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NC Delegation Learns Much About Denmark High Schools


The twenty-two-person delegation of North Carolinians spent a week visiting high schools in Denmark and received a first-hand look at an approach that tailors the high school experience to the needs of students as well as any in the world.  On completion of the 9th grade, students in Denmark have multiple options to choose from.  They range from Gymnasiums, or academic high schools, which prepare students to go on to pursue a college education, to "sandwich" programs, which combine formal educational coursework with "practical," or hands-on, occupational training. 

Of particular interest to the delegation were high school options that offer students a wide range of choices that prepare young people for meaningful jobs in the future.  One choice that was unique was a Hotel and Catering College that can lead to certification in food preparation or a degree program in hotel management.  Students from that school combine formal education with internships in Denmark and other European countries.  Depending on the choices students make, sandwich or apprenticeship programs will typically take between two and four years to complete.  

Contrary to perceptions in the United States that students will be locked into their initial choice, but once students make a choice they can change their minds and go in a completely different career or educational path.  In contrast to the United States, the Danish government not only bears the cost of tuition for educational programs, once students complete high school they will be given a monthly stipend allowing them to complete additional education without the burden of working while learning.  A student, for instance, who completes an apprenticeship program as part of his/her high school program, could decide to focus instead on completing a university degree program and receive governmental support while moving in a new direction.  

Other differences the delegation noted included the environment of high schools in Denmark.  High schools in Denmark are far more like community colleges in the United States.  Students are given far more freedom and expected to assume more responsibility for their learning than a typical high school student in the United States.  Group work is common, and there is far less emphasis on testing.  

As to teachers, a teacher schedule in Denmark would be far more like that of a college professor in North Carolina.  In contrast to North Carolina, the typical Danish teacher’s day includes ample time for planning, staff development and meetings with parents or colleagues.

The delegation, which met for three days of briefings in advance of the trip, will convene one more time to reach a consensus on a final report of findings.  That report will form the basis for a policymakers' briefing that will take place prior to the General Assembly Session reconvening in the spring.  A videotape will also be available to policymakers and others.
State News . . .

NC CAP Hosts Afterschool Summit at Lake Junaluska

 


Community leaders, school leaders, afterschool providers, and parents  will come together on November 12 at Lake Junaluska  to discuss how communities can build and sustain high quality, accessible afterschool programs.  The summit,  drawing over 125 representatives from 22 western counties, is the first of five such regional initiatives sponsored by the  North Carolina Center for Afterschool Programs (NC CAP) this year. The second summit, which will take place November 20 in at Winston-Salem University, will include representatives from eighteen counties. Beginning in January, three additional summits will take place in Fayetteville, Greenville, and Charlotte.

 


At these day-long summits, participants will hear current national and state research on effective afterschool practices, with remarks from national, state and local afterschool advocates.  Small facilitated discussions will provide  forums for participants to discuss local barriers to access and quality.  Participants will also be able to hear about strategies that have worked in neighboring communities, as they consider local solutions.  These discussions will help NC CAP and communities develop a common vision for increasing the availability of  high-quality afterschool experiences for children who want and need them. 

 


Summit follow-up will include the assignment of a NC CAP regional coordinator as a continuing resource.  On April 29-30, 2004, summit attendees will be invited to reconvene in Greensboro at NC CAP's first annual statewide summit: Synergy:  Bringing North Carolina AfterSchool Programs, sponsored by the National Governor's Association and the NC Department of Public Instruction. On the first day of the conference, one track will be dedicated to building on the momentum of the summits organized across the state.  

Achievement Gap Continues to Narrow


As part of their occasional series on the achievement gap, the News and Observer (N&O) recently examined the narrowing achievement gap between white and non-white students, and long-term prospects for its elimination.  Some educators and state officials are predicting the end of the achievement gap in the near future, especially because of last year’s positive results.  Black student performance improved 10 points from last year; American Indian student performance improved 9 points from last year; and Hispanic student performance improved 8 points.  State Superintendent of Public Instruction Mike Ward, who has made closing the achievement gap a focal point of his administration, told the N&O that the gap might be eliminated within a few years: "It's an aggressive timetable, and several things have to go right, but the trends suggest we can do this.”  The achievement gap between white and black students has declined from 34 percentage points in 1996-97, the first year of the ABCs accountability model, to 22 percentage points in 2002-03.  The N&O noted that optimism is based upon the improvement of students over the past few years (see chart): “The predictions are based not on the current gap, which is still quite large, but on the steady rise in the percentage of children performing at grade level in nearly every school district during the past few years. “
Achievement Gap (cont’d)

Durham Superintendent Ann Denlinger has pledged to eliminate Durham’s achievement gap by 2007 and, based upon this year’s scores, Durham is slightly ahead of schedule.  Despite the optimism from quarters, others suggest caution and note that the dramatic gains will be hard to sustain: "I think we will continue to improve, but the gains are going to get smaller and smaller. I think five years to close the gap is just overly optimistic," said Johnston County superintendent Jim Causby.  Causby noted that student improvement leveled off when teachers were focused only on getting children to grade level.  He argues that the additional subgroups required by No Child Left Behind will add to the difficulty: "I think the schools looked at those groups, looked at the students closest to grade level within those groups and focused on those children.  That's a good place to start, but that's like taking the low-hanging fruit. It gets tougher after the first pass."
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Source: based upon data from DPI, Accountability Services

For more information about the News and Observer’s achievement gap series, go to http://www.newsobserver.com/gap/

National News . . .

No End for State Budget Woes


The Center for Budget and Policy Priorities (CBPP), a Washington, DC-based organization focused on state and federal fiscal policy, has released a series of reports on state fiscal policy, including an examination of state fiscal conditions and the effects of federal policy, state revenues, budget deficits, and declining state budgets.  

One the report, Despite Major Spending Cuts and Tax Increases, States are Likely to Face Large Deficits for Next Year, the CBPP projects the fiscal year 2005 budget shortfall for only 21 states will be $32 to $33 billion (including North Carolina), and the CBPP predicts that as more states report information over the in the coming weeks and months the 

Budget Woes (cont’d)
amount will rise to over $40 billion (see chart).  These dire budget forecasts come after states addressed $78 billion in shortfalls last year, and almost $200 billion on the past three years.  


The CBPP warned of the problems facing states and the deal with this year’s shortfalls noting, “most states have depleted their reserves and utilized most of the temporary budget actions (such as accelerating revenues and deferring spending) that are available.  The new shortfall projections suggest that many states will need to raise taxes or enact additional spending cuts in the coming fiscal year to keep their budgets in balance.  Already, nearly every state has cut spending, and many have raised taxes.  Adjusted for inflation, state general-fund spending per capita is down about 5 percent since 2001, despite rising costs and demands for public services.”

State budget have grown smaller during the past three years of the crisis, notes CBPP, in Fiscal Crisis is Shrinking State Budgets.  Thirty-three states report flat or smaller general fund spending, with an average decline of almost 2.0% between fiscal years 2002 and 2004.  
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*Virginia's $450 million-$1 billion deficit represents one-half of the estimated deficit range for the 2004-06 biennium..


Source: Center on Budget and Policy Priorities
For more information and copies of the reports, go to http://www.cbpp.org/pubs/sfp.htm

New Report Criticizes Linkage Between 

California Education Spending and Academic Standards


The Public Policy Institute of California (PPIC), a public policy think tank focused on California issues, has released the third report, High Expectations, Modest Means: The Challenge Facing California’s Public Schools, in a series examining whether California has provided its schools with enough resources to meet the state’s academic standards.  The PPIC argues that because California provides a lower percentage of overall state funding going to public schools; the higher cost-of-living effects the number of teachers that can be hired, and the state has a fast growing school-age population compared to other states, the state has not provided enough resources to meet the standards.  In High Expectations, Modest Means, the authors argue that the “findings point to a large gap between academic standards and school resources, relatively low levels of school spending in California, a finance system based on previous funding levels rather than actual school resources and their costs, and questions about the most efficient uses of the state’s already modest school funds.”

Exacerbating California’s problem is the state’s fiscal crisis, which has resulted in $4 billion in cuts to public schools during the past two years.  Mandates from a 1998 referendum require California to spend 40% of its general fund on public schools (this year it spent 44%).  The PPIC asserts that because of that requirement the state focuses too much attention on revenue and not enough on funding the actual needs of California’s students.  In addition, because of provisions, such as California’s class-size reduction initiative, funding flexibility has been constrained.  The results of the study have been forwarded to the California Quality Education Commission created by the legislature to create a “quality education model”, but the authors hope that the Commission will link resources with standards.  They note that the State Board may “set ‘world-class standards’ without asking what resources would be necessary to achieve those standards.”  

For a copy of the full report, go to www.ppic.org

Forum News . . .

The Forum Scheduled to Present at Two National Events


The Public School Forum has been asked to make presentations at two upcoming national conferences taking place in Washington DC.  On November 4, the Forum will be part of a panel presentation on afterschool programs at the annual meeting of Grantmakers in Education, a national organization of corporate and private foundations that focus their giving on educational programs. Afterschool programs similar to the Z. Smith Reynolds Young Scholars Program administered by the Forum are supported by an increasing number of foundations and the discussion is expected to draw a large audience.

 

National Events (cont’d)

On November 10, the Forum will present on two panel discussions at the annual conference of the Public Education Network (PEN), a national organization that networks school/business partnerships, most of which are located in large urban cities.  The first panel will focus on how independent, non-governmental organizations like the Forum can contribute to school improvement.  The second panel will focus on the impact and challenges presented by the No Child Left Behind Legislation.
EPFP Graduation on November 6


The 2002-03 Education Policy Fellowship Program (EPFP) graduation will take place on Thursday, November 6 at the Cardinal Club beginning with a reception at 5:30 pm.  Secretary of State Elaine Marshall will be the after-dinner speaker.  


Registration forms and ticket information are available at the Forum website. There is no charge for the graduating class and their sponsors or the 2003-04 class and their sponsors.  Please RSVP by November 3 to reserve your place.  

To register, go to the www.ncforum.org/forum_news.htm
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