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I ntroduction

The purpose of the School Panel Review Processisto assst the Commissioner of Education in
determining whether State intervention is needed to guide improvemert effortsin schools where
sudents MCAS performance is critically low and no trend toward improved student
performance is evident from MCAS data. Liberty Elementary School met this criterion &t the
third and fourth grade and was one of 14 schools selected for pane review in spring, 2003. The
Panel review was conducted on February 11-12, 2003.

The Review Pand's charge was to anayze data and written information on the school's
performance and improvement efforts, vist the school, and meet with school and didtrict
officidsin order to advise the Commissioner on the answersto the following two key questions:
1. Doesthe school have a sound plan for improving student performance?
2. Arethe conditionsin place for the successful implementation of the school's
improvement plan(s)?

The Pand's responses to the two key questions that defined the scope of its review are included
in thisreport. These findings and conclusions are the product of the Pand's analysis, discussion,
and observation, based on the evidence availableto it. A list of panel members who participated
in the review is provided in Appendix A. A detailed schedule of the Pand's activitiesis provided

in Appendix B.

The Panel's findings and conclusions on the two key questions, as well as school performance data,
will be forwarded to the Commissioner of Education for consideration in determining whether
Liberty Elementary School is deemed under-performing. The Pand was not asked to formulate a
sound plan for school improvement where such a plan does not presently exist or to recommend
acourse of action to creste the conditions for successful implementation of a sound plan where

such conditions at present do not gppear to exist. Diagnostic and/or prescriptive intervention,

where needed to assist an under-performing school, occurs at the next stage of the school review
process.

Liberty Elementary School Profile

The Liberty Elementary Schoal is one of 49 schoolsin Springfidd, and 33 dementary schoolsin
the digtrict. Enrollment at Liberty for the last four years has fluctuated between the high 200s and
low 300s. Asian students for the last four years accounted for an average of one percent of the
school’ s total population while Blacks and Whites have accounted for 25 percent each, with the
mgority being students of Higpanic descent. On average, eighty percent of students at Liberty
during thistime period were low-income. The schoal is aso designated as a School-Wide Title|
school. Perhgps most important in the school’ s composition is that in 2000, it reported 50
percent of its students as nonnative English speakers in 2000 while in 1999 there were no non
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native English speakers, and in 2001 and 2002 they accounted for less than five percent of the
school’ s total student population.

Attendance at the Liberty for the 1998 through 2001 averaged 92 percent. The school also hasa
very low record of retention, which for the aforementioned four years has averaged arate less
than 2 percent. For those four years there were no recorded in-school suspensions, and out- of-
school suspension remained at arate of lessthan 1 percent. Exclusions have improved from a
rate of 9.3 to none, athough an increase of 3.2 was recorded for 2002.

In 2003, the Liberty Elementary School reported that 28 students were receiving Specid
Education, and 271 students were receiving supplementary education services through Title |
fund.

Staffing

Liberty Elementary School has a staff of 27 that includes 20 teachers, three teacher aides, one
guidance counsdlor, one librarian, one nurse, and one reported administrator. With the exception
of the teacher aides and one foreign language ingtructor, al teachers are certified in the subjects
in which they teach. Seventy percent of teachers have been at this school for five years or fewer.

MCAS Overview

As an dementary school, Liberty students teke the MCAS English language arts (ELA) in grades
3and 4. Students are dso tested in mathematics in grade 4. While MCAS participation rate at
Liberty for the last four years has been at or near 100 percent, the school has repeatedly failed to
make Adequate Y early Progress since 1999 in both English language arts (ELA) and
mathematics.

Student Performance in English Language Arts

Liberty Elementary School’s performancein Cycle Il (2201-2002) wasrated “Very Low” in
ELA, with improvement rated “Declined.” Student performance in English language arts a
Liberty has been on adownward spira since 1999. The school’s Cyclell proficiency index of
51.3 indicates a negative change of 8.1 points compared to its Basdline (1999-2002)
performance.

The performance of Regular Education studentsin ELA at this school has worsened over the last
four years. In 1999, three percent of students performed at the Advanced level, and 45 percent
were proficient. Forty-three percent were determined to bein need of improvement, and 10
percent performed at the Warning level. 1n 2000, three percent of the school’s grade 4
population was Advanced, but the percentage of proficient sudents declined by more than hdf to
20 percent, with increasing an percentage (50 percent) in the Needs Improvement. Almogt, three
times as many students (28 percent) performed in the Warning category. 1n 2001, two percent of
students were advanced, 16 percent proficient, with 54 percent at the Needs Improvement leve,
and 28 percent in Warning. In 2002, there were no advanced students, and only 8 percent—half
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the previous year' s proportion—were proficient. Sixty-two percent of scoresfel in the Needs
Improvement category, and the remaining 30 percent in Warning.

Fewer than 10 Specia Education and Limited English Proficient sudents were tested at this
school.

Student Performance in Mathematics

In mathematics, Liberty Elementary School’ s performance was found to be “ Critically Low,”
while improvement was rated “Declined.” Student performance regression has been more
dramatic in mathematics where the school registered achange of —14.4 inits Cycle Il proficiency
index of 38.8 compared to its Basdline index of 53.2.

Over the last four years, there has been an increasing proportion of Regular Educeation students
scoring a the Warning level at this school. In 1999, 13 percent of grade 4 students at the Liberty
Elementary School scored at the Advanced level of performance, 15 percent were proficient, 50
percent performed at the Needs Improvement level, and 23 percent in Warning. In 2000, the
proportion of advanced students fell to just three percent, and 13 percent were found proficient,
while equa percentages of scores (43) were at the Needs Improvement and Warning levels. In
thefirst year of Cycle 1, there were no advanced students, and only two percent of students were
proficient. Forty six percent of scores fdl in the Needs Improvement category and 52 percent in
Warning. In the second year of the cycle, the percentage of proficient students rose to six

percent, while those in Needs Improvement fdll to 28 and those in Warning rose to 66 percen.

PANEL REPONSESTO THE KEY QUESTIONS

KEY QUESTION 1: DOESTHE SCHOOL HAVE A SOUND PLAN FOR IMPROVING
STUDENT PERFORMANCE?

Discussion with school personnd and district leaders and review of the Liberty School
Improvement Plan indicate to the Pand Review team that the plan is not a sound tool for guiding
school improvement efforts. The plan originaly congtructed for the 2002-2003 school year was
not based on an andysis of student performance results leading to the identification of specific
gapsin sudent learning. Strategies for improvement are genera and broad and are not linked to
the reasons for the gaps in sudent proficiency. The digtrict recently started working with selected
schools to develop skill in using student performance results to guide improvement planning, but
it istoo soon to predict whether this process will achieve its desired results.

A. Hasthe school analyzed appropriate data and program information to accur ately
identify the gapsin student performance and determined why those gaps exist?

No. Liberty Elementary Schoal isjust beginning to take a detailed look at sudent performance
data, and the aff has not yet reached aleve of proficiency in andyzing the information to
accuratdy identify gagpsin student learning. The school has adopted severd ingructional
changes, but there is no indication that the changes are based on a detailed understanding of
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student wesknesses. An in-depth review of school programs and practices has not been
conducted to help identify the reasons why student performance fails to meet acceptable
standards.

As part of an intervention for schoolsin need of improvement, the Springfield School Didtrict
Centrd Office administrators conducted a workshop in January, 2003 attended by ateam of five
representatives from Liberty Elementary School. At the workshop, digtrict staff provided
packets of assessment summariesfor Liberty sudents. The Liberty team was ingtructed to
review the information and identify specific areas of sudent need in English Language Arts
(ELA). Initsfirg attempt at this process, the Liberty team decided that language conventions
and vocabulary were major weaknesses among the fourth grade students based on the 2002
MCAS reaults. Thisfinding became a starting point for a newly revised Liberty School
Improvement Plan that isin its early draft stages.

Prior to the didrict’ s intervention workshop, Liberty’ s origind 2002-2003 School 1mprovement
Plan included no reference to an andysis of student performance results, no review of
ingructiona practices and no study of the effectiveness of the school’ s existing initiatives. The
Principal indicated she has had just recently received information on the effectiveness of data
andysdis, but limited experience and confidence in andyzing data and little or no feedback from
digtrict supervisors on the contents or quality of the Improvement Plans she submiits.

In addition to the analyss of MCAS results conducted under the guidance of central office
personnel, the introduction of the Success For All (SFA) reading program and its embedded
periodic assessments has contributed to the start of a data collection and analysis process directly
linked to the school’ s reading program. As of the time of the Pandl Review, the school had
gathered basdline assessment of al grades, but had only completed itsfirst 8 week assessment
for grades 1 and 2. If collected accurately and regularly, the SFA results may provide the school
with helpful diagnosis of the progress of its sudents.

Despite insufficient andyss of performance data to identify specific learning gaps, the school

has implemented severd changesin its academic program that it hopes will lead to improved
student results. To address the generd deficienciesin reading recognized by the school from its
overdl MCAS results, Liberty gpplied for and received a Comprehensive School Reform Design
grant for 2002 - 2005 and elected to adopt the Success for All reading program. The needs
assessment conducted for the grant gpplication does not cite specific student performance
weeknesses, but rather refers to the school’ s high poverty ethnic minority population asits key
reason for salecting SFA. There has not been a detailed review of the strengths or weaknesses of
the previous reading program or an indication of why the school believes SFA will lead to
improved student results other than parales between Liberty’ s student demographics and that of
other students for whom SFA has demonstrated success.

The staff at Liberty adjusted its class schedule recently to implement a 90 minute block for
mathematics ingtruction with the expectation that alonger block would improve student
performance. Previoudy, students rotated through 40 minute class periods for mathematics,
science and socid studies. The adjustment of the daily schedule to lengthen mathemeatics
ingructiond time was not based on areview of sudent results or astudy of the existing use of
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classtime or ingructiond pacing. Lengthening the math block may or may not improve student
learning, but it is clear the decision is not based on reliable evidence of weaknesses in content or
skills, but rather on a presumption that longer time blocks will show results.

In addition to the gaps in academic skills and knowledge among Liberty students, teechers,
parents and administrators noted two other important factors contributing to poor student results
— absenteeism and discipline. Data for the 2001- 2002 academic year indicate average student
absences at 16.6 days per year. Teachers cited three, Six and even ten students absent from a
primary grade class on different days over the past two weeks. A new digtrict attendance policy
has been endorsed by the School Committee but itsimpact has not yet been evident. Some
teachers reported a perception that attendance has improved, but the more prevaent sense was
that student performance was sgnificantly impaired due to excessive absentesism.

Teachers noted in the survey and interviews completed for the Panel Review that lack of a
congstent approach to discipline with a detailed sequence of steps for addressing serious
discipline infractions distracted both faculty and students from the academic work of the school.
More than two thirds of the teachers interviewed repeated their concern that student behavior
endangered other students as well as staff, and takes away from vauable time for classroom
ingruction. The team learned that there has been a notable increase recently in student assaults
on teachers by even the youngest sudents. Neither discipline nor attendance is mentioned as
aress of need for the school to address systematically as part of either draft of its improvement
plan.

From areview of the school’ s documents and discussions with school personnd, the Panel
Review team determined that Liberty Elementary School has attempted to identify the causes for
poor performance in English Language Arts and Mathemeatics but has not identified root causes
or linked the causesiit identified to actua reasons for poor performance. The school has not yet
probed deeply the causes for poor student attendance and disruptive student behavior. Without
ggnificant effort to identify the reasons for each of the e ements that contribute to poor student
achievement, solutions selected by the school to attempt to improve are unlikely to target
precisaly the factors that need to be addressed.

B. Doesthe plan set out specific improvement objectivesthat are grounded in the school’s
analysis of thereasonsfor poor student performance?

No. Theorigind 2002-2003 Liberty School Improvement Plan ligts broad gods for indruction,
assessment, student learning, and leadership, but, as noted in the previous section, theinitid 02-
03 SIP does not link the history of Liberty student performance results to its selection of specific
learning objectives.

Inthe area of curriculum for ELA and math, the Liberty plan declares, “God is development of
conceptua understanding and gpplied skills” Under the heading, ‘Ingruction,” the plan lists

teacher collaboration and use of avariety of strategies as two approaches. The plan aso notes,
“Concepts, knowledge and skills are learned by al sudents,” a broad declaration that does not
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gpecify the particular content and skills sudents at Liberty have yet to master nor which
indructiond drategies are best suited to facilitating this content mastery.

A large portion of the origind 02-03 School Improvement Plan describes the implementation of
the Success For All reading program. Mot of the content in the plan about SFA paraphrasesthe
standard marketing materias and program description provided by the publisher. The 02-03 SIP
document does not describe how the aspects of SFA like one on one tutoring, or family support
and integrated services, are to be implemented and integrated into the existing Liberty

curriculum.

Asaproduct of theinitid meetings of the digtrict intervention process, the Liberty

representatives produced a portion of an improvement plan draft that is expected to be more
specific to Liberty’s sudents. However, the initid analysis conducted by the Liberty team
continues to address learning gaps very broadly. For example, in Appendix 2, Prioritized Areas
of Weakness, in answer to the question, Which areas of student performance are most in need of
attention?, the school hasidentified “language conventions,” and “low needs improvement —
highfaling — 75 percent; increased from 2001-2002.” In the Pand Review team’s judgment, the
revised SIP being developed shows no greater accuracy in identifying student needs or defining
dtrategies to meet the needs specific to Liberty students.

Asfurther confirmation of the plan’s vague, unclear, unmeasurable objectives, the initid 02-03
Liberty SIP includes at least thirteen initiatives to be implemented for the current school year,
only afew of which have been adopted and executed to any degree. For example, teachers
interviewed during the visit expressed disappointment that the strategy of Looking at Student
Work has not been followed by the staff, dthough the plans declares that teachers “routindy use
that (the LASW) protocol to improve ingruction”.

C. In order to accomplish each improvement objective, does the plan specify strategies
which appear likely to lead to improved student results?

No. Because the plan does not offer specific objectives to match Liberty’ s needs, the school’s
current and recent modifications to its academic program do not lend confidence in their
likelihood of success.

Research reported by the Superintendent and principal indicate that SFA, if properly
implemented, is likely to raise sudent reading skills, particularly for the population at Liberty.
However, the school’ simplementation is not being monitored systematicdly or guided by
designated personnd to assure its effective use. SFA has embedded in it a system of student
performance assessment that can be useful in focusing efforts on areas of student need, but
without efficient and effective facilitation, it is unclear whether the assessment sysem will be a
useful tool for Liberty teachers. Grade 1 teachers are making use of the regrouping strategies that
are central to SFA, but teachersin other grades are unable to regroup because the school did not
indtitute afixed literacy block acrossdl levels.
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Some of the drategies implemented by the school as away to improve student achievement are
designed to address mathematics. The January, 2003 modification of the daily schedule to
provide a 90 minute mathematics block in dl grades was discussed in the previous section of this
report. While extending learning time has the potentia for improving achievement, without
specific adjusmentsin ingtructional methods the longer block of time cannot be expected to
effect much changein learning. Also, the school continuesiits extended day MCASS preparation
class (begun during 2001-2002) despite a dramatic decline in 2002 MCAS results. The 2002
results suggest the MCA'S preparation program was not effective, but the school plansto
continue it as before without purposeful review of the program’ s quality. The Panel Review team
is unable to judge whether the extended day program islikdly to have a positive influence on
student learning because the program has not been assessed.

D. Arethe school’ swritten improvement planning document (s) clear and specific enough
to guide their implementation of planned improvement initiatives?

No. A review of student performance results indicates that there are Sgnificant student
weaknesses in English language arts but even greater gaps in mathematics. The origind 02-03
Liberty SIPincludes only broad god's and vague objectives for adoption of the SFA reading
program, and omits any specific targets for mathematics. While designation of the SFA program
is a gpecific srategy with clear guiddines, Liberty had not made sufficient alocation of
resources to implement SFA effectively.

A key weskness in Liberty’ simplementation of SFA is the absence of afull time facilitator. The
program requires extensive support for teachers as they learn to implement the program and
efficiently manage the assessment components. The SFA Coordinator designated at Liberty has
been out of school for most of the year on emergency leave, and neither the school nor the
digtrict has replaced this critical provider. At present, the “Roots’ teachers have divided
responghility for grading and recording assessment results among themselves and the Principa
has taken on the respongbility for facilitating the “Wings’ component of SFA. The Principa
admitted that she has struggled to complete the *Wings' assessments which are not yet recorded
for the first 8 week block.

Panel Review team members asked teachers how their work is monitored and coordinated, and
the common response was that there is no oversight of instruction. Some teacher teamsfind time
to work together and provide support to one another, but beyond informa common planning,
there is no school-wide systematic processin place at Liberty to assure that the district
curriculum is being taught. Likewise, teachers reported receiving little feedback on the qudlity of
their ingruction. According to one teacher, SFA consultants visit the school and have provided
genera school-wide feedback on Liberty’ s qudity of implementation of the reading program. A
few teachers have requested and received direct service and support from district curriculum
specididgs, but overdl the faculty indicated little helpful guidance on their work. More than half
the Liberty faculty are first or second year teachers, making the absence of instructiond
oversght acriticd factor in the schoal’ s performance. Without meaningful guidance from
curriculum specidigts and adminigtrators, srategies listed in the school’ s improvement plans are
unlikely to be implemented effectively.
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Thetext of theinitia SIP offers week definitions of needed changes. Examples from the origind
02-03 Liberty School Improvement Plan are quoted in answer to sub-question B of this section of
the report. The other objectivesin the document are smilarly vague and unclear: “ Student work
isfadilitated by dl saff on ELA and math”; *Ingdructional methods based on content and
performance sandardsin ELA and math”; “Multiple sources of evidence about student learning
isvishlein al dassrooms.” In the judgment of the Pand Review team, the plan offersno

meaningful guidance for implementing strategies that will address spedific student needs.

Under recent digtrict supervision, the revised Liberty School |mprovement Plan begun last month
lists student learning objectives that are dightly more precise (“Higpanic students will know/ be
able to usaidentify correct language conventions when reading or writing in the English

language.”) but remain too broad and vague to provide sufficient guidance to lead to improved
student results and further, fail to identify ingtructiond drategies asto HOW such objectives will
yidd improved student results. For example, the learning objective in the previous sentence

could be acomponent of a plan for any school serving students whose firgt language is not

English.

Both the origina 02-03 Liberty SIP and the revised version under construction are wesk in
defining the expectations for teachers, adminigtrators and district personnel in support of the
school’ s efforts. Neither plan lists timelines and benchmarks for measuring the school’ s progress
toward its larger gods. Teachers replied with vague statements when asked about their
respongbility for implementing the improvement srategies, with acommon response “to
implement SFA and the curriculum to the best of my ability.” Survey responses were
corroborated by interview comments.

Both versons of the Liberty School Improvement Plan have significant deficiencies that make
them ineffective tools for guiding change that is likely to lead to improved student achievement.

E. Wasthe School Improvement Plan developed through a processthat will support its
successful implementation?

No. InthePrincipad’s Leadership Report, she explainstha sheisthe primary author of the
origind SIP, despite efforts to solicit feedback and input from various stakeholder groups.
Neither teachers nor parents expressed familiarity with the content and the purpose of the plan,
and few expressed clear understanding of their role in meeting the plan' s targets.

As described by the Principa in the Leader ship Report, the development of theinitid 02-03
School Improvement Plan began with an invitation to faculty to review the 01-02 plan and offer
comments. The Principa submitted a draft of the 02-03 plan to the SCDM (School Centered
Decison-Making Team) for completion and approva of the final document. Despite a process
intended to solicit full participation, the Principa explained, “ The redity has been that few

people have taken advantage of opportunity and have relied more on the Principd to develop the
plan.” (Leadership Report) Some teachers reported receiving copies of the Liberty 02-03 SIP
just before the Panel Review vist.
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Participants in the parent focus group expressed alack of familiarity with the MCAS in generd,
and were unaware of the school’ s poor performance results. They stated support for the schoal,
but in broad and generd terms. They could not cite the specific srategies, with the exception of
the after school program, the school had selected to raise student achievement, and they were
unaware of any specific expectations for their contribution to the children’s success.

According to the Principa and digtrict supervisors, the revised process begun in January by
digtrict administrators required the school to recruit a representative group of faculty to serve as
the Liberty Team. Two members of the team who were interviewed during the Panel Review
indicated that they have met twice at district sponsored workshops, but have not yet shared their
work with the full Liberty faculty or had time to meet as ateam to discuss their individua
impressions of the planning process.

The process through which the Liberty SIP was produced does not reflect a broad commitment
by faculty or parents to the goals, objectives and strategies included in the document.

KEY QUESTION 2: ARE THE CONDITIONSIN PLACE FOR THE SUCCESSFUL
IMPLEMENTATION OF THE IMPROVEMENT PLAN(S)?

Liberty Elementary School is chdlenged by a number of management problems that prevent the
gaff from focusing their energy on implementing congstent strategies to improve student
performance. Staff members retain mixed commitments to improvement dtrategies. The Didtrict
offers genera support to the school and its leadership, but has not targeted its support to meet the
specific needs of the Liberty staff and students. In fact, some didtrict initiatives conflict with
ingructiona programs selected by the schoal. It istoo soon to predict whether new efforts by the
digtrict to guide improvement planning will be effective.

A. Doesthe school have effective leader ship and sound management?

No. Evidence from the visit suggests that the school leadership at Liberty eementary is not
effective a executing anumber of critica tasksin leading the school toward improvement. The
school community is struggling with alack of common vison. Contributing to this sruggle are
ineffective internad and external communication, inadequate engagement of al stakeholder inthe
school’ s purposes, a climate of unrest and disorder, and a perception of insufficient support for
teachers efforts.

In the school’ s documents and in interviews with parents, teechers, and the Principa, the Pand
Review team found few common statements of the school’ s purpose or vison. Teachers and the
Principd referred to the implementation of the SFA program as their primary god, with afocus
exclusively on the actions teachers must perform to put the program into place. There were no
comments noting a focus on the impact of teachers and adminigtrator’ s actions on student
achievement. Teachers expressed confusion about their role in the discipline practices at the
schoal, explaining that there is no common code of behavior in the building. The two parents
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present for the focus group expressed similar confusion about the school’ s primary goas and
their role in improving student attendance. This lack of focus on avison for Liberty Elementary
permestes the school’ s climate.

As described by many teachers, internal communication at Liberty conssts of paper memos,
notices and copies of documents and reports circulated by the Principa. The school decison
making team (SCDM) has met infrequently this school year due to lack of available common
time for parents, the Principa and teacher representatives. As aresult, teachers have no vehicle
through which they can voice their concerns, nor do they have a means of gathering for
discussion of important issues. Several teachers noted that too often the notices and memos they
receive refer to meetings or events with deadlines that have passed. In dmogt al cases, teechers
found the communication between principa and gaff to be ineffective. The Superintendent
reported hearing Smilar comments when he visited with the Liberty faculty early in the school
year.

Externd communication between the school and its families relies primarily on students taking
notices home, a system known to be less than fully productive. From the lack of awareness of
magjor school issues among the parents participating in the focus group, it appears that the
Principa has been unable to develop a meaningful process for sharing school-wide information
with families

One byproduct of the ineffective internad and externd communication between the Principd,
parents and staff is the school leader’ s inability to engage stakeholdersin the school’ s efforts to
improve. As noted earlier, faculty feedback on the SIP was limited, and parents were unaware of
the plans purposes or its existence.

Based on teacher surveys, interviews and observations during the vist, the climate a Liberty is
best described as disorderly. Severd teachersindicated they did not know the purpose of the
Panel Review and were worried about the class visits pandists were to make. Group and
individud interviews were difficult to conduct because of the last minute attemptsto find
coverage for classes. Teachers frequently mentioned the absence of a coherent procedure for
dedling with disruptive behavior by students. The team learned that there have been more
frequent instances of student assaults on teachers this year, and that few Strategies and supports
are available to teachers to dedl with potentially dangerous stuations. Teachers indicated that the
numerous memos and notices they receive on paper contribute to the sense of disorder because
these documents are not prioritized or sorted to indicate critica topics.

A fina concern about the Liberty school leadership is the perception among a number of faculty
members that their work is not supported. Lack of instructiona oversight, the absence of an SFA
facilitator to manage the complex tasks associated with maintaining that program, and the
Principd’s absence at critical parent meetings contribute to the saff feding of isolation and lack
of support from their leader. A number of teachers noted that the Principa faces her own
chalenges because of the lack of secretarid support for the school. The Principa answersthe
phone and greets visitor, parents, digtrict office personnd, and guests, dl while trying to carry

out the management tasks that are part of the Principd’ stypicd role. There were differing
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reasons why the secretary position remains unfilled, but the result has been that the Principd is
unavalable to the faculty as much as they would wish.

From the reports in surveys, interviews and observations, there are Sgnificant gaps between the
leadership needed to improve sudent performance a Liberty Elementary School and the
capacity of the current principa to provide that leadership.

B. Isthereevidencethat the school’ s faculty supportsthe planned improvement efforts?

No. Asindicated in Question 1, sub-question E, the origind Liberty 02-03 School |mprovement
Plan was not a product of faculty input to any grest extent. The faculty isdivided inits
commitment to the strategies defined in the plan, with the primary teachers fully embracing the
SFA program and the intermediate grade teachers less committed to its use.

At least hdf the faculty members reported to the Panel Review team that they are only vaguely
familiar with the Liberty SIP. Most mentioned that they ‘assumed’ the plan includes the SFA
program which has been afocus of attention for the past year. Teachersin K, 1 and 2 are
adopting many of the SFA program el ements with enthusiasm, but teachersin grades 3, 4, and 5
are less fully committed to its implementation. The absence of afull time SFA facilitator to
provide teacher support and program coordination has been a mgor impediment to full
implementation of SFA at the upper grades.

Faculty perceptions of the school’ s needs differ somewhat from the areas identified in the SIP. In
surveys and interviews, faculty members were asked to name the school’ s greatest areas of need
for improvement. Most mentioned reading as the academic area of greatest need, but many aso
noted that discipline and attendance were important factors that contribute to poor student
performance. In the schoal’ sinitid 02-03 plan, neither discipline nor attendance was listed as
needing attention. The revised plan recently drafted concentrates only on academic needs,
focusing most closaly on the language needs of Higpanic students. Mahemetics, the grestest gep
in student achievement according to the school’s MCAS results over severd years, was not
mentioned by faculty, parents, or either SIP verson as a targeted improvement area. Severd
faculty members indicated they were not even aware that the school’ s performance results on
MCAS had declined over the past year.

The widespread lack of familiarity with the school’ s improvement plan and differences among
teachers and administrators about the areas of greatest need raises questions about the
effectiveness of the school’ simprovement efforts. Coupled with the absence of a systematic
process for regular review and assessment of school practices, in part due to inadequate staffing
for the SFA program, the Pand Review team judged that the school’ s plan as currently defined
are unlikely to lead to improved student achievement.

C. Isthe schoal receiving adequate guidance and support from the district leader ship?
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No. Although digtrict-wide gods are in place for 2002-2004 that include support for principas,
parents and teachers, there are no indications the Springfidld School Digtrict has made progress
toward those gods or that it is regularly monitoring its own performance. Liberty Elementary
Schooal is struggling with inadequate gaffing and insufficient leadership and management

support. It is not evident that the digtrict has a plan to provide for the specific challengesthe
schoal faces. In addition to struggling with its own chalenges, Liberty is required to implement
four new programs mandated by the digtrict this year, some of which conflict with Liberty’sown
drategies.

The Springfied School Didtrict defined a number of godsfor itsef for the three year term from
2002 through 2004. Included under God 2, “Maximize the performance and productivity of al
adult learners in the Springfield Public Schools,” are severa “Progress Indicators’ related to the
digtrict’ s support of its principds.
“All school Principas and Assstant Principas will participate in comprehensive
leadership development activities that support ‘principles of learning’™”;
“All school principalswill complete school improvement smulations which include
redlity-based solutions.”; and
“One hundred percent of dl Springfidd adminigtrators will practice the * principles of
learning’ in support of student achievement by the end of the three year period.”

According to an interview with the Superintendent, the digtrict believes that its new performance
evauation system for principaswill serve as a meaningful measure of the didtrict’s effectiveness
with these efforts. However, the team determined thet the ditrict’ straining in these
adminigrative initiatives has not been effective in producing positive improvementsin Liberty’s
leadership. The Superintendent indicated that the district has been aware of difficulties a Liberty
for some time, yet he described no specific interventions to address these problems. The Liberty
principa has access to supervisory support as do other Springfield principas, but it appears that
support has been inadequate to resolve numerous gaps in management skills.

The leadership concerns at Liberty are aggravated by the inadequate staffing of core positions.
The school isworking without a secretary, so ether the Principa or an aide taken from the
classroom takes the responghility for answering phones, greeting vistors, and scheduling
mestings. In the team’ s interview with the Superintendent, he redirected responsibility for
recruiting and hiring a secretary to the Principd. The adoption of the SFA reading program
requires afull time facilitator to support teachers and to coordinate the assessment components,
but the Principa reported that the Liberty SFA coordinator |eft early in the year on an emergency
leave thus the school has tried to function without her services. Asindicated earlier in this report,
SFA implementation at the upper el ementary grades has been impaired by the absence of a
facilitator. The Principal believesthe didtrict is unable to hire areplacement for financid reasons.
The Superintendent suggested that the vacancy could be filled if the Principa were to make
requests to the appropriate office. Inadequate communication between digtrict and the building
leader gppears to have created extra chalenges for Liberty staff and students. In addition to
vacant permanent postions, the building is often without sufficient subgtitute teachers to cover
absences, leading the Principa to distribute students to other classes for the day. The didtrict is
aware of itslack of adequate substitutes but has not found away to address this shortage and
lessen its impact on student learning opportunities.
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The Springfied School Didtrict has undertaken anumber of revisonsin its academic programs
over the past two years. Four new programs were approved in June and implemented this year —
English Language Learners Plan, Reading Plan, Math/ Science Plan, and a Pupil Progression
Policy. Additiondly, a new absentee policy has been adopted that requires additional monitoring
and reporting of student attendance by each school. While each of these programs addresses
important needs throughout the didtrict, they represent amagjor challenge to the faculty and
leadership at Liberty. For example, the digtrict’s Reading Plan includes use of abasa reader and
specific grade level benchmarks and progress indicators. According to the Principal and some
teachers, the basal reading program overlgps with some dements of SFA, conflicts with others,
and requires additiond training for staff over and above the SFA training commitment. The
Principal recognizes the overload created by the district’s mandates and has directed her staff to
focus on SFA at the present time. In contrast, the Superintendent indicated his expectation that
Liberty faculty integrate the new reading plan fully into the existing program. The conflict
between digtrict and building goals has yet to be addressed and resolved to best serve the needs
of Liberty children.

Prior to the current year, the Superintendent indicated that his office did not provide
comprehensive reviews of building improvement plans because they were developing a new
template for use across the digtrict. The revised improvement planning process was begun in
January 2003 with representatives from Liberty participating. The digtrict is adapting the
Improvement Mapping process devel oped by the Department of Education for schools declared
underperforming. It istoo soon to judge whether the Liberty team will benefit from the new
process. As reported in previous sections of this document, early drafts of the revised Liberty SIP
retain many of the weaknesses of the initia plan, including week linkage between the school’s
anaysis of student needs and its selection of strategies to address those needs.

The Springfidd School Didrict has only recently initiated targeted support to Liberty and smilar
schools in need of improvement beginning a the time of their natification of the Pand Review.

In the Pandl Review team’s judgment, the digtrict has not met its obligation to Liberty

Elementary School students despite severa years of declining scores and continuing reports of
leadership weaknesses. There is no indication the district has conducted an andlysis of the
particular needs at Liberty or designed a plan to address those needs through both short and long
term support.

CONCLUSION

The Liberty Elementary School staff isin the earliest stages of analyzing student performance
results to identify specific areas of student academic needs. Since the school does not have an
accurate understanding of the reasons for the fundamental gaps in student learning, it has not yet
defined a set of strategies or developed a plan for improvement that islikely to lead to improved
student achievemen.

There are Sgnificant weaknesses in the leadership capacity at Liberty and in the commitment of
the gaff to particular efforts to address student learning needs. In addition, the Springfield
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School Didtrict has not yet identified a strategy for providing successful interventions to address
the personnel and leadership needs a Liberty, or to resolve critica conflicts between building
and didtrict curriculum mandates.

In the judgment of the Pandl Review team, Liberty Elementary School does not have an effective

plan for improving student performance nor doesit have the capacity needed to implement
changesin school programs and practices.
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APPENDIX A
TEAM MEMBERS

Dr. Karen Laba, Project Manager, SchoolWorks, Beverly, MA

William Wibel, Consultant, SchoolWorks; Visting Practitioner, Harvard Principa’ s Center,
Cambridge, MA

Martha Batten, Principa, The Downey School, Westwood, MA

Terri Ann Caffelle, Curriculum Specidist K-5, Shrewsbury, MA

Megan Tupa, Specid Education, LEND Fedlow, Shriver Center/lUMass Medicd Center,
Wadtham, MA.
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APPENDIX B
LIBERTY ELEMENTARY SCHOOL, SPRINGFIELD PUBLIC SCHOOLS
ON-SITE PANEL REVIEW SCHEDULE

Day 1—February 11, 2003
All activities take place at the Sheraton, Monarch Place, Springfield

10:30—12:00 Panel chairperson and panel coordinator meet to discuss and clarify roles, prepare
for the first team meeting, and review genera logistics/schedule for the review.

12:00—2:00 p.m. Team meeting # 1: team meets for the first time to discuss each pandlist’s
individua analyss, team forms preliminary judgments on key questions.

2:00—3:30 p.m. Panelists meet with Principal Jaynes-Lewis
5:00—6 p.m. Panelists meet with the district Superintendent Burke
6:00—38:00 p.m. Team meeting # 2: panelists synthesize interview information, further define

findings, prepare questions, and develop a team strategy for Day 2 of the review.

Day 2—February 12, 2003
All activities take place in the school

7:30—8:00 a.m. Panelists meet with the Principal
8:00—8:30 a.m. Pandlists meet with the School Centered Decision-Making Team (School
Council)

830-900 FocusGroups
Pandig A — Students
Panelist B — Parents
Panelist C — School Department C& |

Pandlis D — Liberty’sD.O.E. Planning Team:
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9-11 AM Classr oom Observations and I nterviews
Pandist A Pandist B Pandist C Pandist D Pandist E

9-10am. Observe Observe Observe Observe Observe
teacher 1 teacher 3 teacher 5 teacher 7 teacher 9
and 2 and 4 and 6 and 8 and 10
individudly individudly individualy individudly individudly

10-11 am. Interview Interview Interview Interview Interview
teacher 1 teacher 3 teacher 5 teacher 7 teacher 9
and 2 and 4 and 6 and 8 and 10
individudly individudly individudly individudly individudly

11 am.—12:30 p.m.

remainder of the day (working lunch)

Team meeting # 3: panelists meet to discuss findings so far and to plan the

12:30—1:00 p.m. Panelists use time as needed to analyze findings and to gather more information;
panelists are encouraged to roam the entire school and visit classrooms not yet
seen.
1:00—2:00 p.m. Panelists meet with teachers in groups; consultant co-chair is free to work on
report
Panelist A | Panelist B Panelist C Panelist D
1:00-1:30 Interview Document review | Documents Documents
1:30-2:00 Guidance -- Focus Group: Specid Education Focus Group:
S
2:00—2:30 p.m. Closing meeting with the Principa to discuss next steps (al panelists are present)
2:30—5:00 p.m. Team meeting # 4: panelists deliberate and form conclusions
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