — Early Learning
Challenge Fund. Rhode Island was awarded $50 million over four
years to improve the quality of early learning and to develop
programs for the youngest children in our state.

Educators in our public schools can support outcomes for young
children by understanding the quality of their early-childhood
classrooms and by developing and implementing best practices.

The Race to the Top — Early Learning Challenge provides our
schools with multiple opportunities to build quality in their
preschool programs. Thanks to the Early Learning Challenge, you
and the members of your team are able to:

Join BrightStars (www.brightstars.org )

e Program-quality standards assist schools in developing
continuous quality-improvement plans specific to
early-childhood programs.

e Participation affords schools access to all Race to the
Top — Early Learning Challenge resources.



Participate in RIDE Comprehensive Early Childhood
Education Program Approval

e This program is our highest mark of early-childhood
program quality.
e All schools should strive to achieve this approval.

Attend Rhode Island Early Learning and Development
Standards professional development

e Access to a series of professional development
trainings supports early-childhood professionals as
they develop understanding about and as they use the
revised Early Learning and Development Standards.

e The Early Learning and Development Standards are
aligned with Common Core State Standards.

Use the Professional Development Technical Assistance
Center-opening this month and apply for Quality
Improvement Grants

e The Race to the Top — Early Learning Challenge
provides access to professional-development
opportunities aligned with the new early-childhood
competencies, individualized technical assistance, and
Quality Improvement Grants to support programs and
individuals as they progress on the path toward high
quality.

e By participating in BrightStars, LEAs will have access to
grants to purchase high-quality materials and
equipment and to support staff professional



development, curriculum planning, child assessment,
and family engagement.

If you would like more information or if you would like someone
to come and speak at your LEA regarding the Race to the Top —
Early Learning Challenge, please contact Melissa Emidy, at
Melissa.emidy@ride.ri.gov or 222-8165.

Educator Evaluations:

10. RIDE seeks participants for support-professional focus
groups on Rhode Island Model evaluations

RIDE is seeking support professionals to participate in focus
groups on the design and implementation of the Rhode Island
Model Support Professionals Evaluation and Support System.
Feedback collected from the focus groups, in addition to the
support professionals’ mid-year survey, will help guide
improvements to the system in preparation for full
implementation. The focus groups are scheduled to begin next
month, and we are asking you to share this opportunity with your
support professionals. Anyone interested in serving on a focus
group should register online through the links below. The focus
groups are designed for support professionals who are currently
being evaluated using the Rhode Island Model.

Social workers (February 12)
https://www.eride.ri.gov/workshopReg/ViewWorkshop.asp
x?workshopid=914

School nurse-teachers (February 13)
https://www.eride.ri.gov/workshopReg/ViewWorkshop.asp
x?workshopid=915




School counselors (February 24)
https://www.eride.ri.gov/workshopReg/ViewWorkshop.asp
x?workshopID=916

Speech and language pathologists (February 25)
https://www.eride.ri.gov/workshopReg/ViewWorkshop.asp
x?workshopid=917

School psychologists (February 26)
https://www.eride.ri.gov/workshopReg/ViewWorkshop.asp
x?workshopid=918

Reading specialists (February 27)
https://www.eride.ri.gov/workshopReg/ViewWorkshop.asp
x?workshopid=919

Library-media specialists (March 6)
https://www.eride.ri.gov/workshopReg/ViewWorkshop.asp
x?workshopid=920

Assessments:

11. Registration is open for training for NECAP-retest
administrators

Registration for NECAP-retest administrator training is currently
available through eRIDE. Because of limited space, LEAs are
strongly encouraged to send a team of two, ideally consisting of
the LEA test coordinator and a school test coordinator, to one of
these sessions. Please note that this training is for test
coordinators, not for test proctors. As with the regular NECAP
administration, LEAs are responsible for training their own
proctors.

Please use the links below to register:

February 3rd, 8:30-10:30 am (Lincoln)




February 3rd, 1:00-3:00 pm (Lincoln)
February 5th, 8:30-10:30am (North Kingstown)
February 5th, 1:00-3:00 pm (North Kingstown)

If you have any questions about the NECAP-retest training, please
contact Kate Schulz, in our Office of Instruction, Assessment, and
Curriculum, at Kate.Schulz@ride.ri.gov or 222-8489.

From other organizations

12. Achievement First Providence Mayoral Academy
invites the public to see the school on Visitor Days

The Achievement First Providence Mayoral Academy invites all
members of the public to visit the school during Visitor Days.
Rhode Islanders are invited to see first-hand the approach that
makes Achievement First unique. Visitors will participate in a
presentation and discussion about Achievement First, and they
will also observe classes at the school. Two more Visitor Days are
scheduled during the current school year: March 7 and April 30,
beginning at 8 a.m., at 370 Hartford Ave., Providence. For more
information about Visitor Days, you may contact Kelonda Maull,
at kelondamaull@achievementfirst.org or (203) 773-3223, ext.
1742.

RIDE will post this field memo on Tuesday, at:

http://www.ride.ri.gov/InsideRIDE/CommissionerDeborahA
Gist/FieldMemos.aspx




