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Experts: Businesses could 
enable ambitious STEM plans
By Emily Ann Brown

Education stakeholders say the U.S. business 
community is in a better position than school systems 
to address the problems facing science, technology, 
engineering, and math education, although some 
experts assert companies have played it too safe.

“Business leaders are equipped to provide the 
kind of straight-talking leadership and relevant 
expertise that transformative STEM reform 
requires,” according to a recently released report, 
The Case for Being Bold: A New Agenda for Busi-
ness in Improving STEM Education.

However, aid typically offered by business-
es — partnering with institutions to promote 
best practices, providing resources, and getting 
involved as corporate sponsors — fails to deliv-
er “breakthrough improvement,” explained the 
paper’s authors during a recent forum hosted 
by the Institute for a Competitive Workforce, 
an affiliate of the U.S. Chamber of Commerce.

“The business community has too often felt 
that being a good citizen, and being the good 
stakeholder, and being a good partner meant 
being really nice,” said coauthor Frederick Hess,  
director of education policy studies at the Ameri-
can Enterprise Institute. “It meant offering 
additional dollars, offering scholarships, allowing 
accountants and astrophysicists to go be reading 
buddies two days a month, and then just hoping 

(See BUSINESSES on page 4)

(See FLEXIBILITY on page 2)

Report: Flexibility needed 
in class-size caps
By Wangui Njuguna

Larger class sizes are unpopular with teachers 
and parents but instead of state policies that limit 
the growth of classrooms, researchers last week at a 
Center for American Progress briefing recommended 
that school systems base decisions about appropriate 
class size on teacher strengths and students’ needs. 

The strongest evidence for reduced class size 
comes from a Tennessee study on kindergarten 
classrooms, explained Matthew Chingos, who 
presented findings from a new CAP report, The 
False Promise of Class-Size Reduction.

“The most encouraging results for CSR come 
from a single experiment conducted in the 1980s, 
which found that a large reduction in class size in 
the early grades increased test scores, particularly 
among low-income and African-American stu-
dents,” according to the report. “But evaluations of 
large-scale CSR policies in California and Florida 
have yielded much less positive results, perhaps 
because of the need to hire so many (inexperienced 
and potentially less effective) new teachers.”

Student achievement impacts have not 
been found at the middle and high school lev-
els, Chingos said. The mixed findings indicate 
a need to consider not whether reducing class 
size has any effect, but whether doing so is the 
best possible use of limited resources.

That is because “reducing class size by one-
third, from 24 to 16 students, requires hiring 50 
percent more teachers. Depending on how much 
extra space schools have, new facilities may need 
to be built to accommodate the additional classes.”

The CAP report notes that at least 24 states 
have class-size mandates at the cost of “upwards 
of billions of dollars,” including “$1.5 billion per 
year in the late 1990s” in California and “$20 bil-
lion since 2002” in Florida. 

Focus on quality, not quantity
Panelists at the CAP briefing recommended 

flexibility in state and local class size policies, 
allowing districts to make decisions based on 
where teachers are needed the most. 
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Chingos urged policymakers to “give districts 
flexibility to reduce class size when it makes 
sense” so principals can make decisions based on 
teachers’ abilities. For instance, he said, a new 
teacher who needs help with classroom manage-
ment probably shouldn’t be given a classroom 
with a lot of students, but a more experienced 
teacher probably could manage larger classes. 

Julie Kowal, coauthor of Beyond Classroom 
Walls: Developing Innovative Work Roles for 
Teachers, said Rocketship Education charter 
schools use block schedules in elementary school. 
Teachers concentrate on one or two subjects and 
serve a greater number of students. The schools 
also have an extended day during which students 
attend a learning lab facilitated by tutors as-
signed test preparation, math and vocabulary 
reviews, and other tasks that would typically be 
part of a regular classroom teacher’s job.

The model allows the charter management 
organization to hire fewer teachers than in tradi-
tional elementary schools, Kowal said, producing 

savings of half a million dollars. 
Michael Hansen, a research associate at the 

Urban Institute’s Education Policy Center, said 
the goal is to emphasize “quality versus increas-
ing quantity.” At Rocketship, he said, teachers are 
serving more students throughout the day and can 
concentrate on higher-order skills because they are 
relieved by tutors from some tasks that teachers of-
ten complain about, such as “teaching to the test.”

Donna Harris-Aikens, director of the Nation-
al Education Association’s education policy and 
practice department, acknowledged that there 
are “places where class size is done well and 
places where it is not done so well.” 

She explained that teachers like smaller 
classes because they help them better serve stu-
dents of varying learning abilities. 

Harris-Aikens suggested, however, that schools 
should have the option to select areas, such as in 
the early grades or in struggling schools, to reduce 
class sizes based on student needs, which may also 
be “neurobehavioral” issues.

Both studies are available at www.american 
progress.org/events/2011/04/humancapital.html.

FLEXIBILITY (continued from page 1)
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Across the Nation
Tennessee tenure law extends probationary 
period

Tennessee Gov. Bill Haslam signed legislation 
April 12 that would award teachers tenure after five 
years instead of three. Teachers would also have 
to get evaluation ratings of “above expectations” or 
“significantly above expectations” during the last two 
years of their probationary period to earn tenure. 

“I think, quite frankly, that three years was too short 
a time to grant something with such great privilege like 
tenure,” Haslam said during a press conference before 
signing SB 1528/HB 2012. “I think the bar had been set 
too low in terms of having objective criteria, in terms of 
how we decided who got tenure.” 

The National Council on Teacher Quality had named 
tenure as a critical area for Tennessee, noting that “the 
current policy of granting tenure after just three years 
does not allow for the accumulation of sufficient data on 

teacher performance to support meaningful decisions. 
Extending the probationary period — ideally to five years 
— would prevent effective teachers from being unfairly 
denied tenure based on too little data and ineffective 
teachers from being granted tenure prematurely.”

The law addresses newly hired teachers. Teachers 
who obtain tenure after July 1, 2011, may be returned to 
probationary status if they receive two consecutive years 
of evaluations demonstrating an overall performance ef-
fectiveness level of “below expectations” or “significantly 
below expectations,” according to the bill summary. Teach-
ers returned to probationary status under the law must 
receive evaluations demonstrating performance “above 
expectations” or “significantly above expectations” for two 
consecutive years in order to be eligible for tenure.

The bill text explains that teachers receiving evalu-
ation ratings of “below expectations” or “significantly be-
low expectations” fit the definition of “inefficiency [which] 
is one of the reasons for which a teacher may be fired or 
suspended.”
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ED officials: Stretch programs by coordinating funds
By Jeanne Sweeney

More often than most federal programs ad-
ministrators would like, good programs cannot 
be stretched far enough to reach every student 
who might benefit. And since each pot of money 
comes with different strings, it’s risky to shore 
up one program by dipping into another federal 
funding stream.

But with a little thought and creativity, of-
ficials say, districts can coordinate separate pots 
of funds so effective programs can benefit more 
students. 

For example, a district would normally not 
be permitted to use Title I, Part C, Migrant 
Education Program funds to pay for migrant 
students to attend a state-funded summer 
program available to all of a district’s stu-
dents who score below 30 percent on the state 
assessment. 

However, the district could use MEP funds 
to provide extra time for the migrant students, 
said Patricia Meyertholen, group leader in the 
Education Department’s Office of Migrant Edu-
cation. Or, migrant students who score above 
the 30 percent threshold could be included in 
the program.

Similarly, she said, MEP funds may be used 
to pay for migrant students’ participation in a 
Title III program for ELLs, so long as the mi-
grant students were first included in the screen-
ing for the Title III program on the same basis as 
all other students.

“MEP funds may be used to increase migrant 
students’ participation or enhance the services 
they receive,” Meyertholen said during her pre-
sentation.

The key, she said, is to understand each fund-
ing stream’s unique eligibility, allowable us,e and 
fiscal requirements.

“Coordinating doesn’t necessarily mean com-
bining funds,” she said. “You don’t need to run a 
separate program.”

Meyertholen and ED colleagues Amy Jen-
kins, an education program specialist for Title III 
programs, and Todd Stephenson, grants manage-
ment specialist for the Office of Student Achieve-
ment and School Accountability Programs, gave 
state and local officials at the National Title I 
Conference advice for coordinating Title I, Part 
A; MEP; and Title III programs for ELLs. They 
said federal programs administrators should 
consider: 

•  Eligibility: Make sure program staff 
members have a clear understanding of 
which students may be served by each fund-
ing stream. In a Title I schoolwide program, 
all students may be served with Part A; in a 

targeted assistance programs, students must 
be those most academically at-risk, as de-
termined by multiple educationally related 
criteria. 

To be eligible for MEP, a student must meet 
the definition of a migrant child in 34 CFR 
200.81(e) and 200.103(a). Title III requires that 
eligible students meet the definition of limited 
English proficient or be part of a covered im-
migrant group.

•  Use of funds: For all three programs, 
funds must be used in ways that meet ED’s 
General Administrative Regulations require-
ments and comply with Office of Management 
and Budget Circular A-87, which stipulates 
that expenditures be necessary and reason-
able and comply with applicable state and 
local laws. 

While districts have considerable flex-
ibility under Title I, Part A to use funds for 
activities that improve teaching and learn-
ing for at-risk students, MEP funds must be 
spent in accordance with a comprehensive 
needs assessment and service delivery plan 
that addresses the specific challenges faced by 
migrant children. 

For example, Meyertholen said, high mobil-
ity may cause migrant students to face school 
disruption or unique health risks.

“You can think outside the box,” she said, but 
in general, “you have to use the migrant funds 
for activities that are not addressed by other 
federal programs.”

Title III offers more flexibility, Jenkins said. 
Afterschool programs, parent involvement, 
translation services, professional development, 
and supplemental instructional materials are all 
allowable activities, she said.

•  Fiscal rules: Fear of supplanting is 
likely the biggest impediment to coordinating 
federal programs, but Stephenson said trouble 
can be avoided if you pay close attention to 
the rules. 

All three programs prohibit the use of funds 
in ways that supplant state and local funds, 
but Title III also prohibits the use of funds to 
supplant other federal funds. And LEAs are 
federally required to provide ELLs with a core 
language program with state or local funds. Ad-
ditionally, LEAs must use other federal program 
funds for services for migrant students before 
tapping MEP funds. 

State and local administrators should also be 
aware of the 2 percent cap on administrative ex-
penditures under Title III and equitable services 
requirements for students enrolled in private 
schools.



Education Daily® Page 4 

© 2011 LRP Publications - Reproduction Prohibited 
0013-1261/11/$7.50+$4.25

April 20, 2011

StEm Education

districts are going to be smart about how they 
leverage and utilize these resources.”

“What we’ve wound up with,” he added, “is 
a watery consensus where nobody outside the 
system is really demanding that we make the 
hard kinds of trade-offs or do the uncomfortable 
rethinking. And folks inside the system are so 
hemmed in by statutes and regulations and cul-
ture and temperament that they’re disinclined to 
make those changes.”

Indeed, solutions engineered to fit comfort-
ably within today’s educational system will be 
hard-pressed to fundamentally transform STEM 
education, the authors said, recognizing that 
developing a set of remedies that encourages 
excellence in STEM achievement will not be easy.

Raising expectations
According to the latest international as-

sessment results, U.S. students ranked 17th in 
science and 25th in math. The highest achievers 
also lag behind their international peers, with 
just 6 percent of U.S. students scoring at the 
advanced level in math, experts noted.

To date, calls to reform STEM education, 
stakeholders argue, have not paid enough at-
tention to rigor. Many solutions also advocate a 
STEM-for-all-students approach, but such mea-
sures have fallen short, they added.

If universal access to advanced STEM 
subjects is the goal, however, educators ought 
to consider how this might weaken efforts to 
achieve higher standards, the paper explained.

“If we raise the level of expectation across the 
board, we must accept the fact that some students 
will not make the cut,” the authors wrote. “Suc-
cessful business leaders are familiar with such 
decisions in hiring and evaluating employees and 
optimizing the division of labor, not everybody can 

do every job, nor would you necessarily want the 
same level of skill across all employees.”

In translating that analogy to STEM educa-
tion, experts said rather than make the case that 
all students excel in Algebra II, for instance, edu-
cators should recognize that an Algebra II course 
may not be suitable or necessary for all students.

Moreover, the authors suggested educators 
consider how alternatives — statistics or econom-
ics, for example — are just as rigorous and may 
be a better match to extend the math education 
for some students and prepare them for technical 
careers.

The education sector might also take a cue 
from the private sector when considering ways to 
diversify the teaching profession, the report said.

Indeed, businesses have spent decades 
figuring out how to leverage the talents of part-
time staff, freelancers, and remote workers, and 
colleges have specialized adjunct faculty who 
provide instruction in particular areas.

Schools, on the other hand, have barely 
begun to consider alternatives to the traditional 
classroom teacher, although the growth in K-12 
online instructors in recent years suggests the 
landscape is changing.

Experts suggested businesses may play a role 
in supporting models that give part-timers, who 
have other obligations or related jobs, a chance to 
teach K-12 students.

“Because the private sector is largely free of the 
political and membership constraints that make 
public organizations overly cautious and consen-
sus-driven, it is exceptionally well-suited to support 
reform ideas that expand our conceptions of ‘schools,’ 
‘teachers,’ and ‘instructional delivery’ far outside 
their traditional contours,” the report noted. 

The full report is available online at http://icw 
.uschamber.com/sites/default/files/The%20Case 
%20for%20Being%20Bold_2011_v2_0.pdf.

Report calls for bolder investments in STEM education
Education stakeholders are urging business lead-

ers to operate not as angel investors, but independent 
stakeholders in their efforts to advance more ambitious 
reform in science, technology, engineering and math 
education, according to the recently-released report, 
The Case for Being Bold: A New Agenda for Business 
in Improving STEM Education.

Corporations should approach education reform 
investments with the same careful attention they use in 
their business investments, and base new STEM educa-
tion ventures on research and outcomes, wrote the au-
thors, Frederick Hess, Andrew P. Kelly and Olivia Meeks.

Experts also urged business leaders to make invest-
ments in partners that are not necessarily tied to current 
educational structures and routines, and they suggest 
corporations seek out efforts or providers that have the 

potential to revolutionize schooling, teaching, and learning.
In the report, the analysts encouraged businesses 

to “be brave enough” to provide operational oversight 
for their educational partners in areas where they have 
expertise, while also offering “political cover for re-
formers in the inevitable policy battles that result from 
attempts to change the status quo.”

“The crowd that runs the status quo enjoys a 
system driven by seniority, driven by tenure, driven by 
post employment, lifelong benefits, and so forth,” said 
Joel Klein, CEO of the educational division at the News 
Corporation and former Chancellor of New York City 
Education Department, during a forum on April 13.

“It’s long past time we stopped running a school 
system to the benefit of the adults and started running 
it to the benefit of the children,” he said.

BUSINESSES (continued from page 1)


