
By Christina Cooke
Staff Writer

S ince passage of the 
federal No Child Left 
Behind Act in 2001, 
McBrien Elementa-
ry, like most public 

schools in Hamilton County, 
has worked to eliminate test-
score gaps among students.

“We think about it all the 
time,” principal Madeline Bell 
said. 

At McBrien, the achieve-
ment gap between white and 
black students narrowed by 
7 percentage points in math 
between 2003 and 2006, 
records show. 

Helping disadvantaged stu-
dents catch up while improv-
ing the performance of all 
students is tough work, said 
Hamilton County Schools 
Associate Superintendent 
Ray Swafford.

“It’s like starting a 100-

yard dash 30 yards behind,” 
he said.

The achievement gap has 
become a topic of national 
discussion in recent weeks 
because Congress, which 
next month will be controlled 

by Democrats, is expected in 
2007 to consider reauthoriz-
ing the act. How schools are 
closing the gap at local levels 
could determine the fate of 

The gap narrows
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LOOKING AHEAD
PRICE WARS  Buyers of flat screen         
televisions benefit from heated sales efforts. 
Read more in Life on Tuesday.
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WEATHER
Partly
cloudy
High: 54
Low: 32

HIGH HITS 800
Brainerd basketball coach 
Robert High wins his 800th 
game with a victory over 
Northwest Whitfield.

FLORIDA STAKES CLAIM 
FOR NATIONAL TITLE GAME 
AFTER BEATING ARKANSAS.
SPORTS, C1SPORTS, C1 DETAILS, B10

WHAT THEY DID
The number of Hamilton 
County students in grades three 
through eight scoring proficient 
or better in math increased from 
2003 to 2006 by:
! MINORITIES: 17 percent
! NONMINORITIES: 5 percent

WHAT IT MEANS
! The test-score gap between 
minorities and nonminorities 
narrowed from 26 points in 
2003 to 14 points in 2006.

WHAT EDUCATORS SAY
“Across the board, we’re 
closing the gap, which is 
good news.”

— Dr. Connie Smith, state 
Department of Education

“If my grandson came 
home and said, ‘Grandpa, 
I’m proficient,’ it wouldn’t 
be something I’m 
celebrating.”  

— Ray Swafford, Hamilton 
County Schools 

Test scores advanced 
for disadvantaged students

See GAP, Page A5

Cranes arrive

! Senate Majority Leader 
Bill Frist is expected to  
propose extension of the 
sales tax deduction in the 
lame-duck session. 

By Edward Lee Pitts
Washington Bureau

WASHINGTON — Both 
Republicans and Democrats 
in Tennessee’s congressional 
delegation say Congress should 
not adjourn for the year with-
out extending the state sales tax 
deduction on federal income 
taxes.

“We really want to push for 
these tax extenders,” said Rep. 
Zach Wamp, R-Tenn. “It’s the 
biggest priority of the lame-
duck session.”

At stake is the extension of a 
tax credit that includes a sales 
tax deduction, an item of partic-
ular interest in Tennessee where 
residents forgo an income tax in 
exchange for higher-than-aver-
age sales taxes. 

Senate Majority Leader 
Bill Frist, R-Tenn., this week is 
expected to propose a package 
of “tax extenders” that contin-
ue a series of tax breaks such as 
the sales tax deduction. 

Tennessee is one of eight 
states that do not have an 

income tax. In 2004, about 
8.6 million residents in those 
states deducted state and local 
sales taxes on itemized federal 
tax returns, according to the 
Senate Finance Committee. 
But the 2004 law allowing the 

Federal tax break 
future uncertain

WHAT IT MEANS
After an 18-year absence, 
a two-year sales-tax 
deduction was reinstated in 
2004. But with its expiration 
date past, lawmakers 
from the eight states with 
no income tax, including 
Tennessee, will try this 
month to extend it for two 
more years.
! States affected: Alaska, 
Nevada, Florida, South 
Dakota, Tennessee, Texas, 
Washington and Wyoming. 
! Taxpayers affected: 
About 8.6 million, including 
20 percent of Tennessee 
taxpayers  
! Total estimated 2005 
savings for Tennesseans: 
about $205.7 million 
! Average estimated 2005 
savings per taxpayer using 
itemized deductions: $313 
Source: Internal Revenue Service 
and Tennessee Department of 
Revenue data for 2004 and 2005 

See TAX BREAK, Page A6

By Brian Lazenby
Staff Writer

After years of backlogged 
tests at understaffed crime 
laboratories, TBI officials hope 
hiring 17 new forensic scientists 
will improve turnaround and 
ultimately speed up the disposi-
tion of criminal cases.

“We’re hopeful that the 
additional manpower, coupled 
with the outsourcing of cases, 
will help us get this under con-
trol once and for all,” said Jen-
nifer Johnson, spokeswoman 
for the Tennessee Bureau of 
Investigation. 

A staffing shortage created 

a backlog for the past three 
years, she said. New figures 
released by the TBI indicate 
that complete DNA lab test-
ing can take up to 25 weeks, 
and latent fingerprint testing 
can take more than 20 weeks 
to complete. 

At one time, DNA and toxi-
cology testing took up to 44 
weeks to complete, but Ms. 
Johnson said that number now 
ranges from eight to 25 weeks. 

Officials hope to 
cut that time in 
half by summer, 
she said.

H a m i l t o n 
County District 
Attorney Bill 
Cox said the 
Tennessee Dis-
trict Attorneys 
General Confer-

ence has been instrumental in 
helping the TBI acquire addi-
tional resources to reduce the 
delay in lab results. 

“We’ve supported the TBI 
director and helped get funds 
for additional forensic scien-

tists,” he said. 
Ms. Johnson said it will take 

one to two years for the new 
scientists to be trained fully, 
but they already are helping 
reduce the backlog by assisting 
other scientists with the more 
than 47,000 cases the TBI pro-
cesses annually. The TBI has 
labs in Nashville, Memphis and 
Knoxville, but only the Nash-
ville lab can perform certain 
tests.

Some county officials have 
criticized Hamilton County’s 
Criminal Court judges because 

New TBI forensic scientists should quicken justice
! Officials hope the hiring 
of 17 will help clear a 
backlog of crime lab tests.

See TBI, Page A5

Bill Cox

By Margaret Talev
McClatchy Newspapers

WASHINGTON — “Use it 
or lose it” might seem to be 
the obvious game plan for the 
Republicans who are about to 
give up control of Congress.

But rather than using the 
final days of their lame-duck 
session this week to ram 
through all the legislation 
they can, Republican leaders 
are taking a counterintuitive 
approach: Do a minimum and 
leave the rest to the Democrats 
to deal with next year.

That includes political hot 
potatoes such as domestic 
terrorism surveillance and an 
immigration overhaul. It also 
includes one of Congress’ most 
basic responsibilities: passing 
the annual appropriations bills, 
which determine how the fed-

eral government spends some 
$873 billion to cover everything 
from making nuclear weapons 
to running the Centers for Dis-
ease Control and Prevention.

Only two of this year’s 11 
appropriations bills — those 
dealing with defense and home-
land security — have passed. The 
rest are now two months over-
due, comprise about $400 bil-
lion and cover everything from 
national parks and veterans’ care 
to the federal judiciary.

One explanation for the 

On spending bills, GOP 
punts to Democrats

! Nine of 11 appropria-
tions bills are two months 
overdue and unlikely to be 
acted on this week.

See SPENDING, Page A6

Staff Photo by Meghan Brown
Whooping cranes fly with an ultralight aircraft over the Hiwas-
see Wildlife Refuge before landing Saturday. They are part of 
Operation Migration, which uses ultralights to lead whooping 
cranes from Wisconsin to Florida. A story is on Metro.

Staff Photos by Kathleen Greeson
Jonathan Posey, 10; Logan Young, 9; and Justice Payne, 10, from left, play a game during an Everyday Mathematics ses-
sion at Barger Academy of Fine Arts, where test scores have improved among disadvantaged students.

Linda Reynoso, 7, works problems during math class at 
McBrien Elementary School.
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the act.
Three recent national reports 

have criticized No Child Left 
Behind, saying it is having little 
effect on the gap.

“In general, students enrolled 
in high-poverty schools, Afri-
can-American students and 
Hispanic students begin school 
with lower skills, grow less 
academically during the school 
year and lose more skills over 
the summer than their wealthier 
European-American counter-
parts,” reported the Northwest 
Evaluation Association, which 
looked at the scores of third- 
through eighth-graders in 24 
states.

State officials, however, say 
classroom efforts are closing 
the student achievement gap in 
Tennessee schools.

“We still have some sub-
groups that are having more 
problems than others, such as 
English language learners. But 
across the board, we’re closing 
the gap, which is good news,” 
said Dr. Connie Smith, director 
of innovation, improvement and 
accountability with the state 
Department of Education.

MEASURING RESULTS
Schools in Hamilton County 

also have reduced the gap since 
2003, said Mr. Swafford, who 
oversees elementary schools.

Over the last four years, 
the system has closed the gap 
between minority and nonmi-
nority students in grades three 
through eight by 7.8 percentage 
points in reading and by 12 per-
centage points in math, records 
show. 

! In 2003, the gap in reading 
was 22.4 points; in 2006, the gap 
was 14 points, school records 
show.

! In 2003, the gap in math 
was 26 points; in 2006, it was 
14 points.

However, Tennessee’s test 
results are misleading, accord-
ing to Michael Petrilli of the 
Fordham Foundation, which pro-
duced one of the reports critical 
of No Child Left Behind.

“When you compare to other 
states, Tennessee’s poor and 
minority students are among 
the lowest performers in the 
country,” Mr. Petrilli said. 

The Fordham Foundation, a 
Washington, D.C.-based foun-
dation that supports education 
reform, recently studied the 
National Assessment of Edu-
cational Progress results. The 
NAEP, given to a random sam-
pling of students across the 
country every other year, is 
one of the only measures that 
compare student performance 
across state lines.

The foundation ranked Ten-
nessee 38th out of the 44 states 
with enough data to analyze in 
terms of its success in raising 
the achievement of its poor 
and minority students. Virginia 
placed first, Georgia placed 36th, 
and Alabama tied for 43rd.

“Other states are making 
pretty strong gains for their 
minority students, but Tennes-
see is unfortunately not,” Mr. 
Petrilli said. “In a state like 
Tennessee, where you’re seeing 
great improvement on the state 
test and not many gains on the 
national test, it raises questions 
about whether those gains are 
for real.” 

Dr. Smith with the Tennessee 
Department of Education said 
the national test presents only a 
snapshot of the overall picture 
and measures students against 
one another, rather than against 
the standards the state requires 
them to learn.

“They’re different types of 
tests looking at different types 
of skills, and you really can’t 
draw that conclusion (that Ten-
nessee’s achievement gap is not 
closing),” she said.

The Fordham report also 

asserts that Tennessee steadily 
has lowered its standards over 
the last few years by decreas-
ing the percentage of questions 
students must answer right to 
be considered proficient.

Dr. Smith said she respect-
fully disagrees with the Ford-
ham Foundation.

“We have never lowered our 
standards,” she said. “Over the 
past 10 years, we’ve consistently 
raised the bar with all kids.”

Mr. Swafford said that the stan-
dards for proficiency, however, 
are pretty low in Tennessee.

Students in the Volunteer 
State must answer about 50 
percent of the test questions 
correctly to be considered 
proficient and about 75 per-
cent correctly to be considered 
advanced, Kirk Kelly, director 
of accountability and testing in 
Hamilton County, said.

“If my grandson came home 
and said, ‘Grandpa, I’m profi-
cient,’ it wouldn’t be something 
I’m celebrating,” Mr. Swafford 
said.

PAYING FOR CHANGE
Teaching at-risk children 

costs more, said Mr. Swafford, 
because they require extra ser-

vices such as reading and math 
tutors and teachers with special 
training.

Hamilton County has relied 
on foundations to help finance 
extra work at many of its schools. 
A $5 million grant from the 
Benwood Foundation paid for 
extra professional development 
at nine of the system’s lowest-
performing schools, which are 
poor, urban and mostly minor-
ity. The foundation extended 
its support by $725,000 to con-
tinue the initiative through this 
school year.

The Osborne Foundation 
donated $1.5 million to enable 
100 teachers at the Benwood 
schools to earn free master’s 
degrees at the University of 
Tennessee at Chattanooga. The 
Urban League and Community 
Impact Fund paid for specialists 
to work in the schools, engag-
ing parents in their children’s 
educations. And Community 
Education Alliance, created 
by former Chattanooga Mayor 
and U.S. Sen.-elect Bob Corker, 
paid for bonuses for teachers 
and principals who raised stu-
dent achievement by a certain 
amount each year.

The investment has pro-

duced exceptional results, said 
Dan Challener, president of the 
Public Education Foundation, 
which administered the grants.

“The Benwood schools out-
gained 90 percent of schools 
in Tennessee and made a sig-
nificant step toward closing the 
achievement gap in Hamilton 
County,” he said.

The Benwood schools 
increased the number of third-
graders scoring proficient or 
above on the state reading test 
by 21.3 percent from 2003 to 
2005, compared to the 12.3 per-
cent increase in the school sys-
tem overall, records show.

Corinne Allen,  execu-
tive director of the Benwood 
Foundation, said she has been 
delighted to see that students 
are improving at the inner-city 
schools where the foundation 
concentrated its resources.

“What we found was, because 
the Benwood schools were pre-
dominantly poor and minor-
ity, given the right resources 
and attention, all children will 
improve,” she said. 

DATA-DRIVEN
Since the advent of No Child 

Left Behind, administrators and 
teachers said they are using test-
ing data to tailor their classroom 

strategies.  
Ms. Bell said she and the 

administrative team at McBrien 
meet with teachers regularly to 
evaluate each student’s prog-
ress, using information from 
regular assessments to pinpoint 
the areas in which the student 
needs extra help. 

The schools have poured 
resources into training teach-
ers to tailor their instruction 
to meet the needs of every stu-
dent.

“Every child learns in a dif-
ferent way,” said McBrien teach-
er Martha Monds, who divides 
her students into groups of four 
and encourages them to teach 
each other while she circulates 
throughout the room providing 
extra help.

Second-grader Lorena Hal-
loran said she and her neighbor, 
Linda Reynoso, help each other 
understand math concepts in 
Ms. Monds’ room all the time. 

“Our table doesn’t have trou-
ble because we always work 
together,” Lorena said Thurs-
day morning, while the class 
completed problems in their 
Everyday Mathematics work-
books. She said she helps Linda 
understand how to read clocks, 
and Linda helps her with prob-
lems she doesn’t understand as 
well.

Holding teachers account-
able for the progress of their 
students is another key to 
closing the gap, said Juanita 
del Pino, principal at Barger 
Academy. The fine arts magnet 
school has increased the num-
ber of minority students scoring 
proficient or above on the state 
reading test by 19.1 percentage 
points over the last four years, 
records show. 

Administrators at Barger 
spend three to four hours of 
each day in classrooms making 
sure teachers are using solid 
instructional practices and stu-
dents are engaged.

“If it’s not monitored, it 
doesn’t get done,” Ms. del Pino 
said. “I have made it an emphasis 
to make sure one of us (on the 
administrative team), if not all of 
us, are in classrooms every day.”

Wolftever Creek principal 
Ralph Fernandez said positive 
reinforcement is one method 
his school has used to raise the 
percentage of minorities scor-
ing proficient or above on state 
reading tests by 22.6 points over 
the last four years.

The school rewards stu-
dents with good attendance 
and grades with free meals at 
local restaurants, T-shirts and 
ice cream parties, he said.

E-mail Christina Cooke at 
ccooke@timesfreepress.com
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of a backlog of pending cases 
and the length of time it takes 
to resolve cases. Judge Barry 
Steelman said unavailability of 
lab results is one of the primary 
reasons for lengthy disposition 
times.

“You can’t resolve a case 
until all the evidence is in,” he 
said. “I certainly expect having 
more people on board to com-
plete the work would contribute 
to the more timely resolution 
of cases.”

Chattanooga lawyer Hallie 
McFadden said the lengthy turn-
around time for forensic testing 
often leaves defendants sitting 
in jail awaiting test results that 
could exonerate them.

“In some cases, lab results 

haven’t come back for months,” 
she said. “A defendant can’t get 
a speedy trial if they can’t get 
test results back.”

County Mayor Claude 
Ramsey was unavailable for 
comment, but officials said 
he recently requested that the 
state reopen the TBI crime lab 
in Hamilton County that was 
closed in 2003.

Ms. Johnson said that would 
do little to help the situation.

“No one here is opposed to 
it, but we didn’t think it was effi-
cient,” she said. 

The Hamilton County lab 
processed only drug analyses, 
and reopening the facility would 
not speed the system sufficient-
ly, Ms. Johnson said.

Employees from the Ham-
ilton County laboratory were 
phased into the TBI’s labs in 
Nashville, Knoxville and Mem-
phis, so its closing did not con-
tribute to a loss in manpower, 
she said.

According to a memo from 
TBI Director Mark Gwyn to 
members of the Tennessee Judi-
cial Conference, the bureau has 
spent more than $500,000 out-
sourcing DNA and toxicology 

testing, but the new scientists 
should ease the reliance on 
outsourcing and create a faster 
judicial system.

“The last thing we want at the 
TBI is to bog down the criminal 

justice system in any way,” Mr. 
Gwyn wrote in the memo. “A 
long-term solution to this prob-
lem is finally within sight.” 

E-mail Brian Lazenby at 
blazenby@timesfreepress.com

Barry      
Steelman

Hallie   
McFadden

Staff Photos by Kathleen Greeson
Julius McKamey, 10, left, laughs while he and Catherine Edwards-Craw, 10, play a game during an Everyday Mathematics 
session at Barger Academy of Fine Arts. The game requires skills that the students learn from the curriculum.

• Continued from Page A1

Gap

WHAT THE LAW SAYS
The federal No Child Left 
behind law pushes schools 
to raise the performance of 
poor or minority students, 
who traditionally have scored 
lower on tests. The law 
requires that all students 
score proficient or above 
on state math and reading 
tests by 2014 and imposes 
sanctions on schools that 
do not make yearly progress 
toward that goal. 

TEST SCORES
2003-06
Over the last four years in 
Tennessee and Hamilton 
County, all students’ scores 
have risen, but the scores of 
minority students have risen 
at a faster rate than those of 
white students. 

TENNESSEE
In reading, the state has 
closed the K-8 achievement 
gap by:
! 3.4 percentage points 
between black and white 
students
! 2.8 percentage points 
between Hispanic and white 
students

In math, the state has closed 
the K-8 achievement gap by:
! 10.7 percentage points 
between black and white 
students
! 6 percentage points 
between Hispanic and white 
students

HAMILTON COUNTY
In reading, the county has 
closed the K-8 achievement 
gap by:
! 4.3 percentage points 
between black and white 
students
! 3 percentage points 
between Hispanic students 
and white students

In math, the county has 
closed the K-8 achievement 
gap by:
! 12.7 percentage points 
between black and white 
students
! 3.8 percentage points 
between Hispanic and white 
students
Source: Tennessee State Report 
Card

MORE PROFICIENT
Between 2003 and 2006, 
all groups of students have 
increased their proficiency 
on state exams. Poor and 
minority students, however, 
have increased their scores 
at a faster rate.

TENNESSEE
The number of K-8 students 
scoring proficient or above 
on the state math test rose:
! 16.5 percentage points for 
black students
! 13.1 percentage points for 
economically disadvantaged 
students
! 11.8 percentage points for 
Hispanic students
! 5.8 points for white 
students

The number of K-8 students 
scoring proficient or above 
on the state reading/
language and writing test 
rose:
! 8 percentage points for 
black students
! 7.9 percentage points for 
economically disadvantaged 
students
! 7.4 percentage points for 
Hispanic students
! 4.6 points for white 
students

HAMILTON COUNTY
The number of K-8 students 
scoring proficient or above 
on the state math test rose:
! 18.1 percentage points for 
black students
! 15 percentage points for 
economically disadvantaged 
students
! 9.2 percentage points for 
Hispanic students
! 5.4 percentage points for 
white students

The number of K-8 students 
scoring proficient or above 
on the state reading/
language and writing test 
rose:
! 8.6 percentage points for 
economically disadvantaged 
students
! 7.9 percentage points for 
black students
! 6.6 percentage points for 
Hispanic students
! 3.6 percentage points for 
white students
Source: 2006 Report Card

When you 
compare to other 
states, Tennessee’s 
poor and minority 
students are 
among the lowest 
performers in the 
country.

— Michael Petrilli,             
        spokesman,                  

 Fordham Foundation 

• Continued from Page A1

TBI: 17 forensic scientists are hired Every 
Sunday
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Mya Adams, 7, left, and Brianna Brodnick, 7, play a counting 
game during math class at McBrien Elementary School.


