How can Tuscaloosa Prepare ALL Students for the 21st Century?
	What’s the Problem?
	All across Alabama there are huge differences in the resources available from school to school.  Alabama ranks last nationally in per pupil expenditures in grades K-12. Equally alarming is the significant achievement gap between students from different socio-economic backgrounds. Class size is increasing and test scores at many Alabama schools are significantly below the national average. The latest test results confirm that many Tuscaloosa schools are not doing well. Currently, our schools face the possibility of severe cuts in personnel and services. Despite these conditions, many citizens think the problem is waste and the schools are good enough. Is there too much waste or are we short-changing our students?


	What’s at Stake?
	If we do not discuss these conditions and plan constructive action, the looming educational crisis will likely worsen, impacting every aspect of the quality of life in Tuscaloosa.



	Why is it so Serious?



	Administrators, teachers, parents, students, politicians and community groups blame each other for the educational crisis. Yet, these groups have not come together to discuss the problem and possible solutions. This discussion framework was created after listening to or surveying hundreds of Tuscaloosans. It describes different approaches to the question: How can Tuscaloosa prepare all our students for the 21st century?
Each choice represents the ideas of some citizens. There are probably others that we could have chosen. We know many groups have different perspectives on the problem and how to react to it. Some of you will like everything about a choice ─ others nothing at all. Perhaps you will like parts of one choice and some of another. By deliberating we can learn more about our own values and why others see things differently. Remember, in deliberation, listening is as important as talking.
Your personal initiative in attending this deliberative dialogue session shows your interest in the future of Tuscaloosa’s schools.  Help us encourage our community’s involvement in education by urging others to attend a deliberative dialogue. After the forum, we would appreciate your input on this issue booklet and the deliberative process.  



How can Tuscaloosa Prepare ALL students for the 21st Century?
	The Choices Are:
	CHOICE #1 - Provide instruction that meets the
                         needs of all children.                               

	What’s the Problem?
Each choice represents a different view about the current state of things.  How we see the problem and what we say about why it concerns us tells us a lot about what is valued. 

	Too many students continue to drop out of our schools. Employers complain that High School graduates have poor reading, writing and math skills. Many young people are not prepared to meet the demands of the 21st Century workplace. They can not benefit from the county’s strong employment opportunities. We need to provide a curriculum that helps all students reach their maximum potential and find a well paying job.

	What Should Be Done?
Each choice favors specific action steps proposed by those that support that choice. We offer three or four steps but there are many other possibilities. During our deliberation, we may hear different action steps proposed.  

	SUPPORTERS PROPOSE THAT SCHOOLS….

· Set high expectations for all children and provide the resources they need to succeed.

· Make sure that by third grade children read at grade level and maintain their reading proficiency.

· Use technology to improve writing, math and science knowledge and problem solving skills.

· Help students develop critical thinking skills so they can learn independently.


	Why This Plan of Action?

Those who favor certain steps offer arguments in support of their ideas. There may be additional reasons for supporting an action that we will learn about as we deliberate.
	↑ Schools with qualified teachers and adequate resources will be able to help all students attain their full potential.

↑ We need to develop the talents of all students. Education should not be one-size-fits-all.
↑ Schools should produce well-rounded students and graduates who can contribute to the community’s economic future.

↑Once schools are responsive to everyone’s needs, more parents will get involved and more students will stay in school and become productive citizens.



	What Would the Critics Say?

Critics tell us why they disagree and they point out what they consider to be unacceptable costs and tradeoffs. There may be additional reasons for disagreeing that are raised during our deliberation.
	↓ We do not have enough revenue or highly qualified teachers to teach all students in all areas.
↓ We should target the neediest (or brightest, or average or special needs) children; we can’t be all things to all people.

↓ Spreading resources out will weaken core areas in all the schools. Duplicating activities at each school is wasteful and inefficient.

↓ The school’s job should just be to teach the “3 Rs”. Let parents and churches worry about making kids into productive citizens.


How can Tuscaloosa Prepare ALL Students for the 21st Century?

	CHOICE #2- Hold everyone accountable for 
                        results.
	
	CHOICE #3 - Provide additional or alternative
                         funding.

	The public sees problems instead of positives in our schools. The stories that dominate media reports are about the misuse of funds, undisciplined students, poorly qualified teachers and unconcerned parents. To restore the community’s faith and support for public schools, we need to hold everyone – students, teachers, administrators and parents – accountable.


	
	The funding available is not enough to prepare students for the 21st Century. Our choices are limited. We can reallocate money wherever possible so more goes to support basic curriculum needs. We can ask for voluntary contributions from business, parents and the community-at-large to support areas like computer technology and the fine arts. We could decide that all extra-curricular activities including athletics must be supported by donations. Or, we could seek additional money through new taxes.

	SUPPORTERS PROPOSE THAT SCHOOLS. . .

· Improve and maintain better communication ties with parents and the community and partner with them to support academic achievement and good discipline.
· Be accountable for all spending and make financial reports available to the public.
· Hire only highly qualified, certified teachers with advanced degrees and consider changing tenure rules.
	
	SUPPORTERS PROPOSE THAT SCHOOLS. . .

· Reallocate all possible funds to meet more curriculum needs.
· Encourage businesses/industry/private citizens/parents to donate money or in-kind services for additional resources and pay for extra-curricular activities.

· Consolidate city and county school districts to cut costs and use money for curriculum needs.
· Raise additional revenue through new taxes.

	↑ When parents, the community and schools support each other and communication is open, schools succeed.

↑ The public will have more confidence about how money is spent when complete financial records are made available.

↑ Teachers with advanced degrees have more content knowledge to share with students and do not need tenure security.

↑ This choice sets expectations for high academic and behavioral standards which will lead to improved student learning.  
	
	↑ New revenues may not be needed if we spend what we have on curriculum. Schools should provide the basics.
↑ Parents and other members of the community would help set priorities. Relationships with the community-at-large would create a sense of ownership in the schools that is missing.

↑ Duplication is wasteful. One central office, consoli-dated purchasing power and one transportation system are areas where one school system would save money.
↑ Children are our future and deserve a model school district. We should offer the same resources as Mountain Brook, Shelby County and most Mississippi systems and be willing to pay as much as they do.

	↓ Educating students should be the responsibility of teachers and school administrators.

↓ Increased accountability may not ensure that funds are well spent. 

↓ Schools do not have the money to hire only teachers with advanced degrees and the loss of tenure will put too much stress on teachers.  

↓ Standards cannot be raised until students who misbehave are out of the classroom. Many students will need extra help to meet the higher standards, and that help may not be available.
	
	↓ Students need athletics and extra-curricular activities as much as they need to read, write and do math.

↓ Donated funds/services may provide an unstable funding base with strings attached. The public really doesn’t want to be more involved because they don’t have the time or interest.

↓ Our school systems are not broken, why change things? People want to be able to choose between them.

↓ Citizens would have to pay more. Many think we just need to stop wasteful spending and we won’t need more funds. Let’s worry about behavior and character instead.


	4 Key Questions


	1. What values are most important to you?

2. Which trade-offs are you willing to live with to reach consensus on the future of education in the Tuscaloosa community?

3. What sacrifices can’t you live with to reach consensus?
4.   As a community, what plan would be best for our children?

	State and

National Facts

	The state of Alabama has had no required standardized testing for teachers. Since 1988. Under the new No Child Left Behind law, Alabama teachers have to meet “highly qualified” professional standards by 2006.
Many Tuscaloosa teachers do not currently meet these standards.

	How Alabama compares



	       All Southeastern states provide more funding for schools than Alabama. 

U.S. Average 7,808

* Peer Average 6,364

Georgia 7,997

*Louisiana 6,367

Florida 7,153

*Arkansas 5,792

*South Carolina 7,110

 Tennessee 5,710

*Kentucky 6,846

*Mississippi 5,706

North Carolina 6,572

*Alabama 5,596

     By October 1, 2003 Alabama’s budget shortfall for education will be $500

     million sending some school systems to the brink of financial disaster.


	Local Facts
	The Alabama Dept. of Education placed 46 schools across the state on PRIORITY status because of their low test scores. Four schools are in Tuscaloosa. 

Both the Tuscaloosa City and County Systems were ranked as CLEAR with WATCH and PRIORITY because they have underperforming schools.

The projected 4 year dropout rate for Tuscaloosa is over 20%.
There are only 5 technicians employed by the school systems to maintain computers for over 25,000 Tuscaloosa students.
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With special thanks to the Kettering Foundation, Dayton, Ohio for selecting Challenge 21 volunteers as one of three groups participating in their Community Politics Training Workshops 2003-2004.
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