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We usually think of lawyers as the people who fight 

against discrimination, so the Allegheny County 

Bar Association study released just before last 

September’s Institute of Politics retreat was a big topic of 

discussion for the Workforce Development Policy Committee.

The study indicated a significant wage disparity between male 

and female lawyers, even if they had the same amount of 

experience and worked the same number of hours per week. It 

also found that female lawyers were twice as likely as their male 

counterparts to be dissatisfied with their employment situation, 

and that 60 percent of women lawyers felt discrimination was a 

factor inhibiting their professional development.

Equity has become one of the top issues on our committee’s 

agenda. It was an important component of our efforts to 

address the challenge of the aging workforce, as we sought to 

reshape the perception of older employees from “over the hill” 

to “indispensable.” We now hope to extend this emphasis into 

areas of racial and gender equity.

Workforce development is usually viewed in economic terms, 

with a primary emphasis on equipping workers with the right 

job skills and linking them with employers’ needs in order to 

grow our region’s economy. But our region is not an overall 

statistic—it is a collection of more than two million people, 

each with his or her own needs and aspirations. The presence 

of overall economic growth offers no solace to those who 

are left behind, without jobs and without opportunity. In this 

Esther Bush, president and chief executive officer, Urban League of Pittsburgh 
and Thomas L. Stevenson, Esquire, Thomas L. Stevenson & Associates.
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regard, the data are not encouraging. For example, as of 1999, the median 

income of African American families in the Pittsburgh metropolitan area was 

barely half of the median for White families ($26,707 as opposed to $49,277), 

and the median salary of White female full-time workers was the lowest in the 

nation. Improving this situation must include minority and women’s business 

development initiatives and opportunities.

Our committee has collected research on regional workforce diversity issues, 

and we may continue to examine equity issues with regard to women and 

minorities, perhaps selecting one or two business sectors on which to focus.  

At the same time, we want to highlight another strategic equity issue: how  

we deal with immigrants.

As a region struggling with population decline, we must work to make ourselves 

attractive to all types of people. Unlike the Pittsburgh of the 1800s and early 

1900s, we are distinguished by our low immigration rates. Pennsylvania cities 

like Allentown and Lancaster have welcomed visible, vibrant influxes of Hispanic 

populations; Southwestern Pennsylvania has received just a trickle.

Regional sponsors have just taken a good step toward shaping a more positive 

image by hosting the first annual Greater Pittsburgh DiverseCITY Festival August 

16–19. This event included a two-day symposium highlighting best practices in 

workforce diversity, followed by two days of colorful public celebration of our 

many ethnic and cultural groups.

Immigration is itself a complex and diverse issue. We have world-class  

executives coming here to work for Bayer or Alcoa, Inc. or PPG Industries,  

and we have refugees like the so-called Lost Boys of Sudan. The responses  

to their arrivals range from outpourings of social support to anger at outsiders 

for “stealing” American jobs—even though, in actuality, many local employers 

have trouble filling open positions.

Finally, we must ensure that our concept of diversity includes younger adults. 

Our region lost much of one generation when the steel industry disintegrated 

and thousands of people left to find work elsewhere; we do not want to lose 

another generation because young people find our workplace culture to be 

unfriendly.

Workforce development is about more than supplying human capital to 

employers. It is also about providing fair treatment for all and a climate 

that gives all types of people the opportunity and desire to work here. 

Our committee hopes to find ways to make our region’s workplaces more 

welcoming of diversity and thereby more productive. Please join us in this 

worthy effort. n

Esther Bush, president  

and chief executive officer,  

Urban League of Pittsburgh 

Thomas L. Stevenson, Esquire,  

Thomas L. Stevenson & Associates 
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B E G I N N I N G S  A N D  E N D I N G S
by Terry Miller

The Institute of Politics was established to provide a 

forum for leaders of all sectors to gather together in 

a neutral setting to examine regional issues, develop 

consensus, and effectuate programs that would benefit the 

region. In this manner, the Institute serves to close a gap in 

communication among regional elected officials from different 

levels of government in an effort to advance the region.

In 2001, the Institute was called on to address another commu-

nication gap, in the area of human capital policy development. 

Southwestern Pennsylvanians, in the midst of an economic 

transition posing major challenges, were seeking to foster  

linkages among policymakers who were responsible for the 

development of a viable economic development strategy  

that united human capital investment with advancing  

technological needs.  

In partnership with the Heinz Endowments and the Workforce 

Connections Innovations Fund, the Institute created the Human 

Capital Policy Initiative (HCPI) to address this gap and to develop  

a decision path by creating a forum in which policymakers from 

various sectors could engage in informed, open discussions on 

workforce development matters.

The primary objectives of HCPI were to build and share knowl-

edge regarding the status of the workforce, the availability of 

labor, and the needs of businesses and to identify what all of 

the stakeholders—policymakers, employers, employees, and 

private citizens—could do together to build the competitiveness  

of the regional workforce.  Strategies used to attain these 

goals were the development of a speakers’ bureau, multimedia 

educational modules, an informational Web site, frequent mail 

and e-mail communications, and extensive publications.

HCPI exceeded all expectations in reaching its goals. Since 2001,  

HCPI has collaborated with dozens of programming partners 

across the region to translate information about the importance  

of investing in human capital into dynamic, engaging, educa-

tional presentations. The presentations covered the topics 

of the future job market, post-secondary education choices 

in the new economy, healthcare careers in Southwestern 

Pennsylvania, and connecting business to human capital. These 

presentations were delivered to diverse audiences by more than 

250 volunteer business leaders, reaching more than 200,000 

public officials, employers, human resources administrators, 

labor leaders, school superintendents, guidance counselors, 

teachers, parents, and students.  

The initiative’s greatest impact was on students. Through 

HCPI’s Student Ambassador Program, 143 student speakers 

reached more than 88,000 middle and high school students in 

117 school districts in the region through written materials or 

student presentations. The project enabled students to have an 

information-driven framework for thinking about the economy 

and jobs while offering students the opportunity to refine their 

analytic and communication skills and serve as mentors and 

leaders outside the classroom. Most importantly, they began to 

work on their career plans.

Hundreds of administrators, teachers, and counselors also  

benefited from HCPI, receiving effective and empowering 

career materials they could share with 

students and parents.

With these high achievements in mind, 

I regret to inform our constituents that 

in June of this year, HCPI completed its 

work, and vanessa lund, HCPI’s project 

director, took a position with a respected 

public relations firm in Seattle, Wash. 

While I am saddened to see such an 

effective program come to an end, and 

to see one of Pittsburgh Magazine’s  

“40 Under 40” members leave the 

region, I am proud of what HCPI  

accomplished and excited about 

Vanessa’s future in Seattle.

Southwestern Pennsylvania and the Institute of Politics will miss 

her consistent leadership and dedication, and the enthusiasm 

with which she led HCPI, as well as her tireless energy in 

engaging the extensive regional communication infrastructure 

she developed to make HCPI work.  

To those of you who served as HCPI ambassadors—adults and 

students—we give our sincere thanks. Because of your tireless 

dedication, we were able to advance the discourse on human 

capital policy investment. With your help, we engaged in a 

sustained campaign that positively impacted multiple decision-

making bodies by providing the information needed to make 

positive changes to educational training systems, local invest-

ment priorities, and policies affecting human capital. We are 

indebted to you for making this project a great success. 

We are proud of HCPI’s many accomplishments and recognize 

that much work is yet to be done. Please be sure to visit our 

Web site at www.iop.pitt.edu to access HCPI materials and to 

locate other organizations working on these issues.

The Institute of Politics will continue to examine workforce 

development issues through its Workforce Development  

Policy Committee. n

HPCI project director Vanessa Lund
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I N  T H E  S H A D O W  O F  D E A T H :  
A  D I S C U S S I O N  W I T H 
E L I Z A B E T H  B E C K

Every Institute of Politics 

event produces good 

ideas for policy change, 

but few of them have fostered 

so profound a sense of sorrow 

about how things are as did 

elizabeth beck’s visit to campus  

on June 1.

Formerly an Institute staff 

member and now an associate 

professor of social work at 

Georgia State University, Beck 

returned to Pittsburgh to discuss 

her book, In the Shadow of 

Death: Restorative Justice and 

Death Row Families, coauthored with sarah britto of  

Central Washington University and arlene andrews of the 

University of South Carolina.

In the Shadow of Death, published by Oxford University Press,  

is based on intensive studies of 55 families who have had a loved 

one on death row. Without minimizing the horrifying nature of 

the capital crimes involved or the hellish experience of crime 

victims’ families, Beck and her colleagues describe in excruciating  

detail the anguish of offenders’ families. They, too, are victims— 

haunted by guilt and shame, ostracized by society for a crime 

they neither committed nor countenanced, and powerless 

before a justice system that seeks their loved one’s life.

In her June presentation, Beck explained that offenders’ family 

members, unlike the victim’s family, are denied the right to grieve.  

Many are shunned by their former friends. Community members  

are a poor source of support, as most of them support the 

offender’s execution. One offender’s mother refused to seek 

therapy for her depression, explaining, “I can’t just walk into 

[the office of] somebody who might be pro-death penalty.”

Along with this sense of disenfranchised grief—that is, grief 

that cannot be openly acknowledged or socially supported— 

offenders’ families also experience what Beck called nonfinite 

loss. The pain they already have endured is amplified by the 

pain they anticipate as their loved one faces execution. In  

some cases, as the appointed hour approaches, family members 

must leave the prison and await final notification outside— 

surrounded by citizens demonstrating or even partying in 

celebration of their loved one’s demise.

In contrast to the adversarial, stigmatizing, and traumatic effects  

of the criminal justice system, Beck offered hope through an 

alternative model known as restorative justice. This model  

seeks to use inclusive, collaborative processes to involve all  

who have a legitimate stake in putting right the wrongs  

that have occurred.

Where the parties are receptive, restorative justice specialists 

have worked, often for months, to arrange sensitively  

structured face-to-face meetings between 

offenders and victims’ family members. They  

seek to defuse hostility by helping families 

understand what will happen in the courtroom. 

Restorative justice efforts also can include a 

community review panel to explore system failures 

that contributed to the formation of a criminal— 

for example, an agency’s failure to investigate  

when the criminal-to-be was the victim of abuse  

or the offender’s release from mental health  

care when insurance coverage ran out. The goal,  

as Beck put it, is “to stop the next homicide.”

The book’s most remarkable case study tells the 

story of william neal moore, who spent nearly 17 

years on death row for armed robbery and murder 

before receiving parole in 1991. His victim’s family 

members not only forgave Moore but advocated for 

his release, generating support in their community 

and even internationally, in the form of a call from 

mother teresa to the Georgia parole board. Beck 

Elizabeth Beck, author of In the 
Shadow of Death: Restorative 
Justice and Death Row Families

Jane Downing of the Pittsburgh Foundation (left) and Elizabeth Beck (right) 
talk with Richard Garland before the June 1 event.
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and her colleagues comment on this case: “In contrast to most 

death penalty cases that polarize the offender’s and victim’s 

family members and the community, the restorative justice  

principles used here helped build a stronger and larger  

community of individuals devoted to the concepts of mercy  

and forgiveness.”

richard garland, who heads the Allegheny County 

Department of Human Services “One Vision One Life” crime 

prevention initiative, demonstrated the power of restorative 

Allegheny County Council member 
and Institute of Politics Human 
Services Policy Committee Cochair 
Brenda Frazier provides opening 
remarks at the June 1 Elizabeth 
Beck event.

justice in his introductory remarks. An ex-gang member, 

Garland was in and out of prison for 23 years before turning his 

life around in 1994.

Garland spoke of his involvement with defense lawyers trying 

to keep their clients off death row. “Life [in prison] is no 

joke either, but at least they can give something back,” he 

explained. One such “lifer” recently contacted Garland from a 

Philadelphia prison, asking what he could do to help others stay 

out of trouble.

As one reviewer of In the Shadow of Death has written, “The 

staggering toll of human misery that unfold[s] in these pages is 

... terrifying.” But such misery cries out for serious attempts  

to bring healing, reconciliation, and social change. Through 

their powerful storytelling and compelling arguments, Beck and 

her coauthors offer hope that restoration is never out of  

reach and always is worth pursuing. n

R E G I O N A L  WAT E R  M A N A G E M E N T  TA S K  F O R C E  U P DAT E
by Steve Hawley

During the Regional Water Management Task Force’s recent series of public meetings, stakeholders expressed a wide range of 

opinions on the outlook for Southwestern Pennsylvania’s water resources. Some expressed shock at the many water quality 

problems facing our region. Others expressed frustration at different aspects of our current water management system. And 

although participants held differing views about the exact details of any possible changes, almost all of them agreed on one thing: 

something must change, and quickly.

As part of its extensive Phase II public outreach program, the Task Force held 14 two-hour public meetings between March 28 and  

May 17, with at least one in each of the 11 counties in Southwestern Pennsylvania. The first hour was devoted to a presentation and 

discussion of the region’s water problems, while the second hour was spent presenting and discussing possible institutional models  

to fix the problems. Four models were provided, along with a number of mix-and-match components, and stakeholders were  

encouraged to rate the different options on a survey distributed at these meetings. The models offered everything from enhanced  

local collaboration to 11-county water planning and financing. All in all, some 200 people from municipal authorities, private water 

companies, environmental groups, business organizations, and local governments attended the public meetings and provided  

valuable input.

Since then, the Task Force has been busy analyzing the results of the meetings and creating new models based on the feedback it 

received. The project team also continues to meet with other stakeholders across the region, as well as with legislators in Harrisburg. 

It has extensively analyzed current institutional models in Atlanta, Ga.; Cleveland, Ohio; Milwaukee, Wis.; Minneapolis, Minn.; and 

coastal Mississippi, as well as the state legislation that created each of these institutions, in order to determine what aspects of each 

model could work best in Southwestern Pennsylvania.

On June 28, the Task Force board met at Carnegie Mellon University to discuss the results of Phase II, and to examine several revised 

models based on feedback from around the region. Then, in August, the Task Force released the results of a scientific poll conducted 

earlier this year by the University Center for Social and Urban Research (UCSUR) at the University of Pittsburgh. This poll, which 

sampled 1,500 respondents throughout the region, indicated that Southwestern Pennsylvanians overwhelmingly think that water is 

important to the quality of life and economic competitiveness of our region. The poll also found that three-quarters of respondents 

support giving a regional water planning entity the ability to raise one dollar per person per year to improve water quality.

Based on this substantial input from the region, the Task Force will be drafting recommendations during the next several months.

To learn more about the status of this work, please visit www.iop.pitt.edu/water. n
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Michlovic then introduced g. reynolds “renny” clark, vice 

chancellor at the University of Pittsburgh and mayor of Franklin 

Park Borough. Clark also is the emergency management 

coordinator (EMC) and fire chief of his borough. He began his 

overview of the resource guide by imploring local officials to 

avoid his example of wearing too many hats. The expectation of 

emergency preparedness and provision of emergency services 

has gone up 100 percent since September 11, 2001, he said, 

and communities cannot afford to have all the responsibility in 

one individual’s hands. Clark then explained the various sections 

of the guide, including emergency preparedness; emergency 

response; and key information for county, state, and federal 

emergency contacts.  

As Clark described, the following subsections are included in 

the preparedness chapter: choosing and training an emergency 

management coordinator, writing an emergency operations  

plan, preparation of an emergency operations center, 

conducting emergency response trainings, and developing 

mutual aid agreements between communities. 

The following subsections are included in the response chapter: 

reporting a disaster, creating an incident command post, 

communicating with the public, keeping records, relating to  

the media, declaring a disaster, requesting assistance from the 

state and federal governments, and evacuating a community. 

Clark discussed each of these items and shared particular 

knowledge and suggestions from his substantial emergency 

management experience. 

E M E R G E N C Y  R E S O U R C E 
G U I D E  T R A I N I N G

PUBLIC OFFICIALS EMERGENCY 
RESOURCE GUIDE: PREPAREDNESS  
AND RESPONSE

APrIL 25, 2007

WELCOME AND INTrODUCTIONS 
THOMAS MICHLOVIC, Commissioner, Pennsylvania Securities 
Commission, and Cochair, Public Safety and Emergency 
Preparedness Policy Committee, Institute of Politics

OPENING rEMArKS AND OVErVIEW OF PUBLIC 
OFFICIALS EMErGENCY rESOUrCE GUIDE 
G. REYNOLDS CLARk, Mayor, Franklin Park Borough, Allegheny 
County, and Vice Chancellor, University of Pittsburgh

PErSPECTIVES PANEL
ROBERT FULL, Chair, Leadership and Policy Committee, 
Pennsylvania Region 13 Task Force
LARRY MORLEY, Manager, Borough of New Brighton,  
Beaver County
TIMOTHY ROGERS, Manager, Shaler Township,  
Allegheny County

OPEN DISCUSSION/Q&A 
Moderated by G. Reynolds Clark

CLOSING rEMArKS
SUSAN HOCkENBERRY, Executive Director,  
Local Government Academy

On April 25, the Institute of Politics and the Local 

Government Academy partnered to present an emer-

gency preparedness and response training for public 

officials. In 2006, the Institute’s Public Safety and Emergency 

Preparedness Policy Committee and the Pennsylvania Region 

13 Task Force jointly published the Public Officials Emergency 

Resource Guide, which served as the textbook for the training.  

tom michlovic, cochair of the Institute’s committee, was on 

hand at the Regional Learning Alliance in Cranberry Township, 

Pa., to welcome the local public officials in attendance and to 

explain the rationale behind creating the guide—to provide our 

region’s public officials with a primer on their responsibilities  

in preparing for and responding to an emergency in their 

communities. Though the guide is not a replacement for any 

community’s emergency operations plan, it does include 

substantial information that will help our officials be more 

prepared. He noted that the guide has been well received 

throughout the member counties of the Region 13 Task Force 

and even at the state level.

Renny Clark, mayor and fire chief of Franklin Park Borough, begins the  
April 25 training with an overview of the Public Officials Emergency 
Resource Guide.
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He closed by reminding the participants that emergency 

preparedness is never finished business; local officials must 

constantly be updating plans, training, and better preparing 

their communities. Many think it could never happen in their 

community—but on 9/11 the eyes of the whole world were  

on New York City; Washington, D.C.; and Shanksville in 

Somerset County, Pa.

Presentations by emergency preparedness experts and local 

officials followed Clark’s overview. This panel consisted of 

robert full, chair of the Region 13 Task Force, larry morley,  

manager of New Brighton Borough, and tim rogers,  

manager of Shaler Township. Each speaker drew from  

firsthand experiences in preparing communities for disaster  

and responding to diverse emergencies. Among them,  

the panelists have responded to floods, hazardous waste  

spills, train derailments, plane crashes, and numerous other 

emergencies. Yet all three gentlemen talked about being  

fearful of the unknown, of what could still happen. 

Several key themes emerged from their presentations and the 

subsequent open discussion:

•  The enormous disaster is atypical. Begin by getting your  

 community ready for day-to-day types of emergencies.

Chief Robert Full from the 
Region 13 Task Force, answers 
a question during the emergency 
resource guide training in April.

•  Training, training, training. Preparedness is not about  

 sophisticated classes or technology. It is about building  

 relationships among people and carrying out collective  

 and collaborative training and planning.

•  Continual risk assessment and hazard mitigation are essential.

• Communities should pursue and enter into mutual aid  

 agreements as necessary to ensure that their resources  

 are adequate for response.

•  The provision of information to the public, particularly  

 through the media, should be planned for and carried  

 out with precision after an emergency.

•  Damage assessment and documentation are critical to the 

 recovery of a community, especially in recouping damage  

 costs from state and federal governments.

After the open discussion period, susan hockenberry, executive  

director of the Local Government Academy, provided a cogent 

summary of the training for participants. She invited the 

submission of updates and revisions to the resource guide  

and encouraged the participants to continue to expand their 

knowledge of the emergency preparedness discipline. n
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E D U C AT I O N  P O L I C Y  A N D 
L E A D E R S H I P  C E N T E R 
B R E A K FA S T:
SkILL GAPS, ECONOMIC CHANGE, DEMOGRAPHICS 
CREATING “AMERICA’S PERFECT STORM”

Moreover, 44 percent of all births to U.S. women under age 30 

are out of wedlock. As the ETS study states, “Children raised in 

low-income, single-parent families often suffer from a number 

of critical cognitive, health, and nutritional deficits that are likely 

to limit their future academic achievement and educational 

attainment.”

“If we don’t care about inequality,” Kirsch observed, “we are 

on the right path. The stock market is doing well, the economy 

is growing, competitors can go anywhere in the world for 

workers, and the poor are getting poorer.”

Shifting demographics. Kirsch noted that the American 

workforce is becoming both older and more diverse. During  

the next 20 years, in fact, all the growth in the U.S. labor  

force is projected to come from adults age 55 and older and 

from immigrants. Sixty-two percent of immigrants from  

Mexico or Central America come to this country without  

a high school degree, and most of them do not speak  

English well, thereby hindering their ability to participate in 

U.S. society and its workforce.

These three trends are not going away, Kirsch stressed, arguing 

that “if we allow this storm to go unchecked, it could transform 

the American dream into America’s tragedy.” As our society 

becomes more unequal and more polarized, he suggested, 

those who feel trapped at the bottom will not participate in  

our democratic society.

The study does not offer specific policy prescriptions but warns 

that we must find ways to build up a “broadly educated and 

skilled workforce” and reduce the gaping inequalities in earnings  

and skills if we want to maintain social stability. Our decisions 

will determine, the study concludes, “whether we allow our 

country’s populations to continue to grow apart or, as a nation, 

we will invest in efforts to help us grow together.” n

irwin kirsch and his colleagues at the Educational Testing 

Service (ETS) see a “perfect storm” casting ominous shadows 

on America’s future. That brewing storm results from the 

convergence of three factors: wide variance in skills among U.S. 

population groups, changes in the economy, and increasing 

demographic diversity.

Kirsch came to Pittsburgh on May 24 to summarize the study 

he coauthored and its implications at an Education Policy and 

Leadership Center breakfast.

Armed with considerable research data, Kirsch first documented 

each of the three separate trends that together constitute 

America’s perfect storm:

Inadequate skill distribution. Kirsch referenced a commonly 

used five-point literacy scale on which level three is considered 

to be a minimum standard for success in the labor market. 

Overall, 52 percent of adults fail to attain level three literacy. 

The racial gap is striking, with 12 percent of White Americans, 

33 percent of Blacks, and (partly due to limited English  

knowledge) 49 percent of Hispanics at level one.

Noting that the U.S. high school graduation rate peaked at  

77 percent in 1969 and has hovered around 70 percent for  

the last decade, Kirsch stated, “We can’t say we are educating 

our way out of the problem.”

The changing economy. As Southwestern Pennsylvanians 

know well, the economy has shifted remarkably away from 

manufacturing, which accounted for 33 percent of all jobs 

in 1950 and only 10.7 percent in 2003. Meanwhile, the 

percentage of jobs requiring high literacy skills is increasing, 

from one-third of the total job market in 1989 to 40 percent  

in 2004.

The growing demand for highly skilled employees also has 

fostered a widening gap in pay scales. Kirsch reported that in 

1988, on average, college graduates earned 58 percent more 

money than those with only a high school degree; by 2001, 

they were earning 101 percent more, or fully twice as much  

as non-college graduates.
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The No Child Left Behind Act has accelerated a national 

trend toward increasing emphasis on collecting and  

analyzing student assessment data as a means 

of improving student achievement. The Institute of Politics 

featured this trend and its implications at a well-attended forum 

on data-driven education.

Robert Slavin: Something dramatic is happening in education: 

Evidence is beginning to matter. Remarkably, education has 

been one of the most data- and evidence-resistant sectors  

of our society. Many decisions have been made without  

considering what works or what happened last year.

But now we are in the age of accountability. Data-driven  

reform has become popular with both political parties and  

will be here for a long time. As a result, school principals  

DATA-DRIVEN EDUCATION: 
PLANS AND IMPLICATIONS FOR 
PENNSYLVANIA

JULY 20, 2007

WELCOME AND INTrODUCTIONS
THE HONORABLE JAkE WHEATLEY, Member, Pennsylvania 
House of Representatives and Cochair, Education Policy 
Committee, Institute of Politics 

DATA-DrIVEN EDUCATION: A NATIONAL PErSPECTIVE
ROBERT SLAVIN, Center for Data-Driven Reform in Education, 
Johns Hopkins University 

BEYOND rAW DATA: HOW VALUE-ADDED ANALYSIS 
CAN SUPPOrT EDUCATIONAL IMPrOVEMENT
WILLIAM SANDERS, SAS Institute, Inc., Cary, NC, developer of 
the Tennessee Value-Added Assessment System (TVAAS)

VALUE-ADDED ANALYSIS COMES TO PENNSYLVANIA: 
PVAAS 
kRISTEN LEWALD, Statewide Project Manager, and  
JIM BOHAN, Assessment Specialist, Statewide Core Team, 
Pennsylvania Value-Added Assessment System (PVAAS)

PErSPECTIVES PANEL
JEAN DEXHEIMER, Board President, Wilkinsburg School District
kELLY POLOSkY, Fifth Grade Teacher, Wilkinsburg School 
District
LINDA HIPPERT, Superintendent, South Fayette Township 
School District
SARAH TAMBUCCI, Executive Director, Arts Education 
Collaborative
Moderated by JAMES W. TURNER, Office of School 
Improvement, University of Pittsburgh School of Education 

LEGISLATIVE rESPONSE
THE HONORABLE THADDEUS kIRkLAND, Member, 
Pennsylvania House of Representatives 

OPEN DISCUSSION/SUMMArY
SUSAN BROWNLEE, Executive Director, The Fine Foundation 
and Cochair, Education Policy Committee, Institute of Politics

now live in fear of assessments because of the consequences 

for not meeting standards.

Trends in data-driven reform include annual standardized 

testing; value-added forms of analysis, such as the Pennsylvania 

Value-Added Assessment System (PVAAS); and benchmark 

assessments such as 4Sight, which is used four times a year 

in more than 400 Pennsylvania school districts to determine 

students’ readiness to succeed on the Pennsylvania System of 

Student Assessment (PSSA). 4Sight allows schools to make 

accurate predictions of student performance and to monitor 

whether they are on track to achieve Adequate Yearly Progress.

However, 4Sight is linked only to the PSSA, not to the broader 

curriculum, and it offers only a diagnosis, not a cure. We have 

become very good at identifying what’s wrong with students, 

but we also need to help schools know what programs are 

likely to make a difference if implemented properly. That is the 

reason for the Internet-accessible Best Evidence Encyclopedia, 

which provides reports on various curricula and the evidence for 

their effectiveness.

Many educators like to put up a banner saying they are a 

certain type of school (i.e., based on a particular curriculum 

or approach), but sometimes when you go inside the school, 

you find no evidence of the program. Once you have selected 

a program, you need to implement it with quality, integrity, 

effectiveness, and care.

Public policy should encourage the use of proven programs. 

Currently, large publishing companies with significant marketing 

budgets can have their curricula selected over demonstrably 

more effective ones. Requiring grant programs to give competi-

tive preference to proven curricula can help, but the first step 

is to get educators to value evidence of program effectiveness. 

Money should be spent on programs that, if properly imple-

mented, are likely to work.

It is indeed critical to understand how students and schools  

are doing on high-stakes assessments, but that is only part 

of the solution. We also need to rely on evidence in making 

curriculum decisions.

William Sanders: I don’t like the term “data-driven decision 

making,” because raw data by themselves are not enough. 

Reliable information is obtained when raw data are properly 

analyzed and interpreted. 

Historically, standardized tests were developed to enable a fairer 

comparison of students across various educational settings. 

But at the individual student level, test scores can have a huge 

margin of measurement error. To mitigate this risk, test data 

have been reported on a classroom or a schoolwide basis. 
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These reports have been based on the primary assumption  

that group instruction is paramount—that is, that we are trying 

to teach a defined grade-level curriculum to all students in  

that grade.

But if our goal is to measure the progress of individual students, 

we have a different problem. All fourth graders do not enter at 

the same level. In my opinion, an equitable educational delivery 

system is one in which all students are given the opportunity to 

make appropriate progress regardless of their entering level.  

So I think we should be making a paradigm shift and thinking 

of education as a ramp rather than as a series of steps. And I 

want to hold adults responsible for the speed at which students 

move up the ramp.

How can the progress of individual students be measured  

with a reasonable degree of reliability, given the error of 

measurements in individual tests? There is only one way:  

the use of all of each student’s test data within the context  

of a multivariate, longitudinal analysis (i.e., giving each  

student a series of tests over time).

This approach is fraught with statistical and technical problems— 

student records may be incomplete, students of lower  

socioeconomic status move more than others, different tests  

do not use the same scale. Statistical theory and methodology 

exist to deal with these problems, and PVAAS is based on this 

theory and methodology.

It has been documented that if each student’s longitudinal 

record is used for analysis, there is no need to adjust for  

socioeconomic status. Actual Pennsylvania student data show 

that the correlation between students’ proficiency level and 

their amount of progress in a year is virtually zero; some schools 

are making wonderful progress with students who start the 

year at a low achievement level.

Some people complain that our complex value-added  

methodology is not transparent enough, but the methodology 

has been openly published since 1997 and has been reviewed 

by many, including the U.S. Government Accountability Office. 

Usually the transparency argument amounts to a complaint that 

school personnel should be able to do their own calculations, 

but this is a devil’s bargain; simplicity of calculation is a poor 

substitute for reliability of information.

Under PVAAS, school districts will receive color-coded summa-

ries of how each school is performing relative to the growth 

standard—that is, how much improvement their students have 

shown in the past year. PVAAS will also document growth 

by each achievement subgroup. By doing so, PVAAS will 

help schools assess such issues as whether their curriculum is 

stretching the highest-achieving students.

We have shown that value-added testing can predict students’ 

future performance more reliably than just using the prior year’s 

scores. Thus, we should begin using value-added data proac-

tively. Knowing a student’s probability of future success can 

help you design curriculum strategies for that student.

With regard to No Child Left Behind, pursuing sustained 

academic growth for all students is the best strategy. We have 

to resist the temptation to focus disproportionate energy on 

those students who are just below the bar.

kristen Lewald and Jim Bohan: I [Jim] was stuck in  

Nebraska due to an airplane malfunction. I had to make  

alternate connections and ended up going through Atlanta and 

Cincinnati. Each time I called home, my wife had two questions 

for me: “Where are you?” and “Where are you going?”

The PSSA tells where a student is, academically, on one particular  

spring day. But you also need to know where students are 

going. If a school is not at Adequate Yearly Progress, it needs 

more than raw PSSA scores to know whether it is headed in  

the right direction or whether its interventions are making a 

difference. That is what PVAAS supplies.

PVAAS gauges the growth of each cohort of students compared  

to where they were the previous year. It can also predict future 

growth if the student follows the pattern that created the 

projection. Getting a projection, when a student is in grade 9, 

of how he or she will do on the grade 11 PSSA is powerful—it 

gives you two years to do something. PVAAS’s overall projections  

of the percentage of students likely to be proficient on a future 

PSSA examination can be used for strategic planning and 

resource allocation.

We have piloted PVAAS in 100 Pennsylvania districts before its 

statewide initiation this coming year. We learned that school 

leaders must carve out time for teachers to analyze the data 

and come up with solutions. Teachers also need training on 

how to use the information.

From a policy perspective, we would appreciate support of 

Pennsylvania’s request for federal approval to incorporate the 

PVAAS growth model into its Adequate Yearly Progress goals. 

Ohio and Tennessee have been approved as pilots, and they are 

using the same growth model as ours. Support is also needed 

for professional development on the use of data in instructional 

decision making.

Excerpts from the dialogue moderated by Jim Turner

Q: It has been said that the most important things in life cannot 

be measured. Are we placing too much emphasis on the things 

that can be measured?
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been eliminated. I believe 4Sight has also reduced students’ 

apprehensions about the PSSA.

Jean Dexheimer: I have concerns about the impact of testing, 

especially at the high-school level. The curriculum has become 

skewed with so much emphasis on PSSA scores that we are not 

providing a proper educational program. A multiple-choice test 

cannot possibly measure everything students need to know 

by graduation. Students are taking the test too seriously; they 

dread it, are extremely disappointed if they do badly, and think 

a low score proves that they are not college material. I have 

seen a special-needs student break down crying because he 

thought his PSSA score would hurt his school. On the other 

hand, I appreciated Bill Sanders’ reference to helping each 

student make appropriate progress. I think the No Child Left 

Behind idea of 100 percent proficiency by 2014 is an emperor 

with no clothes, and pretending that this is a reachable target 

will only hurt us eventually.

Sarah Tambucci: There are three important discrepancies 

between what we know and what we do. First, how do we get 

students to school in the first place? School is an intimidating 

place for some students. We need to motivate them to learn, 

and the arts can help to do so. Second, what do we do with 

them once they get there? The arts can play a key role in 

teaching cognitive competencies. Third, if we want to prepare 

competent students, we have to teach them to think creatively. 

I would like to see Dr. Slavin’s Best Evidence Encyclopedia 

include the considerable research on how the arts can make 

a difference. We should incorporate the arts into our strategic 

plans and mission statements and equip all classroom teachers 

with a stronger background so that they can integrate the arts 

into their instruction.

Thaddeus kirkland: I am a supporter of tests. They enable 

educators to understand what they have achieved, and allow 

students to know what is expected of them. Look at how our 

youth know every word of a rap song, how they master cell 

phones and video games; I think we can set the bar higher 

and challenge our children. At the high school level, we must 

become educational motivators to get youth to come alive 

academically and overcome peer pressure.

I live in Chester, Pa., where the school district is ranked very low 

and where educators provided false data to make themselves 

look good while the students fell further behind. I believe that, 

when educators live in the community in which they work, 

they can have a greater impact on children’s lives. Then their 

students are seeing them at the store, at their place of worship, 

or at the basketball game. Our community is in bad shape 

because so many of the good people have moved out. My wife 

asks me when we will move out; I say we can move out after 

we have made our community different. n

Slavin: The emphasis on reading and math scores can lead 

to de-emphasizing science, social studies, art, and music. This 

downside has been widely recognized but not really solved. 

Math scores are important, but we need to think in a larger 

context of what we want to provide for children.

Sanders: You can’t get away from the need for a balanced 

diet. Highly effective schools are making wonderful progress in 

reading and math while their music program flourishes. There 

is no conflict between the two. If you put kids on a bland diet, 

the results will be less than if you offer spice and variety.

Q: What advice would you give to governors and state legislators  

to promote the use of data-informed educational reform? Are 

there models to which you would point?

Sanders: My primary recommendation is to embark upon a 

series of course-specific, end-of-course high school tests. We 

can no longer rely on general achievement tests because they 

are not sufficiently correlated with course objectives. North 

Carolina has introduced a series of such course-specific tests 

and the results provide a real profile of a high school’s effective-

ness. Education is like nutrition, not inoculation; it takes just one 

or two years to squander good work done in the early grades.

Slavin: Pennsylvania is a leader in aligning its systems, from the 

state house to the classroom. Data are valuable, but only as part 

of a system that leads to changes in classroom practices.

Perspectives panel

Linda Hippert: Our community has expressed concern about 

the emphasis on standardized testing. PVAAS is a good tool 

related to one measure, the PSSA, but we are accountable for 

so much more than reading and math. Because schools are 

evaluated by how they perform on that one test, their courses 

have become geared to the test. We must not do away with 

those programs that promote creativity.

At the same time, we at South Fayette were a PVAAS pilot 

district and have embraced the use of data to dig deeper. Our 

analysis of PVAAS scores helped us see that our best students 

were not being stretched.

kelly Polosky: When the teachers at my school first heard 

about 4Sight, we were apprehensive, but now I am not so 

nervous about the PSSA because 4Sight helps me get to know 

my students’ needs throughout the year. During the first year 

using 4Sight, we used percentage scores to group our students; 

by the second year, I was more able to focus on students indi-

vidually. This individual focus is important because students at 

about the same level may not all need the same remediation. 

We used the first-quarter 4Sight math test to identify students’ 

main areas of weakness and rotated the students to different 

teachers according to the teachers’ skills and student needs; 

by the second quarter, three of the four main weaknesses had 
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