Nebraska Narrative Report 2008-2009

1.  STATE LEADERSHIP ACTIVITIES
State Leadership monies are spent in the major areas identified in the Nebraska State Plan.  PY 2009 professional development and other state activities were all designed to meet the criteria of assisting local programs as they strive to meet the goal of continuous program improvement.

A. Professional Development
The Nebraska State Adult Education (AE) Office devotes a great deal of time and energy to planning and facilitating sound professional development and state training activities.  In order to best serve the AE staff needs, careful attention is paid to the location of training, the site, the purpose, and the audience.  Staff members from local programs are consulted for suggestions and advice in the planning process.  

After the consultant position in the State Office went unfilled for over a year, a new person, Jeanette Evans, was hired in April.  Her adult education knowledge and experience will be a great asset to the state’s professional development program and administration.
Program year 2008-2009 started with thirty one local program directors and instructional staff members attending a Regional COABE Conference in Rapid City, South Dakota, July 28-30, 2008.  The strands presented at the conference included English as a Second Language, Reading & Writing, Teaching Numeracy, Directors’ Leadership Challenge, Native American Education and Corrections Education.  There were also opportunities for ESL Networking, GED Testing and Scoring the Essay, and STAR Reading information.

A major focus for Nebraska Adult Education this year was adopting a new, approved ESL assessment. From February through April of 2009, an ESL Assessment Pilot Committee, comprised of directors and instructors representing seven of the state’s programs, worked to identify, test and incorporate a welcomed new ESL assessment for the state.  After hearing presentations and testing two different assessments with students across the state, the BEST Plus was selected and approved as the new Nebraska ESL assessment.  

Nebraska was selected as one of six states to receive technical assistance from MPR through OVAE to develop a performance-based funding system.  Initial conference calls were held to lay the groundwork for the committee of local program directors and State Office staff members who will provide input and interaction with local programs throughout this process.  The period of the grant is January-November, 2009.  Two face-to-face meetings as well as additional conference calls, webinar and a great deal of interaction, electronically and by phone, will follow to complete this process.

A series of conference calls with local program directors was held during the month of April 2009.  The purpose of the calls was to communicate with local program directors regarding the upcoming grant update for PY 2010, answer questions, provide suggestions and assist in any way possible as programs began to plan and write their proposals for the next year.  Information regarding program performance from 2008 was also discussed.  Each program had been sent the incentive worksheets, negotiated performance standards for 2010, and program specific “report cards” to prepare them for the discussion.  An opportunity for the local programs to ask questions, clarify any issues and present any challenges they had was also provided during these conference calls.  

In late May two regional workshops were held to train new program personnel on AIMS (the state data management system).  Twenty-five staff members were trained in the basics of the system as well and had the opportunity to ask questions and air concerns about the data system.  The systems analyst from the Nebraska Department of Education conducted these workshops.

After BEST Plus was selected as the state ESL assessment, materials were ordered and six regional sites hosted day-long training sessions in June for BEST Plus test administrators to become certified.  In the first wave of training in June, approximated 125 ESL staff was trained by CAL.  Five local program staff members stepped forward to become “Train the Trainers” for the certification process to extend Nebraska’s capacity for training/certifying additional staff members locally.  Additional certification training and refresher courses are being planned periodically to assure that there are an adequate number of certified people in the state to conduct the assessments and to do so according to CAL guidelines.

The annual two-day Directors’ meeting was held for local programs and State Office staff in August.  The past year was reviewed and the areas of focus for the new program year were presented.  NRS, performance measures, AIMS, student orientation, goal setting, program development, planning and management, discussion regarding the charging of student enrollment fees, as well as professional development needs were addressed during this one and a half day meeting.  Each program shared a “success” from the year.  

“All Shook Up” was the theme of the 2008 Adult Education Conference held on October 15-17, 2008 that was attended by 150+ of the state’s AE personnel.  Focus for this conference was on ESL Curriculum (Step Forward Series by Oxford University Press) and Workplace Essential Skills Curriculum (KET) as a way of bringing culmination to the WIA incentive projects for the year.  Each director received both Step Forward and Workplace Essential Skills curricula to use within their local programs.  Sessions addressed best practices when using the materials with students.  Committees had spent a great deal of time working on these projects, which included creation of ESL and Workplace Curriculum Guides, which were distributed to session attendees and to each local program director at the conference.  These guides included a multitude of activities, at all levels of learning, for ESL and/or ABE/GED students.  In addition, sessions were offered that addressed new technology ideas for adult education classrooms, math for GED, strategies to assist struggling/reluctant adult readers, a phonetic approach to spelling, characteristics of and strategies to use with adult learners, and classroom accommodations for students with learning or physical disabilities.

Each year, grant funds are made available for local programs to conduct their own professional development training activity.  Programs are required to conduct some type of needed training for their local program or in conjunction with other programs, in the same region.  Topics range from NRS, to data input/management, reading, writing, math and ESL presentations.  In addition some programs provide speakers on motivation and transition to employment or postsecondary education.  The activities are varied, generally well received and noted as being very beneficial to participants.

Because of the state focus on employment skills and ESL curriculum, some programs concentrated their efforts in these areas.  Another example of professional development activities across the state included a program that provided a speaker to address the culture of poverty and teaching strategies to assist LD/ADHD students in the adult classrooms.

One of the local programs concentrated professional development on the areas of student achievement and accountability, intensity and duration. As a result they saw increased enrollment, increased student EFL movement, better assessment practices, better retention, and increased numbers of volunteers working in the program.  Another advantage of this effort was their ability to attract additional grant money from Wal-Mart, Altrusa, an American Business Women’s group and a local church.

Another program has initiated a transition class, while others have piloted focus groups to work on reading, math, or workplace skills.  Each new idea that is tested, tried, refined and offered that improves student learning and/or retention is of benefit to all as program personnel share their expertise around the state.
Nebraska also uses grant funds for Program Visitation, which allows local program directors to go to and/or send individuals from their program to visit other classrooms/programs in the state.  Through a visitation new directors or staff members as well as veteran staff have the opportunity to see other programs in action and learn from that experience. New ideas and new techniques, as well as an opportunity to network with staff members facing the same challenges, is very helpful to state program staff members.   

Typically, selected staff members are invited to represent Nebraska by attending national conferences providing professional development.  Those attending from the state share information gleaned for this conference with their local staff peers as well as at regional trainings or by providing articles regarding interesting presentations or experiences for the AE Newsletter.   There were two state representatives at the annual TESOL Conference in Denver, Colorado, and eighteen state AE members attended the 2009 COABE Conference in Louisville, Kentucky.  

The State Office maintains a lending library of professional development materials—print as well as video, audio and computer software.  Local program directors and staff are invited to check out materials, test new curriculum pieces and use materials to provide training for local staff.  The library list is being updated and is always available on the website.

B.  Technical Assistance

Local programs are provided with technical assistance from the State Office as it is needed or requested.  There are times when local programs needing specific assistance are referred to a local program that is performing well in the area of need.  The State Office fields questions, provides resources or connections to resources, recommends workshop topics/presenters, presentations, curriculum, technology and software.  In addition there are often discussions about local program challenges, best practices and a range of other topics that assist local programs as they strive to provide training for staff and quality instruction for students.

The AE newsletter goes out via email and is posted on the website on a regular basis.  It provides articles regarding training staff members have received, pertinent state information, training dates, and other information that is supportive of local programming.

The Nebraska State Office personnel have worked very hard to establish a culture of open communication, teamwork, camaraderie and sharing of best practices across the state programs.  The use of phone, email, fax and face-to-face, locally and regionally allows for prompt attention to all the positive things going on in the state as well as provides an opportunity to address problems and challenges as they arise.
C.  Technology Assistance

Work continues to assure that all staff members are able to access, enter data, and retrieve reports from the student data system, AIMS (Adult Information Management System).  Regular training has been made available to new staff members, struggling data entry staff members and for the newly organized state corrections staff members.   Each year training is provided at both the directors’ meeting and the state conference. 

There is still interest in some of the local programs regarding the incorporation of TABE Online into the AE programs.  A conference call was held to re-establish a cohort of interested program staff members, answer questions, provide login information so they can view and explore the software.  Training by McGraw-Hill is still needed to implement and utilize this program at the local level.  Work will be continuing during this program year to achieve this goal.

The Center for Applied Linguistics (CAL) supplied training for BEST Plus administrators and for the five train-the-trainers in the state.  A portion of this training centered on how to manage the computer and the software to administer the assessment by computer.  For some of the staff members this was an easy transition and for others it required a great deal of effort on their part as well as the trainers to assure that they were proficient in computer use for testing and scoring.

D. Monitoring and Evaluation

Last fiscal year, OVAE staff visited Nebraska for a monitoring visit.  While no compliance issues were found, there were five recommendations for the Nebraska program.  The progress on each will be addressed here:

Recommendation 1:  NDE should complete the functionality of the Adult Information Management System (AIMS).  
While great strides were made since the OVAE visit, we continue to receive requests from the field for improvements or new reports.  Many of the glitches that “plagued” the program last fiscal year have been eliminated.  While the two analysts at NDE who are assigned to AE and AIMS are excellent at what they do, AE has to share them with other teams in the department and our requests may not be addressed until a later time.  All local programs can now print the NRS tables for their own program, for regular, corrections education, and total enrollment for +12 or -12 contact hours and total contact hours.  Some new reports include:  AIMS users; student counts for subgroups such as race/ethnicity, county, zip code, and employer.  The monthly site report has been revised for improved use by program staff.   A program (site) can run reports by student contact hours for the site or by class, and student EFLs by site or by class.  The reports most often used by local programs include:  students missing a post-test with 45-60 hours; students needing a post-test; students with 3 or more months of non-attendance; students who have not signed a release of information; and students with a possible generated social security number.  Site reports for:  underage students; out of range enrollment and/or separation date.  

With an increased emphasis on tracking individual class data, it has become apparent that we need to initiate a “view only” feature for teachers to be able to use.  An improved “student snapshot” is also on our request list.  The snapshot, (a more user-friendly form in our previous AIMS system) is a one-page synopsis of a student’s demographics, assessment, goals, and attendance figures.  It was easy to printout at the request of a sponsoring agency doing follow-up.

Recommendation 2:  NDE should promptly select a new English language learning (ELL) assessment for reporting educational gain in the NRS.

As mentioned earlier in this report, a pilot was conducted with the BEST Plus and CLAS-E assessments.  Seven local programs volunteered to be part of the project and there was an over-whelming vote for the BEST Plus.  (While the CLAS-E has many positive aspects, it appeared to be too cumbersome in having to switch from booklet to booklet.  Many felt that the CLAS-E could be used in a bridge or transition class; we will look at that possibility in the future.)  The ESL staff in the field has reacted very positively regarding the BEST Plus.

Recommendation 3:  NDE is currently revising the State’s assessment policy.  The policy should incorporate existing policies and procedures pertaining to the new ELL test NDE selects.

As required, our new assessment policy was approved by OVAE prior to July 1, 2009.  After following the new federal guidelines pertaining to a state’s assessment policy, it was apparent that our Nebraska policy needed much work!  While the finished product was definitely more precise and succinct in direction, one part, the FY 2010 minimum post-testing contact hour rule, may result in fewer student EFL gains.

Recommendation 4:  NDE should develop strategies to improve the accuracy of goal setting related to employment, high school completion, and postsecondary education.

There is not a professional development activity that goes by (or at least very, very few) where goal setting is not a topic of conversation.  Directors, teachers, AIMS users, and all other AE staff are reminded of the guidelines for goal setting.  Many staff is hesitant to mark some of the four goals, knowing that if the students do not achieve those goals, that they (the teachers) are ultimately responsible, or at least feel they are.  However, in looking at the numbers for PY 2009, there is an improvement in the numbers for goal setting, particularly with the employment goals.  This is definitely an area that just needs constant reinforcement with our staff.

Recommendation 5:  NDE should work with its local programs to strengthen the relationships between the programs and their local One-Stops.  

As reported in past years, some local programs have good working relationship with the One-Stop Centers, others do not.  Some charge AE for classroom space, while others do not, and, in some cases, even pay the AE teacher’s salary!  Some are good about referring students to AE, some are not.  The State Office did initiate a meeting with a new DOL program manager.  To our dismay, there were some One-Stop Centers that had the idea that AE did not want referrals from the One-Stop Centers.  We were quick to dispel that idea and both DOL and NDE agreed that discussions between the two departments need to increase.  Plans were made for informative sessions between the two departments and especially for staff in the field.

Our usual and customary monitoring/evaluation activities include:

1.  Application process for local program funding provides the opportunity for directors to evaluate the previous year’s successes and identify areas needing improvement as they plan for the next year’s activities.  It is a time to take an appraisal of what is working and what can be done to improve the program and see increased student performance.  

2. At the close of the program year, each program completes an evaluation form for the year.  They examine the year’s goals, assess accomplishments and also those areas that were not successful.  They evaluate the performance standards and their attainment or lack of attainment toward the state’s performance goals.

3. Desk audits on claims and reports throughout the year are done by state staff.  This affords the opportunity for the State Office to keep current with the local program activities and finances.  We are looking at designing some additional desk audit reports this next fiscal year.

4. On-site visits/evaluations are the best avenue by which we can see classes and visit with instructional staff.  Our goal is to support them in their work and make recommendations or commendations as we travel throughout the state.

E. Development and Disseminating Curricula

The Employment Curriculum Content Guide and the ESL Curriculum Content Guide were finished in PY 2009.  These guides were distributed to all program directors at the annual meeting in August.  Sessions in the use of each guide in the classrooms were conducted at the 2008 Annual AE Conference where all participants in the sessions received copies of the guidebooks.

The guides have been distributed, but are still considered a “work in progress” by the state.  The ESL Curriculum Content Guide is much more extensive and contains many more activities than the one for employment. As the state programs work toward developing content standards, these two books will be a great asset to that process.  Activities may be added, deleted, edited to work right along with the Workplace Essential Skills and Step Forward curriculum materials that were purchased for and distributed to each local program during the ’08 conference.  This information, coupled with the experience gained from working with the curriculum and the guides in the field throughout the program year, will be of great benefit as we move forward.  Lesson plan templates were created as part of the guides and are consistent in both.  This, too, will greatly aid future work.
2.   EVALUATION OF THE EFFECTIVENESS OF THE ADULT EDUCATION AND LITERACY ACTIVITIES BASED ON THE CORE INDICATORS OF PERFORMANCE

We are happy to report that the “third year’s the charm”.  After not meeting our performance standards for two consecutive years, it was so nice to meet our goals for this program year!  All but one of the ESL levels was over 100%.  Last year, four exceeded 100%).  Last year, all the ABE/ASE EFLs were in the 70 -79 percentiles.  This year, two were over 100%, two were in the 90-99 percentiles and only one, ASE low, was in the 83rd percentile.   Our two levels – ABE Intermediate Low and ASE Low continue to be the two levels where we miss out on post-testing; as many teachers indicate, the students (18 years and older) just go in and test and do not tell their teachers. 

Nebraska has several AE programs that are willing to try something new – managed enrollment, open/closed entry/exit, revising orientation procedures, trying new strategies for retention, trying harder to get that post-test, expanding program offerings to focus more on employment,  more group instruction, weekend classes, and the list goes on.  Programs have seen an increase in the number of middle-aged persons seeking a GED diploma due to loss of a job or the need to find a job.  While the recession is probably slower in getting to the Midwest, it is here!

Expanding services is probably at a virtual standstill.  Small federal grant decreases and no increase in state funding over the past years makes it difficult to grow in size and intensity.  While the State Office demands that local program directors do such things as close low attending or low performing classes, reduce the number of weeks of classes in some communities, or move classes from community to community to meet current needs, the “cost of just doing business” just keeps going up and up.  

Early in the program year, one community-based program that served the educational needs (and did a great job) of the Latino community in south Omaha, closed because they could no longer afford the rent of the building in which they were housed.  At the end of the program year, a public school program closed due to the retirement of the only program director they had ever had; however, cost to the district probably made that decision an even easier one to make.  Fortunately, other programs have absorbed the areas served by these two programs.  

As we move into the next program year and a new assessment policy, we are stressing to program directors and teachers that GED attainment is not the end goal of Adult Education.  We want to do all we can for students who are moving on to post-secondary education/training so that hopefully, they do not have to use their Pell grant money on developmental education courses.  It will be an upward struggle as we “think outside the box” to get buy-in from staff and students so that AE can “be all that we can be”.  

It is, and will continue to be, more difficult year-by-year to meet increasingly higher performance standards.  We were thrilled that we were able to do so this year.

	NEBRASKA PERFORMANCE STANDARDS

TRENDS IN ACCOMPLISHMENT

	
	2003
	2004
	2005
	2006
	2007
	2008
	2009

	ABE Beginning Literacy
	38
	40
	47
	46
	25
	37
	44

	ABE Beginning Basic Education
	40
	38
	37
	40
	30
	31
	37

	ABE Intermediate Low
	32
	33
	34
	38
	28
	31
	35

	ABE Intermediate High
	34
	31
	34
	35
	25
	28
	33

	ASE Low
	42
	39
	39
	42
	31
	31
	35

	ESL Beginning Literacy
	38
	40
	39
	43
	50
	46
	44

	ESL Beginning
	ESL Beginning Low
	31
	33
	35
	39
	39
	46
	50

	
	ESL Beginning High
	
	
	
	
	35
	48
	45

	ESL Intermediate Low
	39
	47
	43
	50
	36
	43
	48

	ESL Intermediate High
	36
	49
	40
	53
	37
	42
	47

	ESL Low Advanced
	ESL Advanced
	31
	38
	34
	30
	29
	43
	43

	Placement in Unsubsidized Employment
	32
	39
	34
	41
	45
	37
	43

	Retention in Unsubsidized Employment
	49
	31
	74
	62
	77
	74
	63

	High School Completion
	44
	46
	64
	64
	58
	55
	60

	Placement in Postsecondary Education/Training
	25
	25
	40
	59
	47
	31
	31


	NEBRASKA PERFORMANCE STANDARDS – FY 2009

	Performance Measures
	Negotiated State Standard
	Actual State Performance
	Percent

Achieved

	ABE Beginning Literacy
	43
	44
	102%

	ABE Beginning Basic Education
	40
	37
	92.5%

	ABE Intermediate Low
	35
	35
	100%

	ABE Intermediate High
	36
	33
	92%

	ASE Low
	42
	35
	83%

	ESL Beginning Literacy
	45
	44
	98%

	ESL Beginning Low
	39
	50
	128%

	ESL Beginning High
	36
	45
	125%

	ESL Intermediate Low
	44
	48
	109%

	ESL Intermediate High
	42
	47
	112%

	ESL Advanced
	35
	43
	123%

	Placement in Unsubsidized Employment
	46
	43
	93%

	Retention in Unsubsidized Employment
	64
	63
	98%

	High School Completion
	60
	60
	100%

	Placement in Postsecondary Education/Training
	49
	31
	63%

	OVERALL AVERAGE
	
	
	101%


3.  INTEGRATION OF ACTIVITIES SPONSORED UNDER TITLE II WITH THE WORKFORCE INVESTMENT PARTNERS AND ONE-STOP CENTERS

A recommendation of the federal monitoring team was to strengthen our relationship with the Nebraska Department of Labor and our local One-Stop Centers.  As stated previously, the State Office met with a new manager in the Department of Labor to reinforce our desire to serve One-Stop Center clients, which was contrary to some misinformation she had heard from the field. Local AE program information was shared with the manager and she sent it to the local One-Stops. This person will present at our annual Adult Education Conference, to inform and to reinforce a collaborative relationship at the local level.  Plans are to have this person attend a meeting of program directors as well.

As the ocean ebbs and flows, so does the relationships that some of our Adult Education programs have with local One-Stop Centers.  Some AE programs hold classes, with no rental fees, at employment centers; one even pays the instructor’s salary.  At the other end of the spectrum, others must pay rent and provide the instructor/related costs.  In PY 2008-2009, $ 34,161.99 of federal AE funds was expended for service in the One-Stop Centers.

Due to financial reasons, the Nebraska Department of Labor (DOL) closed three One-Stop Centers during the program year; these were in communities where AE programs worked with the One-Stop Centers to provide services.  While the AE services continue to be offered, those persons in need of employment services are required to travel a greater distance.  

Some of our AE programs have One-Stop staff attend the AE student orientations to inform students of the services available to them.  One-Stop staff is often asked to be part of the local AE program’s advisory committee; likewise some AE staff serves on local employment committees.

Department of Labor does conduct data matching for AE for the employment goals.  The Commissioner of Education serves as the Department’s representative on the State Workforce Investment Board (WIB).

Increasing our collaboration with DOL will be a goal for PY 2010.

4.  EL/CIVICS FUNDING REPORT

The EL/Civics program served a total of 840 +12 hour students in eight Adult Education programs across the state.  Having additional funding through this grant is very valuable to the large ESL population served in Nebraska’s adult education program.  

Because there has been such an increased request for information regarding the new Citizenship Test, an Immigration/Citizenship workshop was scheduled for November 2008.  There were several remote sites set up as well as a face-to-face audience option. Because there was not a minimum enrollment of forty at the presentation site, the workshop had to be cancelled.  Invitations to participate had been extended to the colleges and universities, literacy agencies, and agencies working with immigrants and refugees. A similar workshop is proposed for 2009 when an even greater effort will be made to recruit personnel who might be interested in attending with the AE staff members.  Programs continue to report waiting lists for EL/Civics classes and additional needs for citizenship classes.  Illegal immigration issues are still prevalent in the state, causing students to look to AE classes as a “safe” place to obtain English language skills.

Nebraska continues to explore options for increased professional development for EL/Civics and ESL staff.  The BEST Plus assessment training and proposed Immigration/Citizenship workshop are needed and desired by staff.  In addition, the plan for having a workshop and sharing session for just EL/Civics teachers remains a priority for the upcoming year.

Several local programs developed new ideas or tried a new perspective in the delivery of EL/Civics classes to students.  Some programs introduced the students to the website www.usalearns.org to encourage students to continue study outside of class hours.   
One program developed focus groups around topics which included Healthy Eating, Your Money and Banking in the USA, Winter Weather Safety, English Conversation and Pronunciation and English—Let’s Read.  The Let’s Read class met on Sunday afternoons in the college library where students used interactive computer software, listened to recorded books, listen to stories read aloud, read aloud in partners and participated in language learning games.  This class of 27 was the most successful of the focus groups.

EL/Civics instruction introduces newcomers to the culture, practices, information and resources of life in the United States.  Instruction is accomplished with software such as Rosetta Stone, and curriculum materials including Step Forward and other publications by Oxford University Press and the Civics and Citizenship Toolkit available from USA Citizenship and Immigration Services. Local and educational publication newspapers are often a practical and useful tool in the EL/Civics classroom.

Programs offering advanced and bridge classes sometimes use EL/Civics materials to assist students to make the next step to ABE classes as a continuation of their education.    Information in the newspapers develops community, state, national and international awareness and often creates opportunities to for field trips into the community.  Guest speakers, such as public health employees, postmasters, politicians and museum personnel broaden and enhance learning for students in many of the classrooms.

ESL classes and EL/Civics classes are often indistinguishable in the programs due to the similarity of content. It is the staff’s desire that all ESL students receive instruction in language, but also receive instruction and information to assist them as they acculturate to a new community and to the United States.

It is the hope of the program to re-visit the available curriculum guides and other resources available in the programs and work toward developing a statewide set of standards and possibly a standard curriculum.  Tightening up the consistency, scope and sequence would be of benefit to the instructors in assuring that each student receives the instruction needed to make educational functioning level growth as well as progress in goal achievement.  It will also take a good program and make it even better.



