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  Preface

  From the time the Soviet Union launched Sputnik in 1957, through the publication in 1983 of the A Nation at Risk report by the National Commission on Excellence in Education, and since the enactment of the No Child Left Behind Act in 2001, we’ve been told—and shown statistics to prove—that our public schools are failing to teach our children to read, write, and do basic mathematics, let alone keep up with the education successes of other industrialized countries. At least since the 1980s, the focus of criticism has been on inner-city or urban schools where student standardized test scores have most consistently been low. These are schools that serve a high number of students who come from poverty- or near-poverty-level homes, a high percentage of whom are also from minority or recent immigrant cultures. The unfortunate, but almost inevitable, conclusion that our nation’s print and broadcast media have drawn from this situation is that children of poverty are somehow unable to learn as effectively as their middle- and upper-class peers. While the authors of this book can’t argue with the reported standardized test scores, we adamantly disagree with the conclusion. We don’t believe that poverty makes children unable, or even unwilling, to learn.

  The statistics that compelled us to take a stand on the education of children of poverty are those that report the incredibly high percentage of children of poverty, which we define as children from low socioeconomic environments, who are annually referred for special education identification as learning disabled (LD)—a symptom, we believe, of a perception in the minds of educators that poverty is a learning disability. Our years of experience in the field of education led us to believe that the problems low socioeconomic status (low SES) students experience in school are not based on identifiable learning disabilities but rather on the lack of readiness skills needed to be successful in schools that assume all students come to school equally prepared to learn and educators’ inability to recognize and mitigate this lack.

  This book is based on the findings of a 2006 study (Howard, 2007) of teachers and principals of low SES students who have successfully, and over an extended period of time, provided equal education opportunities to low SES children and brought them into the successful mainstream of students, without resorting to special education identification. In it, we present strategies and techniques the exemplary teachers and principals we observed use to humanize the school and classroom environments and make it possible for their low SES, minority, and multicultural students to overcome the challenges of poverty, cultural differences, and school readiness and succeed academically on a par with their more economically advantaged peers. In addition to identifying the successful pedagogical and school leadership strategies and techniques we observed, we offer proven management strategies to facilitate implementation of the changes we recommend in the way schools that serve low SES children operate.

  As the authors of this book, we combined our more than 75 years of experience in the field of education, as teachers, principals, central office administrators, and university professors, with many years of experience in the fields of human resources and organizational management to present a comprehensive look at the problem and its solutions. Although the focus of this book is the overwhelming misidentification of low SES children as LD, we believe that the education and management strategies and techniques we present are applicable to the education enterprise as a whole and will be valuable to educators everywhere.
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  “Whose child is this?” I asked one day

  Seeing a little one out at play

  “Mine,” said the parent with a tender smile

  “Mine to keep a little while

  To bathe his hands and comb his hair

  To tell him what he is to wear

  To prepare him that he may always be good

  And each day do the things he should.”

  “Whose child is this?” I asked again

  As the door opened and someone came in

  “Mine,” said the teacher with the same tender smile

  “Mine, to keep just for a little while

  To teach him how to be gentle and kind

  To train and direct his dear little mind

  To help him live by every rule

  And get the best he can from school.”

  “Whose child is this?” I ask once more

  Just as the little one entered the door

  “Ours,” said the parent and the teacher as they smiled

  And each took the hand of the little child

  “Ours to love and train together.”

  —Anonymous


  This book is dedicated to all the hopeful children waiting for us to discover their possibilities.


  

  Introduction

  More than ever, in today’s climate of heightened expectations for our nation’s schools, principals are in the hot seat to improve teaching and learning. This is a book written primarily for school leaders, specifically school-based administrators, by three authors who currently are, or have been, in the proverbial hot seat for many years. However, by the very nature of its contents, this book has important implications for vice principals, preservice principal candidates, special education specialists, school counselors, and classroom teachers. The book is designed to improve the education of elementary school children of low socioeconomic status (low SES children)—who far too often come to school with low school-readiness skills—by preventing their misidentification as learning disabled (LD).

  When educators don’t clearly understand the criteria for identification of learning disabilities, don’t recognize the difference between learning disabilities and low achievement, nor employ the resources available to assist low achievers, the possibility of elementary school children being misidentified as LD is more likely. This not only places children in special education settings unnecessarily but also prevents timely intervention to what may be the root cause of the poor performance, which, simply stated, is poor school readiness.

  The Child Trends Data Bank (2007) reported that, in 2004, the average per student cost was $7,552, and the average cost for special education was an additional $9,369 per student, or $16,921. That means that in 2004 it cost more than twice as much to educate a special education student as it did a regular student. Greene and Winters (2007) noted that, from 1977 through 2003, spending on special education services almost doubled due to the fact that the number of students served by special education increased by 76%. With LD placements increasing from 796,000 in 1977 to nearly 3 million in 2003, LD represented a particularly costly segment of the special education budget. A recent report published by IDEA Data shows that from 2001 through 2005 nearly half of all special education placements were in LD. In 2005, 2,780,218 students (ages 6–21), or 45% of all special education students, received LD services. According to IDEA Data, the cost that year to educate 5.2% of the total student population equaled 11% of the total education budget (U.S. Department of Education, 2008).

  Between 1997 and 2004, a consistently higher percentage of children diagnosed as LD came from low SES households (Child Trends Data Bank, 2007). It’s possible that the increase in the percentage of low SES students identified as LD is because their behaviors, learning styles, and attending patterns—which differ from those exhibited by middle- and upper-class White students—influence their inappropriate referral to special education. In some cases, differences in these behaviors may be misinterpreted as a learning disability rather than cultural and learning differences.

  This book for school leaders is designed to improve the education of low SES elementary school children with low school-readiness skills by identifying workable strategies leaders can use to prevent these students’ misidentification as LD. It’s built on the premise that the time and money spent on special education services will be better used if we focus on the needs of children with low school-readiness skills before their deficits become so great that neither intervention nor remediation will work, and the children’s self-perceptions are so badly damaged that they quit trying to succeed and accept failure. It does so by sharing practical research from classrooms and schools that are meeting the varying developmental and environmental needs of low SES students. The book takes an in-depth look at schools that have realized effective turnarounds in remarkable time frames, resulting in increased academic performance, community support, business partnerships, and significant decreases in student behaviors that distract from academic success. It includes specific examples of the successful implementation of strategies that work in real classrooms, schools, and communities.

  This book is about optimism as a central tenet of elementary schools’ day-to-day teaching/learning programs and school-community relationships. We, the authors, believe that optimism is strongly connected to hope for the future and crucial to providing children with a positive vision of their future. Unfortunately, many (parents, teachers, students, and school administrators) in today’s school communities have a tremendous capacity for creative pessimism. They don’t expect success for low SES children—that is, they exhibit “deficit perception” regarding such children. And because children inevitably endeavor to fit our words, actions, and deeds into narratives of their own, it’s essential that we, the education community, ensure that we’re not providing them with a view of their futures that corrodes hope, produces undue fear, and denigrates the value of the only reality they have.

  This book is also about how to build trusting relationships throughout the school community—among teachers, students, administrators, the school staff, and parents. A school community should never be mired in pessimism but move continuously forward in a process of engaging in reform to ensure the academic achievement of students. We believe that school reform, including the building of trusting relationships, is about more than just choosing a model. It’s about people making real changes and being able to trust each other to follow through on these changes.

  More important, this book looks at the role that administrators’ and teachers’ deficit perception plays in the overall teaching/learning dynamic when working with low SES children who have low school-readiness skills. This book answers critical questions about how to turn a school into an integrated school-community organization in which optimism and positive relationships are the focal point of the day-to-day teaching/learning environment—that is, how school administrators and teachers identify the learning needs of children with low school-readiness skills and how school administrators and teachers work cooperatively with parents to prepare children with low school-readiness skills to meet grade-level expectations while avoiding special education or retention.

  In addition to identifying educational and administrative strategies for working with low SES children, this book goes a step further and addresses the change management, staff selection, and performance management strategies necessary to the effective implementation of the needed educational strategies. The goal of this book is to present practitioners with workable strategies that are practical, low cost, and immediately applicable to the school environment.
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  The face of education is changing. As any of us who have taught or served as administrators in a public school system for 10 years or more can tell you, these changes translate into challenges we face each day. The demographic changes and educational effects of persistent poverty are foreign to many of us who look into the expectant and hopeful eyes of today’s students and find ourselves at a loss as to where to start. This chapter provides a foundation for the ideas and education strategies presented in the rest of this book.

  DIVERSITY

  While the enrollment in public schools between 2000 and 2009 has remained generally stable, other statistics surrounding public school education have transformed the daily operations of schools. One of the most visible changes is the growing diversity in our schools. Blacks, Hispanics, and children from a wide array of Asian and Middle Eastern cultures now make up nearly half of students nationwide and are the dominant majorities in many of the schools in low-income (low SES) neighborhoods.

  While the growing diversity is celebrated in many of our nation’s public schools, the reality of an increasingly large number of second-language learners poses increasing challenges. Students who speak English as a second language (ESL) make up a significant percentage of our nation’s school population. Schools currently provide programs for nearly 3 million ESL students, and it’s estimated that this population is growing two and a half times faster than that of native English speaking students (Shore, 2005). Those of us who work in low SES schools know that the tasks that face our teachers include teaching ESL students academic skills, supporting their English proficiency, helping them adjust to the school setting, and fostering their adaptation to the American culture. We and our teachers must also develop avenues for communicating with the parents of ESL students. Quite frequently, such communication requires translators and involves scheduling conflicts around parents who often have more than one job.

  POVERTY

  Another challenge we face is the growing number of students who live at or below the poverty line. Recent statistics reveal that an additional 1.3 million children fell into poverty between 2000 and 2005, the most recent dates for which data is available. In fact, a child’s likelihood of being poor has increased by almost 9% (Children’s Defense Fund, 2006). In more concrete terms, one out of every six children is poor, and one in every three Black children lives in poverty.

  Of special interest to us is the clustering of poor minorities in neighborhood schools. The poverty divide is double edged for minority students. Not only are Black, Hispanic, and children of recent immigrants more likely to live in poor families, they are also more likely to live in impoverished neighborhoods. While we tend to assume that all poor children live in neighborhoods that are poor, that’s often not the case with poor White children. Research actually shows that in our largest metropolitan areas very few White low SES children (4%) live in poor neighborhoods, while nearly half of Asian low SES children and the vast majority of Black and Hispanic low SES children do (Harvard Public Health, 2007). White low SES students appear to be dispersed among more affluent peers. The problem for those of us who work in schools in low SES neighborhoods is that the majority of the students often lack the educational resources that promote learning enjoyed by children from higher-income homes, including parent involvement, books, educational experiences, and access to and comfort with technology, to name just a few.

  SCHOOL READINESS

  Most of us would agree that the knowledge and skills that children have in place when they begin school are likely the result of their experiences prior to school. For many children, the most influential learning ground prior to the schoolhouse is the home. Past research has established that individual differences in the experiences of children can be extremely predictive in the cognitive development level achieved (Bradley & Corwyn, 1999). The National Education Goals Panel (1997) subgroup delineated five specific areas that signal school readiness for children:

  1.   Physical well-being and development, including good nutrition; immunizations; physical skills and gross motor abilities, such as running and jumping; and fine motor skills, such as using crayons and puzzles.

  2.   Social and emotional development, specifically a sense of confidence that allows children to fully participate in a classroom, experience with turn taking, following directions, working alone and as a group member, and the ability to form friendships.

  3.   Supportive environments provided by the adults in a child’s life that foster learning and promote curiosity, creativity, motivation, independence, cooperation, and persistence so children can meet new challenges.

  4.   Language usage, including talking, listening, scribbling, and composing. Children who use language appropriately generally have been read to and encouraged to communicate their thoughts, feelings, and experiences.

  5.   Cognition and knowledge, including being familiar and comfortable with basic knowledge such as patterns, relationships, cause and effect, and problem solving.

  Poverty appears to be the leading risk factor and barrier to ensuring that the five areas of development and growth identified above are intact.

  
    Poor children typically enter school a full year and a half behind their middle-class peers in language ability, studies show. So, millions of kids start their lives with an educational deficit. That’s why we have to get to them while they are still tots. (Grundel, Oliveira, & Geballe, 2003, p. 5)

  

  While not all children who live in poverty will have a difficult time learning, children who are underdeveloped in one or more of these readiness areas will have a greater chance of experiencing lower achievement than children with all areas intact, and they may very well become candidates for misguided referrals for placement as learning disabled.

  The school readiness of children living in poverty may be seriously affected by their economic circumstances. As we know, truly rich school readiness requires access to opportunities that expose children to educational resources and provide them with nurturing experiences and relationships. Unfortunately, many children live in a low socioeconomic environment that, while rich in culture, may not provide the experiences needed to give them the foundations required for academic success. Children develop and learn at optimal levels when they’re part of an environment in which they’re safe and valued, where their physical well-being is tended to and they feel psychologically secure (National Association for the Education of Young Children, 2004). Such an environment is too often unattainable in low-income neighborhoods.

  Research shows that one in three children enters kindergarten not ready for school and that, by the time they begin formal schooling, children in low-income families already lag behind their more affluent peers academically, socially, and physically (Feldman, 2001; Foster, 2000; Gershoff, 2003). A comparison (Lee & Burkham, 2002) of the environment of kindergarteners from the top five richest communities in the nation and those from the five poorest revealed that the children from the poorest communities

  •   owned just 38 books as compared to 150 in the top fifth;

  •   were read to much less often—63% of low SES children versus 93% of their more affluent counterparts were read to three or more times per week;

  •   spent 18 or more hours per week watching television versus 11 or fewer hours from the wealthier homes;

  •   had moved more—48% had moved at least three times before kindergarten; and

  •   were much less likely to have seen a play or participate in dance, art, music, or crafts classes.

  It’s not that the poorest children are incapable of school learning; in most cases they just haven’t been exposed to the kinds of experiences that produce learning readiness. Children’s genetic predispositions influence their attention, actions, and the responses they have to their environments. However, the opportunities available in children’s various environments inevitably influence whether their inherent predispositions are realized. Naturally inquisitive children who grow up in environments that don’t provide sufficient opportunities for exploration and discovery may have little opportunity to exercise their natural curiosity. During the time low-income students spend outside of school, they often find themselves in a culture that doesn’t provide the kinds of stimulation that support and extend school learning (Feldman, 2001). Research indicates that close to 40% of the associations between economic disadvantage and young children’s lower academic performance are directly related to the poorer quality of home learning environments (Smith, Brooks-Gunn, & Klebanov, 1997). It seems clear that children’s early childhood experiences play a formative role in their school readiness and account for many of the skill gaps that low-income children demonstrate when they enter public schools (Shonkoff & Phillips, 2000).

  We all know that school readiness expectations have been elevated dramatically since the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act of 2001 became law. Before NCLB, kindergarteners were expected to learn social skills, tie their shoes, and learn their colors, shapes, and some letters and numbers. Now it’s expected they’ll enter kindergarten with these skills in place and rapidly build on them, and children who haven’t mastered basic language, reading, and math skills enter school with barriers to their learning. The U.S. Department of Education’s National Center for Education Statistics (2005) cites the three most limiting environmental factors to children’s readiness as (1) limited economic resources, (2) parents with low levels of education, and (3) single parenthood. Children’s genetic makeup can influence the way they attend, act, and respond to their environment. However, if a child starts school intact and healthy, but the home environment provides few opportunities to stimulate the psychological, social, and emotional abilities required for school success, readiness is significantly impacted and again, too often leads to a learning disabled (LD) referral.
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