Louisville, Ky. – In a state that knows its basketball, the Kentucky Department of Education is in the equivalent of a full-court press, with the clock running down and needing a big score to win the game. 

In non-basketball parlance, KDE is asking all 174 superintendents, school board chairpersons and presidents of local teachers’ organizations to sign local/state Memorandums of Agreement (MOUs) by Dec. 31 to improve Kentucky’s chances at tens of millions of dollars in federal school-reform funds.

“What I’m asking you for today is a partnership,” Education Commissioner Terry Holliday said to an estimated 250 superintendents, board chairpersons and local teacher association officers at what Holliday called “an historic meeting” of local leaders of those three groups. He spoke at the opening session of the Kentucky Association of School Superintendents winter conference in Louisville.

The “partnership” is a critical element in Kentucky’s still-under-development application for a share of the federal government’s $4.3 billion Race to the Top (RTTT) school innovation fund. If Kentucky’s application is approved, the state could receive between $60 million and $175 million over four years. 

Half of the funds would go directly to participating districts based on their percentage of the state’s Title I student population. KDE would use the remaining funds to implement statewide reform measures, most of which were mandated by the 2009 legislature in Senate Bill 1, the law overhauling Kentucky’s school and student accountability system.

“We have to have the backing of the people in this room,” Holliday said. “We do not have enough funding to implement Senate Bill 1 (which) must be implemented with or without funding. Without the Race to the Top dollars, it will all fall back on the districts to do it.”

States only learned on Nov. 19 that the local MOUs would be required as part of the RTTT application process. And those applications are due in Washington, D.C. by Jan. 19.

According to KDE staff, an MOU does not commit a board or district to any future actions. If the state wins federal funds, then districts that signed the MOUs would have 90 days to submit specific plans to use the money. Those plans would have to address four broad areas: standards and assessments to prepare students for college and careers; use of data to measure student progress; evaluate and enhance teacher and principal effectiveness; and turn around schools identified as being in the state’s lowest 5 percent in terms of student test scores (affecting only districts with qualifying schools).

While Holliday was short on details of the state’s draft RTTT application, he drew applause from the audience with two points he made about what would not be in the Kentucky plan. 

“Nowhere in our application will we be promoting or advocating charter schools. That doesn’t mean you won’t see legislation (two bills already are prefiled for the 2010 General Assembly), but you will not see KDE pushing the charter school approach,” the commissioner said. “We know that great teaching isn’t performance on a one-day, one time test. We will not tie one-day testing to the evaluation of teachers or principals. We want a cumulative instruction that will measure growth.”

Board chairs have questions

After Holliday spoke, more than two dozen school board chairpersons from as far away as Floyd County to the east and McCracken County to the west joined in a question-and-answer session with KDE Deputy Commissioner Larry Stinson (similar sessions involved the superintendents and teachers).

Much of the school board members’ inquiries centered on what the state will propose to improve classroom instruction, especially by poor-performing teachers.

“Is there anything in this on how to deal with bad teachers?,” asked one board chairman. “That’s the elephant in the room. Teachers become principals and are reluctant to discipline one of their own. Most bad teachers don’t become bad after 10 years of experience; they are bad from Day One. Once they get tenure, what do you do?”

Added another board chairman, “It won’t happen until you hit the teachers’ pocketbook. By giving broad raises to all teachers, including the bad ones, you are hurting the good teachers. Until you evaluate on an individual basis and tie it to their paycheck, you’re not going to see much change.”

Stinson, a former Fort Thomas Independent superintendent, promised specifics on that point would be in the final application.

“Evaluations don’t make bad teachers good, but they can make teachers more effective,” he said. “If we get this grant, we can have the structure to do this. We know that good teaching is based on quality practices rather than just passage of time.”

Stinson said superintendents should receive an updated draft of the Kentucky RTTT plan within the next week. 

KDE is recommending school boards authorize their board chairpersons to sign the MOU at a regular or special meeting. Holliday and Stinson said that shortly after the first of the year, the agency will follow up with leaders of districts that have not responded to see if additional information is required to gain approval of the agreement.

“My job is to sell it,” Holliday said. “If you need KDE staff at your board meetings, let us know.”

