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The Case of Laila
A few years following the case of Alexander, Martin was again asked to provide support for a middle grades student who we shall call ‘Laila.’ In the same urban school district, Laila was denied access to 8th grade algebra. Laila’s journey is telling as it relates to both teacher decision-making and teacher support of student success.
Laila took 7th grade pre-algebra and received a grade of A-. The objective predictive measures of performance that the school district used, including End-of-Grade and EVAAS[endnoteRef:1] scores were all high; they indicated that Laila should take algebra in the 8th grade. However, her 7th grade math teacher did not recommend her for 8th grade algebra despite the school board policy (stated earlier) and Laila’s success in math class. Although Laila and her mother indicated that Laila wanted to take 8th grade algebra because of her plans to attend college, Laila’s request was denied. Her math teacher, with school official support, explained that because Laila “had to work hard for her high grades,” she would not do well in the top track 8th grade algebra class. It was further explained that such classes were for “naturals”—students who do not have to work hard to maintain good grades.  [1:  EVAAS (Education Value-Added Assessment System for K-12) the SAS Institute’s Education Value-Added Assessment System (EVAAS), is a customized software system developed by SAS Analytics and available to school districts. EVAAS examines the impact of teachers, schools, and districts on the learning of their students in specific courses, grades, and subjects. Users can access information that predicts student success, shows the effects of schooling at particular schools, or reveal patterns in subgroup performance.] 

At this point, Laila’s mother felt she needed help. She was aware of the work that Martin did and decided to ask for his help. She was a little embarrassed to ask because, as a professional woman, she felt she should be able to manage the situation herself, but found out that this wasn’t the case. She had repeatedly spoken with teachers and the principal to no avail.
Martin suggested that Laila’s mother request a Personalized Education Plan (PEP) that would create a template for how the school would provide extra help for Laila. With completed forms in hand, Martin, Laila, and Laila’s mother met with Laila’s teachers and the principal. The meeting began with Laila’s math teacher stating that Laila’s mother should be happy because, given Laila’s background, Laila has achieved much more than would be expected. Laila’s mother was livid! So, Martin engaged the school officials during the meeting. Eventually, it was decided that Laila would be allowed to take 8th grade algebra. In the same time-frame, 8th grade algebra became a course that addressed both Algebra and Geometry and was now known as Math 1.
In an effort to support Laila, Martin arranged for her to have a tutor. The tutor encouraged Laila to do her best and gave her extra work at times to fortify Laila’s understanding of the mathematics. Unfortunately, the tutor and her mother felt that Laila was not supported by her teacher. One example of this is shared here. 
Early in the class, students were asked to complete a project in which each student was asked to prepare a Powerpoint presentation to the school board about the cost of buying paper. In the presentation a recommendation, based on the mathematics, would be made about what paper to buy. Laila completed the project and got it reviewed by her tutor. On review, the tutor felt the project was good and encouraged Laila to do the extra credit part as well, which she did. Laila got an F on the project.
The tutor showed the project to Martin to get his assessment; Martin felt the project work to be mathematically sound and otherwise typical for her peer group. When Martin asked the teacher about the grade given to the project, he was told that “Although the work was perfectly fine and correct, it was not captivating or compelling in its presentation.” 
Pursuant to this interchange between Martin and the math teacher, Laila’s projects and tests were no longer returned for any adult in Laila’s life to examine. This blocked access to Laila’s support team and hindered their ability to assess the quality of Laila’s work. Only Laila was informed of her grade on such work. Finding this unacceptable, Martin worked to revise Laila’s PEP in which it was explicitly stated that Laila would get her work back for review.
For the entire school year, math class was “a nightmare” for Laila. The teacher refused to accept that Laila should have been placed in her class. And, although Laila was performing well in class, the teacher expressed resentment that someone who wasn’t a “natural” was allowed to take the course. At the end of the school year, before taking the Algebra/Math I End-of-Course (EOC) exam which counted 20% of her final grade, Laila had a B in the class. After completing the standardized End-of-Course test, which she aced, Laila received an A- in Algebra/Math I. But, unbelievably, her math teacher recommended that she repeat Math I as Math IA and Math IB in high school[endnoteRef:2].  [2:  If this doesn’t seem unbelievable to you consider this. Laila received an A- in Math I (which is considered an honors course when taken in a middle school setting). Given her A- grade, this would logically imply that Laila proceed to the next honors course in the sequence, Honors Math II. A step below that would be a recommendation for Math II. Math II is not entirely logical, but it would at least not deny Laila access to new content. The step below, in this tiered approach, would be Algebra I.  This would be a one semester repeat of the content for which she just received an A-. The next step below - the course sequence for which Laila was recommended -  would be a repeat of Algebra I content over the course of two semesters. The only recommendation below that in general education would be Pre-Algebra, where Laila would go back to content that is taught before Math I. And if you thought to yourself, ‘well still, maybe the teacher saw something that the data did not’ we hope you notice that this thought must be driven by some belief, for it is not driven by the data of Laila’s performance.] 

Laila and her mother had hoped that Laila would be placed in Honors Math II in high school. But the “system” was not designed to affirm the work of students. In particular, students who did not make a “high” A in 8th grade algebra/Math I, were placed in Math I Foundations and Math IB in high school along with students who did not take 8th grade algebra/Math 1 at all. 
Upon investigation, Martin discovered that many high schools in this urban school district only offered remedial versions of Math I in high school, thus forcing students like Laila to retake Math I at a level below what they studied in 8th grade. Martin went to Central Office to meet with the heads of the high school curriculum and the middle school math programs. They were not aware that many high schools were only offering remedial versions of Math I. After these officials checked for themselves, they confirmed what Martin had informed them about Math I in high school. 
These officials also realized that many middle schools were only recommending students for Math II in 9th grade if they got a “high” A in Math I.  As a consequence, these placement procedures, and uneven opportunities, resulted in “derailing” students. Those who took Math I in 8th grade pursuant to the new school board policy (cited above) did not benefit from the implementation of that policy because the policy did not cover high school placements. Taking Algebra/Math 1 in 8th grade ceases to be an opportunity when future course placements are effectively blocked.
Not all tales have a happy ending. Laila was initially placed into the remedial 9th grade Math I Foundations course. And, although the high school principal agreed to take Laila out of the Math I Foundations course and put her into Math II, the decision was made too late in the semester for her to actually enroll in the Math II course. She didn’t take any math course her freshman year. Dissatisfied with their daughter’s treatment, Laila’s parents enrolled her into a private school.
Martin pursued the issue of placing 8th grade Math I students into 9th grade remedial Math I courses, but the school district refused to make the necessary changes to address the abuses of this procedure.
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