
Press Clippings 03-05-21 
 

---The Courier-News--- 03/05/2021 

U-46 eyes post-pandemic pathways plan 

District bringing in help to review school equity issues 

By Karie Luc Angell 

School District U-46 will use consultants and focus groups to examine the last school year and 
what lessons were learned from the pandemic as officials move forward on implementing the 
pathways plan and resolving equity issues, Superintendent Tony Sanders said Monday. 

“If there are some blessings to come out of COVID, one of them could be us really rethinking 
what public education looks like in School District U-46,” Sanders told the school board. “If 
schools look the same on the heels of COVID, then we’ve done something wrong.” 

Part of that will be reviewing what can be applied as the district makes the transition to an 
education pathways system in which high school students choose an academy — fine arts, 
human services, liberal arts, business and STEM (science, technology, engineering, 
mathematics) — that best matches their career goals. 

“I really want to take this to heart as we think about the new organizational structure for next 
year, the way we intend to support schools for next school year and beyond, as well as how do we 
close the gaps for students as they return to us to a more in-person format,” Sanders said. 

A presentation made to the board also reviewed the more comprehensive, coordinated services 
needed to provide early intervention for struggling students and ways to address the negative 
state designation given to the district in 2018 because of its student equity problems. 

“When we don’t have good quality core instruction for all students across all of U-46, then 
sometimes we have some disproportionate data,” Sanders told the board. 

“And one of the areas that we’ve been identified by the state for being disproportionate is in our 
overidentification of African American male students as being emotionally disabled,” he said. 

Kelly Gilbert, the district’s coordinator of early intervention services, said disproportionality is 
deeply rooted and widespread across the education system in the United States. 

Racial inequities come into play. 

“African-American students in School District U-46 were found to be greater than six times as 
likely as non-African-American students to be found eligible for special education services under 
the disability category of emotional disability across four consecutive years,” Gilbert said. 
“School District U-46 falls into significant disproportionately and is now mandated to address 
this issue. 

“It starts in the classroom,” she said, “and cumulatively leads to visibly disproportionate 
patterns in schools, districts, states and the nation as a whole.” 

District U-46 is not the only one to be cited yearly for this situation, Gilbert said. 

“Black and brown students, the children who are most often perceived as different culturally and 
linguistically, are at risk in our schools,” she said. “There are no easy answers. … Addressing and 
eventually remediating disproportionately will require attention and commitment of personal 
and fiscal resources.” 

Once students with disabilities are identified as eligible for special needs, they generally remain 
in special education classes for the duration of their schooling, she said. 



Gilbert said professional development, equity training, new hires and surveys help to address 
the situation. 

“We’ve had to go slow to go fast,” she said of identifying root causes. “There are many moving 
pieces. … (But) this will stop here in our district and we will remediate this designation we’ve 
received.” 

 

 

---CBS Chicago--- 03/05/2021 

Illinois Superintendents Oppose Standardized Testing During 
COVID-19 Pandemic 

By Suzanne Le Mignot 

CHICAGO (CBS) — COVID-19 has already turned the school year upside down, and now there 
is a push to cancel standardized tests for grade schools and high schools in Illinois. 
The U.S. Department of Education is requiring testing starting later this month. But some 
superintendents are fighting that, saying it’s just not fair to students. 

Pleasantdale Middle School is among the schools in Pleasantdale District 107, which covers Burr 
Ridge, Willow Springs, Countryside, LaGrange and Indian Head Park. Supt. Dave Palzet says the 
upcoming state standardized test shouldn’t be given to students this year. 

“If the goal of a standardized test is to measure a year’s growth in a year’s time in a standardized 
way and you don’t have a standardized method of delivering content, are you really measuring 
what you’re setting out to measure? Is the tool, is the tool really appropriate in that case?” said 
Palzet. 

He is among the 682 school superintendents across Illinois that signed a letter to U.S. 
Department of Education. It asks for a waiver for mandated state assessments for 2021. Supt. 
Tony Sanders of School District U-46, wrote the letter. Sanders said testing students now, will 
have a negative impact. 
 
 “Lost instruction time, increased social, emotional stress for our families, for 13,000 kids who 
don’t want to come into a school, for results that are meaningless,” he said. 

The U.S. Department of Education said the assessments will be used to target the need for 
resources and support, not to hold schools accountable as to whether students have shown 
growth in math, science and English.  
Dr. Theresa Rouse is the superintendent of Joliet Public Schools District 86. She also signed the 
letter. 

“The idea of the one time a year stand alone standardized assessment that has a lot of weight put 
on it being still a part of our world this year, just didn’t seem congruent with the fact that our 
students are really just trying to survive a pandemic,” she said. 

Dr. Rouse said since the majority of her district has been remote, they are scheduling individual 
appointments for students in small groups to take the test. Social distancing and mask wearing 
will be in place.   

https://chicago.cbslocal.com/personality/suzanne-lemignot
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Parents Expected to Opt Children Out of Spring Testing in 

Large Numbers, Especially in Places Where Schools Haven’t 

Reopened 

 
Therren Miller, 10, is a student in the Pflugerville Independent School District in Texas. His mother Yolanda Miller 

is opposed to standardized testing this year. (Yolanda Miller) 

The U.S. Department of Education might expect standardized assessments this year, but state 
and district leaders are predicting a lot of empty seats. While parents generally want more data 
on their children’s performance, many say they’re unwilling to send them back to school during 
the pandemic just to take a test. 

In Florida, more than 7,000 parents have signed petitions asking for state assessments to be 
cancelled. Others in Florida’s Duval County want an option to take the test virtually. And in the 
District of Columbia, the Office of the State Superintendent of Education will “seek to 
suspend” an annual assessment following requests from parents. 

Many education groups last week commended the department for not canceling assessments 
outright and instead offering broad flexibility for when and how they can be given. They argue 
that comparable data across districts and by students’ race and poverty level is needed to 
measure the impact of the pandemic on children’s learning. Even with that leeway, however, 
some state and district leaders continue to speak out against the department’s decision, saying 
that it disregards the ongoing upheaval caused by school closures 

On Thursday, New York City schools Chancellor Richard Carranza, who later announced he is 
stepping down, sent shock waves by suggesting parents in the nation’s largest school district 
exercise their right to opt out of assessments if they’re opposed to their children taking them. 

Outgoing New York City schools Chancellor Richard Carranza discusses 
assessments for this year: 

In addition, lawmakers in Texas have asked Gov. Greg Abbott to create a formal process for 
parents to opt out. 

“We still do not feel comfortable, as Black and brown parents, to send our children to an in-
school environment,” said Meenal McNary, who has three children in the Round Rock 
Independent School District, north of Austin, Texas. “Assessing students during this time only 
adds the trauma that they may be experiencing.” 
 

Federal law requires states to annually test “not less than 95 percent of all students” in reading 
and math, as well as 95 percent of low-income students, English learners, students with 
disabilities and those in major racial and ethnic groups. Testing almost all students provides 

https://www.mynews13.com/fl/orlando/news/2021/01/29/parents--teachers-call-for-fsa-to-be-postponed-this-school-year
https://www.news4jax.com/news/local/2021/02/02/some-students-families-concerned-as-in-person-state-testing-looms/
https://www.washingtoninformer.com/d-c-schools-cancel-upcoming-parcc-tests/
https://www.washingtoninformer.com/d-c-schools-cancel-upcoming-parcc-tests/
https://nypost.com/2021/02/26/nyc-schools-chancellor-richard-carranza-stepping-down/
https://ny.chalkbeat.org/2021/2/25/22301568/carranza-to-nyc-families-this-is-the-time-to-weigh-opting-out-of-state-tests
https://www.texastribune.org/2021/02/12/texas-staar-test-2021/
https://www.congress.gov/114/plaws/publ95/PLAW-114publ95.pdf


more accurate results, but the department last week noted that states could request a waiver 
from that requirement. 

The law requires districts with a policy in place to let parents know they can opt their children 
out of annual assessments, if they ask. In a normal year, if more than 5 percent of students opt 
out, those additional students would be considered not proficient in overall results, which can 
lower a school’s rating on state report cards. 

Whether or not parents officially opt out, some district leaders expect little or no participation. 

 
School District U-46 Superintendent Tony Sanders wrote a letter asking the U.S. Department of Education to 
cancel assessments this year and got almost 700 superintendents to sign it. (School District U-46) 
 

“I do not know how I could possibly compel 13,700 students who are learning from home to 
come into a school building for a test when I cannot get them to come in to learn,” said Tony 
Sanders, superintendent of School District U-46, near Chicago. 

Prior to last week’s federal testing announcement, he wrote a letter to the department, joined 
by almost 700 other Illinois superintendents, asking that assessments be waived this year. 

And in Georgia, where state Superintendent Richard Woods came out early last fall requesting 
a waiver from testing for a second year, state education department spokeswoman Meghan 
Frick said, “We certainly expect that some parents who have opted for virtual learning, 
specifically if they’ve done so because their child or a member of the household is high-risk, will 
choose not to have their student enter a school building to take the test.” 

The California Department of Education has asked for the maximum flexibility from the 
department, including a waiver from any penalties if less than 95 percent of students 
participate in assessments. New Mexico has also requested a waiver from that requirement and 
will instead test a sample of students. 
 
Parents split on testing 

Polls show that parents are split on the issue of assessments. New results from the National 
PTA and Learning Heroes, a nonprofit that advocates for parents’ access to data, shows that 52 
percent support testing this spring. The rate climbed to 60 percent when parents were told that 
the stakes would likely be lower. For example, the results will not be used to rate schools or 
determine students’ promotion to the next grade. 

In addition, new data released Monday from the National Parents Union, a network of parent 
advocacy groups, shows about “half of parents consistently support assessments as a means to 
determining what kids need and where there might be challenges,” said Keri Rodrigues, 
president of the organization. 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1_oy76M0wRfd8YiQh203Oe48JVhmZd-ToN11PYZsGKV8/edit
https://losalamosreporter.com/2021/02/26/ped-secretary-issues-statement-on-spring-assessments/
https://r50gh2ss1ic2mww8s3uvjvq1-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/PTA-Assessment-Topline-Findings.pdf
https://mercuryllc.app.box.com/s/u6madmb7fbytl549knwjj0ruipvolq90
https://www.the74million.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/Screen-Shot-2021-03-01-at-10.39.52-AM.png


Some parents say they have gleaned some of that insight from observing their children’s remote 
learning and don’t feel assessments would tell them anything they don’t already know. Yolanda 
Miller, another Texas parent, brought her 10-year-old son Therren into her home office so she 
could observe him in remote classes and help if needed. She noticed that he gets confused about 
the teacher’s expectations. Her 13-year-old daughter Madison, however, is doing well in 
distance learning. 

“I feel that students are not receiving quality lessons during these times and teachers are trying 
to stay afloat the best they can,” said Miller, whose children are in the Pflugerville Independent 
School District, also in the Austin area. “This is not the time to assess students’ growth and 
learning via the [state test]. It’s only going to reflect what parents and teachers already know. 
Everyone is struggling — students and teachers. Look at the grade book.” 

Some parents are seeking expertise on how to excuse their children from assessments. Bob 
Schaeffer, the interim executive director of FairTest: National Center for Fair & Open Testing, 
said website traffic to the organization’s opt-out guide is more than seven times higher than it 
was at this point last year. He said the Biden administration “severely underestimated” 
reactions by parents and educators to the announcement that assessments would go forward. 
 
‘We need to know how to do this’ 

Parental views on the matter tend to hinge a lot on the extent to which students have already 
returned to the classroom. Scott Marion, executive director of the New Hampshire-based 
Center for Assessment, said he expects opt-outs to be “huge in states that are engaged in largely 
remote learning if they ask kids to come into buildings to test.” 

 
Scott Marion 

According to one tracker, almost 28 percent of students are still attending virtual-only schools, 
with the western states and Maryland least likely to have students back in school. 

But Paige Kowalski, executive vice president of the Data Quality Campaign, said if parents do 
opt out, it will be difficult to draw assumptions about why. “There is a critical difference 
between a parent who wants to make a statement about policy and a parent with three small 
children at home sharing one device on weak broadband,” she said. 

Concerns remain that allowing virtual assessments would taint the results because of the 
possibility of cheating. But Kowalski said it’s time to solve that dilemma. 

“We can’t just say remote assessments don’t work for everybody in this country,” she said. “I 
don’t think this is our last time to do school at home. We need to know how to do this.” 

Other experts see current movements to opt out as part of a larger trend. 

https://cai.burbio.com/school-opening-tracker/
https://www.the74million.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/Screen-Shot-2021-03-01-at-3.38.05-PM.png


 
Morgan Polikoff, a professor at the University of Southern California, said parents’ opposition to testing this year 

is part of a “backlash” that’s been building for years. (University of Southern California) 

“There’s a broader anti-test backlash that’s been brewing for many years and that has 
accelerated under the pandemic and in response to recent racial reckonings,” said Morgan 
Polikoff, an educator professor at the University of Southern California. “I don’t see that 
slowing down just because schools are opening up.” 


