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Abstract
This paper examines the options available to states to redefine their accountability systems 
as they begin to implement the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA). The new law provides the 
possibility that states can create more balanced systems of support and accountability focused 
on educating young people so they can become productive, engaged citizens who are prepared 
for 21st century college and careers. We examine these possibilities, beginning with an overview 
of the law’s requirements, including its allowances for indicators of school progress, methods of 
identifying schools for support and intervention, and requirements for the use of evidence-based 
interventions. We then look more closely at the range of indicators that might be considered in 
a multiple measures accountability system as evidence of learning, opportunities to learn, and 
student engagement. Next we discuss how these indicators might be combined to identify schools 
for intervention and support, and how they could be used within a continuous improvement 
system that also examines school practices through school visits and observations. We close with a 
discussion of research supporting evidence-based interventions that may be worth considering to 
support school improvement in a new accountability system.
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In December 2015, President Obama’s signature reauthorized the 1965 Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act as the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), which opened up new possibilities for how 
student and school success are defined and supported in American public education. One of the 
most notable shifts from ESSA’s immediate predecessor, the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB), is 
that states have greater responsibility for designing and building their state accountability systems 
and for determining supports and interventions for schools and districts.

For more than a decade, the federal government has attempted to drive student achievement 
through the use of targets and sanctions tied to a narrow definition of student success—i.e., student 
test scores in reading and math and, later, high school graduation rates. Although graduation rates 
improved during the NCLB era,1 concern has grown that test-based accountability has resulted in a 
narrowing of the curriculum through an emphasis on math and reading at the expense of untested 
subjects like science, history, art, and music.2 In addition, instruction has tended to focus on the 
format of the required multiple-choice tests. It has emphasized the recall and selection of right 
answers on tests of low-level skills at the expense of deeper analysis and problem-solving; research 
and inquiry; oral and written communications; and uses of technology and other tools to develop, 
evaluate, and use knowledge in real-world applications.

Despite gains on state tests that were the focus of these accountability efforts, progress slowed on 
the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), where the rate of gain was about half 
that of the pre-NCLB era. And on the Program for International Student Assessment (PISA)—a 
more open-ended test that evaluates how students apply their knowledge and demonstrate their 
reasoning—U.S. performance declined in math, reading, and science between 2000 and 2012, both 
absolutely and in relation to other countries.3

Policymakers learned that the reliance on student test scores as a measuring stick for gauging 
school effectiveness did not always translate into schools that were teaching students the relevant 
skills needed to apply knowledge to real-world situations. Instead, in many cases, improved scores 
signaled the greater use of test-taking strategies, rather than more durable learning; sometimes, 
gains were also achieved by eliminating low-scoring students from the testing pool.4

ESSA marks an important move toward a more holistic approach to accountability by encouraging 
multiple measures of school and student success. This shift creates new opportunities for local 
innovation by giving states the opportunity to create new approaches to accountability and 
improvement. The law also gives state leaders the challenging responsibility of designing systems 
that can address enduring inequalities in student learning opportunities and outcomes.

Pathways to New Accountability  
Through the Every Student Succeeds Act 

 
Introduction
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                          Principles for a New Accountability 
 
While the approach of NCLB was problematic, its intent was to ensure that the success of 
traditionally underserved students mattered as much as that of other students. Now, under ESSA, 
states are largely responsible for creating a system that supports the success of all students. 
Figuring out how to use the new flexibility to achieve both greater equity and deeper learning is the 
challenge for the new ESSA. 

ESSA eliminates NCLB’s Annual Yearly Progress (AYP) system. This system set unrealistic targets 
for improving student performance based solely on test scores in two subjects, attached to sanctions 
for failing to reach those targets, thereby focusing schools’ attention almost exclusively on those 
tests. States can now select indicators beyond those the federal government requires, including 
additional measures of student outcomes, school functioning, and students’ opportunities to learn. 
They can also establish goals and determine school interventions based on their own contexts 
rather than adhering to a one-size-fits-all nationwide metric.

This transition could enable states to build systems of accountability that contain more robust 
measures of student learning and achievement aimed at preparing students for life after graduation; 
that provide educators with information to improve their practice; and most importantly, that 
support schools’ capacities to reflect on and adjust their efforts to support students and educators.

This more expansive view of accountability systems is based on a perspective that accountability 
should be designed to help leverage improvement, not just to label or sanction schools. Given 
that there are multiple outcomes of schooling that we care about, and that outcomes can only 
be understood in relation to inputs and processes, a helpful accountability system will consider 
inputs, processes, and outcomes simultaneously, and enable its users to begin to understand the 
relationships among them, so that they can pursue useful changes. Furthermore, a productive 
accountability system should acknowledge that schools, districts, states, and the federal 
government bear different responsibilities for inputs, processes, and outcomes. Accountability 
strategies should be structured so that each level of the system is expected to wield the levers it 
controls to create equity and quality. 

Achieving an equitable school system that leads to meaningful, relevant, and engaging learning 
opportunities for all children will require, for example, that states and districts provide funding 
and other resources that target the schools and districts serving high populations of students who 
live in poverty, have special needs, or are English language learners. It will also require that states, 
districts, and schools undertake the different tasks—such as curriculum design, access to materials, 
and educator development—that will enable these students to develop much richer learning 
supported by quality instruction.

A system that focuses on the whole child and the whole school requires a more comprehensive 
set of indicators that measure the range of skills and competencies students need to be successful 
upon graduating from high school. These include the mastery of core academic content; the 
ability to think critically, collaborate, and communicate; the development of academic mindsets; 
and the capacity for independent learning. The resources and conditions that support students’ 
opportunities to learn must also be included. When systems include information about school 
resources and supports, the staff can readily identify inequities and respond appropriately with 
supports to aid improvement.
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Professional 
Capacity

Resource  
Accountability

Meaningful 
Learning

To meet these goals, some states are utilizing a framework that proposes a new paradigm for how 
to view educational accountability, illustrating how a hypothetical “51st state” might construct and 
implement policy strategies to ensure students are college-, career-, and life-ready.5 A redesigned 
accountability system that accomplishes these goals for students would rest on three key pillars:

1. A focus on meaningful learning.

2. Professionally skilled and committed educators.

3. Adequate and appropriate resources that enable and support the first two pillars.

Such a system of accountability should be animated by processes for continuous evaluation and 
improvement that lead to problem-solving and corrective action at the local level, and that are 
supported by the state (see Figure 1). The system should be:

• reciprocal and comprehensive, with each level of the system—school, district, state, and federal 
government—held accountable for the contributions it must make to produce an effective 
system;

• focused on capacity building, including the knowledge, skills, and improvement processes 
needed to support high-quality education;

• performance based in its means for gauging progress and success; and

• informed by multiple measures that illuminate what is working and what needs to be improved  
or fixed.

      Figure 1: Key Elements of an Accountability System

Continuous  
Improvement
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An ideal accountability system should highlight and measure both the things that matter most for 
student success and those that provide the most useful data and incentives for school improvement. 
Thus, states should thoughtfully consider how each element of their accountability system creates 
incentives and opportunities to move school practices forward in ways that better ensure that 
all students are successful in their learning and their lives beyond school. Part of this process is 
identifying what kinds of conditions and practices have been found to lead to better outcomes for 
students. Those that have greater influence on student success should have special consideration 
as potential indicators. Furthermore, measures of learning should seek to capture the aspects of 
student performance that have greatest traction for later success—including those that evaluate 
higher-order thinking and performance capacities. 

Transparency is a critical component of any accountability system, as data drawn from well-
chosen indicators provides public access to information while enabling more intelligent problem 
solving. Data dashboards using multiple measures can track information about inputs, processes, 
and outcomes to inform a diagnosis of what is and what is not working in schools and for which 
students. The data can be supplemented by school quality reviews that provide a qualitative look at 
school functioning. Such reviews can occur on a periodic basis for all schools or more frequently for 
schools in need of improvement to guide them in planning and developing new strategies.

Our aim in this paper is to illuminate potential approaches to developing more balanced systems 
of support and accountability focused on educating young people so they can become productive, 
engaged citizens armed with the knowledge, skills, and dispositions to participate fully in our 
society. We examine how these approaches can take advantage of the new flexibility under ESSA, 
beginning with an overview of the law’s requirements and allowances for indicators, school 
identification, and evidence-based interventions. We then look more closely at the range of 
indicators that might be considered as evidence of learning, opportunities to learn, and student 
engagement. Next we discuss how these indicators could be used within a continuous improvement 
system and how they might be combined to identify schools for intervention and support. We close 
our paper with a discussion of research supporting evidence-based interventions that may be worth 
considering in a new accountability system. 
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What Does ESSA Require and Allow?

The concept of student learning under ESSA is much broader than it was under NCLB. States are 
required to implement assessments that measure “higher-order thinking skills and understanding.” 
The law explicitly allows the use of “portfolios, projects, or extended performance tasks” as well as 
adaptive assessments. 

In addition, states must use multiple measures of student and school performance in an 
accountability system they design.  The act allows states wide latitude in selecting measures beyond 
the test scores and graduation rates that are required, limiting the authority of the Department 
of Education to influence decisions about indicators and how they are used. The law states that 
the Secretary of Education may not prescribe the indicators that states must use, the weight of 
measures or indicators, or the specific methodology used to differentiate or identify schools using 
these indicators. Thus, states have the opportunity to consider which indicators could best leverage 
improvements in teaching and learning.

Indicators 
 
ESSA requires that a state’s accountability system must be based on its adopted academic standards. 
Each state must establish long-term goals that include interim measurements of progress toward 
those goals for all students, as well as for certain subgroups of students—i.e., economically 
disadvantaged students, students from major racial ethnic groups, children with disabilities, and 
English language learners.

The law specifies that, at a minimum, the state’s accountability system must have the following 
indicators:

• Academic achievement as measured by proficiency on annual assessments in English language 
arts and math (in each of  grades 3–8, plus one grade in high school).

• Another “valid and reliable statewide academic indicator” for elementary and middle schools, 
which can be a measure of student growth.

• The four-year adjusted cohort graduation rate for high schools (states may add an extended-
year adjusted cohort graduation rate if they choose).

• A measure of progress in English language proficiency for English language learners (in each of 
grades 3–8, plus one grade in high school).

• At least one measure of school quality or student success that is valid, reliable, and 
comparable across the state and allows for meaningful differentiation in school performance. 
These measures may include student engagement, student access to advanced coursework, 
postsecondary readiness, school climate and safety, or other measures. 

The state must annually measure and report these data for all students and, separately, for each 
identified group of students. However, the law does not limit the number or kinds of indicators, nor 
does it require that the indicators be rolled up into a single index or letter grade. As we describe 
below, states can include multiple indicators of school quality and success to inform the identification 
of schools for intervention and support and for diagnostic and school improvement purposes.
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Identifying Schools for Assistance 
 
ESSA requires states to identify the “lowest performing” 5% of all public schools that receive 
Title I funding, all public high schools that fail to graduate one-third or more of their students, 
schools previously identified by the state for support and improvement that have not satisfied the 
state-determined criteria for exit within the period specified by the state (which shall not exceed 
4 years), and any additional statewide categories that a state deems appropriate. For schools that 
fall into one of these categories, school districts must complete a comprehensive support and 
improvement plan that:

• is informed by the indicators and long-term goals from the state’s accountability system;

• includes evidence-based interventions;

• is responsive to a school-level needs assessment; and

• identifies resource inequities that will be addressed.

In identifying schools for intensive assistance (which must be done at least once every three years), 
each of the first four indicators previously listed should be of “substantial weight.” In the aggregate, 
the academic indicators must be of “much greater weight” than the other school quality indicator(s).

There are a number of ways that indicators can be given weight within the context of a multiple 
measures framework. For example, the state could pay greater attention to certain indicators within 
the set of multiple measures in the way it responds to school performance or identifies schools for 
additional assistance. We describe such strategies later in this paper.

The plan must then be approved by the school, district, and state education agency and periodically 
monitored and reviewed by the state education agency. In addition to those schools identified for 
comprehensive support and improvement, on an annual basis the state must identify schools where 
there are consistently underperforming subgroups of students. The district is then responsible 
for supporting the school in creating a school-level targeted support and improvement plan. 
Similar in structure to the comprehensive plan, the targeted support plans require evidence-based 
interventions and must be approved and monitored by the school district.6

Evidence-based Interventions 
 
States must demonstrate that the selected interventions are evidence-based. ESSA defines as 
"evidence-based" an activity, strategy, or intervention that demonstrates a statistically significant 
effect on improving student (or other relevant) outcomes based on strong, moderate, or promising 
evidence from at least one well-designed and well-implemented experimental or quasi-
experimental study, or a rationale based on high-quality research findings or positive evaluation 
which suggests the intervention is likely to improve outcomes. States have flexibility to allow 
schools and districts to determine which evidence-based interventions are most likely to work in 
which contexts and with which students.7 
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                        What Indicators Might States Consider? 
 
ESSA creates opportunities for states to design accountability systems that provide a more 
comprehensive picture of student outcomes and opportunities to learn. Although the indicators 
required by ESSA reflect a minimum standard, states can take the initiative to design systems that 
capture more information about the factors that matter most for student success and that provide 
the most useful incentives for school improvement. Indicators of college and career readiness, 
student engagement, social-emotional supports, access to a rich curriculum, school climate and 
organizational functioning, and access to qualified teachers all provide information about the 
broader set of outcomes and opportunities that shape student success. 

In this section, we provide examples of specific indicators states might consider to evaluate 
and support student and school progress, and we offer existing state and district examples to 
illustrate how these indicators are currently being used. Table 1 provides examples of three kinds 
of indicators that could be part of a balanced system of accountability and support: academic 
outcomes, opportunities to learn, and engagement. We then provide examples of how specific 
systems define and use these kinds of indicators.

The accountability system may include some indicators that are reported and used only to offer  
diagnostic information for improvement, and others that guide decision-making about schools 
for purposes of intervention. In some states, local districts may add indicators for their own 
purposes that are distinct from the state system. The indicators below could be used in any of these 
distinctive ways. 

Indicators of Academic Outcomes 
 
ESSA requires all states to collect and use at least two indicators of academic achievement and one 
indicator of English proficiency. As with NCLB, mathematics and reading/language arts assess-
ments must be administered in grades 3 through 8 and at least once in grades 9 through 12. Science 
assessments must be administered at least once in grade 3–5, 6–9, and 10–12. States may choose 
when and how to assess any additional content areas, as long as assessment results can be broken 
out by subgroup and allow for meaningful differentiation in school performance.

• Measures of academic achievement. To measure academic achievement in mathematics, 
reading/language arts, and science, states may use a single summative assessment or “multiple 
statewide interim assessments during the course of the academic year that result in a single 
summative score that provides valid, reliable, and transparent information on student 
achievement or growth.”  These can include traditional sit-down tests or performance tasks. 
This strategy might allow schools to better integrate assessment into curriculum and to provide 
timely information to inform instruction. An additional benefit is that when teachers use and 
score performance assessments, they can also develop a deeper understanding of academic 
standards and their implications for classroom practice.8

The law encourages states to consider including measures of performance to evaluate 
critical abilities—such as critical thinking, inquiry, communication, and collaboration—that 
are part of the new standards most states have adopted and essential for student success, 
but poorly measured by many traditional tests.9 To support comparability, states can use 
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Table 1: Potential Indicators for a Multiple Measures System

Academic Outcomes Opportunities to Learn Engagement

Achievement on Assessments

• Standardized test results, 
reported in terms of status 
and growth for individual 
students and/or student 
cohorts

• Performance assessment 
results from common  
state tasks

• Progress toward English 
language proficiency/EL 
reclassification rates 

• Students meeting college 
standard on AP/IB or 
other college-readiness 
tests or dual-credit college 
coursework

Graduation/School Progress

• 4-, 5-, and 6-year adjusted 
cohort graduation rates 

• Proportion of 8th graders 
who progress to 9th grade

• Dropout rates

Career and College Readiness

• Students completing college 
preparatory coursework, 
approved career technical 
education (CTE) sequence, 
or both 

• Students meeting standard 
on graduation portfolios, 
industry-approved 
certificates, licenses, or 
badges recognized by post- 
secondary institutions and 
businesses

Curriculum Access

• Access to a full curriculum, 
including science, history, 
and the arts, as well as 
reading and math

• Availability of and 
participation in rigorous 
courses (e.g., college 
preparatory, Advanced 
Placement), programs, etc.

• Availability of standards-
based curriculum materials, 
technology resources

Access to Resources

• Ratios of students to 
counselors and specialists 
to students

• Teacher qualifications

• Safe, adequate facilities

School Climate

• Evidence from student and 
staff surveys about school 
offerings, instruction, 
supports, trust, and 
belonging

Teachers’ Opportunities to
Learn

• Access to and participation 
in professional  
development and support

Student Participation

• Average daily attendance/
chronic absenteeism rates

 
• Suspension and expulsion 

rates

• Student perceptions 
of belonging, safety, 
engagement, and school 
climate per student  
surveys

Social-Emotional Learning

• Student attitudes towards 
learning (e.g., academic 
mindset)

• Indicators of social-
emotional skills from 
student assessments

• Indicators of social-
emotional supports from 
student surveys

Parent/Community 
Engagement

• Indicators of participation 
and engagement from 
parent surveys

Teacher Engagement

• Indicators of participation 
and engagement from 
teacher surveys
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common performance tasks or common 
scoring criteria with training that ensures 
consistency in applying standards. 

Both the Smarter Balanced and PARCC 
(Partnership for Assessing Readiness for 
College and Careers) tests include short 
(1-3 hour) performance tasks that call on 
students to investigate questions, find and 
evaluate evidence, and use critical thinking 
in written analyses, as well as to engage 
in modeling and complex problem solving 
in mathematics tasks. Many countries and some states use more extended performance tasks, 
including projects lasting several days or weeks, to evaluate students’ abilities to design and 
conduct investigations, frame and solve problems, and produce designs or products as well as 
written and oral responses. The same is true of systems like the International Baccalaureate 
(IB)  and a subset of Advanced Placement (AP) examinations that include written essays (e.g., 
English, world languages, history), performance tasks (new science courses), and portfolios 
(art). The new AP senior seminar course includes a set of embedded performance assessments 
that teachers organize and score throughout the year. 

There is a substantial knowledge base about how to develop, administer, and score reliable 
and valid performance assessments from the United States and around the world.10 Although 
tests of these skills became rare in the United States during the NCLB era, many countries 
and provinces, ranging from the United Kingdom and Australia to Singapore and Hong Kong, 
use such tasks in their examination systems. Teachers trained to evaluate responses reliably 
score the products students produce—essays, mathematics tasks, research papers, scientific 
investigations, literary analyses, and artistic exhibitions. 

During the 1990s, many states developed systems of assessment that included performance 
tasks and portfolios requiring students to demonstrate their learning through research, 
analysis, writing, quantitative displays, oral presentations, and uses of technology. Those who 
stayed with the assessments over time succeeded in developing well-designed tasks that were 
comparable across settings and in training teachers to score them reliably. For example, a study 
of Kentucky’s writing portfolios, which included three writing samples in different genres, with 
specific guidelines and scoring rubrics for each task, found rates of agreement between teacher 
raters and auditors of 99% for exact or adjacent scores.11 Studies in states including California, 
Kentucky, Maine, Maryland, Vermont, and Washington12 found that these assignments improved 
the quality of instruction and improved achievement on both traditional standardized tests and 
more complex performance measures.13

An important tool for states wanting to develop richer tasks is the Performance Assessment 
Resource Bank,14 which is a joint project of the Stanford Center for Assessment, Learning, 
and Equity (SCALE) and the Stanford Center for Opportunity Policy in Education (SCOPE), in 
collaboration with the Council of Chief State School Officers’ (CCSSO) Innovation Lab Network. 
This online resource provides performance tasks within key subjects and across disciplines linked 
to new standards and learning progressions. Developed with educators across the states, these 
tasks have been piloted and vetted for quality and offered with rubrics and scoring protocols. The 

There is a substantial knowledge 
base about how to develop, 
administer, and score reliable and 
valid performance assessments 
from the United States and 
around the world.
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site also includes portfolio frameworks, learning progressions, curriculum units in which tasks are 
embedded, and tools to help educators design and review tasks, and score them with consistency.

New Hampshire, Colorado, and Virginia are among the states planning to use the bank to 
support their performance assessment strategies. New Hampshire’s Performance Assessment 
for Competency Education (PACE) pilot may be the most developed; it involves a growing 
number of districts in a combination of state and local performance-based assessments under 
a federal flexibility waiver from NCLB requirements. The PACE system relies on a competency-
based approach to instruction, learning, and assessment. In addition to the use of the Smarter 
Balanced English Language Arts (ELA) and math assessments once per grade span, participating 
districts use state-developed common performance tasks in intervening years, supplemented by 
local performance tasks designed to support deeper learning.15

Another approach has been used in Washington, where the state provides districts and schools 
with common curriculum-embedded performance tasks in subjects other than ELA and 
math—including civics, the arts, physical education, science, social studies, and others—along 
with rubrics and specifications for scoring. Local districts administer the tasks and organize the 
scoring. These are not currently part of the accountability system but could be under ESSA.

• Measures of high school graduation. At the high school level, states are required to include 
four-year adjusted cohort graduation rates as their additional academic indicator. States may 
also choose to include an extended (e.g., 5- or 6-year) adjusted cohort graduation rate. This 
creates positive incentives for schools to admit, keep, and support students with challenges that 
prevent them from graduating in the standard four years. These include students who may have 
dropped out for a job or childrearing, been incarcerated, immigrated to the U.S. as teenagers 
with little previous education who need more time to catch up, or those who simply need more 
time to reach high standards. Including extended-year graduation rates provides an important 
protection against the perverse incentives that existed under NCLB for schools to exclude 
lower-performing students in order to boost accountability metrics.

In middle school, states may also include an indicator for the proportion of 8th grade students 
who do not drop out before 9th grade—a significant statistic in many school districts—and those 
who are on track to graduate. This measure can serve as an early warning, triggering intervention 
and support for students at risk of failing to graduate or for schools with high concentrations 
of students who are not on track. California’s CORE (California Office to Reform Education) 
districts, a consortium of nine districts that received an ESEA flexibility waiver from the federal 
government, include an “on track to graduate” indicator that measures the percentage of eighth 
graders who meet the following criteria, designed to predict whether students are likely to 
graduate from high school on time: grade point average (GPA) of 2.5 or better; attendance rate of 
96% or better; no D’s or F’s in ELA or math; and no suspensions.16 

• Measures of college and career readiness. Collecting data on students’ participation 
and performance in college and career pathways can serve as both a measure of students’ 
opportunities to learn and a powerful predictor of post-secondary success. Moreover, using 
multiple measures of college and career readiness—including participation in college 
preparatory coursework, dual enrollment, and work-based experiences—provides a fuller, more 
accurate picture than performance on state tests alone, which are less powerful predictors of 
success later in life.17
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To measure college readiness, states could include:

• measures of student participation in/completion of college preparatory coursework, or 
the proportion of those participating in AP and IB programs;

• scores on college entrance exams, including SAT/ACT or AP/IB;

• success in dual enrollment courses (concurrent enrollment in high school and 
community college); and/or

• post-secondary enrollment, persistence, and graduation. 

To measure career readiness, indicators could include:

• the proportion of students who complete a comprehensive sequence of courses and 
internships in career technical education (CTE);

• the proportion of students who complete work-based learning experiences that meet 
certain standards; and/or

• the proportion of students reaching a defined level of achievement as documented 
through graduation portfolios, industry-approved certificates, licenses, and badges 
recognized by post-secondary institutions and businesses.

South Carolina, for example, publicly reports both college-readiness indicators (e.g., 
participation and success in AP/IB programs, dual enrollment) and career-readiness indicators 
(e.g., the number of students enrolled in work-based learning experiences, career technology 
courses, attending career technology centers).18  Two states, Virginia and Kentucky, include 
in their state report cards the number of students who earn industry-recognized credentials. 
Starting in 2015–16, Alabama will incorporate into its new accountability system career 
readiness indicators such as students earning an approved industry credential. The very 
comprehensive National Academy Foundation Student Certification Assessment System—
which certifies rigorous coursework and satisfactory performance on end-of-course exams, 
culminating projects, a work-based learning internship, and high graduation requirements—
also performs this function and could be similarly recognized.

California Department of Education reports indicators including the percent of students who 
have completed the state-approved (called A-G) college preparatory curriculum and those who 
have completed state-approved CTE sequences of courses, including internships. Some districts 
also recognize the proportion of students who have completed both, as students in the state’s 
Linked Learning pathways academies do. An indicator that looks at students completing college 
and career pathways could serve as an important protection against re-creating a two-tiered 
system that limits students’ post-secondary choices. 

Combining college and career readiness indicators can be tricky as students have different 
goals for their steps immediately after high school, and different pathways to achieve those 
goals. Some states look at the proportion of students who have completed a college or career 
preparatory pathway, with the goal of assuring that 100% of students have completed at least 
one of these and that no students are unprepared for a productive next step. Some jurisdictions 
have created interesting indices that are combinations of a variety of measures. We describe 
these in the next section. 
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• Measures of English language proficiency. All states are required to include a measure of 
progress in achieving English language proficiency that compares student proficiency with 
the previous year. The best measures are individually administered assessments of listening 
and speaking as well as reading and writing within content areas, so that mastery of academic 
language can be assessed. Using students’ gain scores along a continuum of proficiency, rather 
than a metric such as “percent proficient,” can better assess the full range of English language 
learners and their needs. In turn, this can incentivize schools to provide support to English 
language learners at all stages of language acquisition.

Although not required by the federal accountability system, some states have considered 
including an indicator for rates of English learner reclassification, as such as the one required 
by California’s redesigned accountability system. Reclassification is the process whereby an 
English language learner is designated as a Fluent English Proficient student after meeting 
linguistic and academic criteria set by the state and district. In some settings, where English 
language learners are segregated for instruction, this redesignation can enable greater access to 
the core curriculum. In other contexts in which English language learners are mainstreamed for 
instruction irrespective of this designation, there often is not a change in instruction. However, 
once students are reclassified, students typically lose the additional support provided to English 
language learners and districts lose funding to provide special services for these learners. 

Just as NCLB’s emphasis on “percent proficient” encouraged schools and educators to focus on 
“bubble kids”19—those students just below the proficiency threshold—tallying reclassifications 
could incentivize schools to focus on students who score just below the cut off of English 
proficiency and pay less attention to those who are newcomers. It could also create incentives 
to reclassify students even when they are not ready to be fully independent, thereby losing 
them access to needed services. Thus, such indicators should be considered with care to avoid 
unintended negative outcomes.

Indicators of Opportunities to Learn

ESSA requires that states include at least one other indicator of school quality or student success in 
addition to the two academic outcome and English proficiency indicators. By looking at students’ 
opportunities to learn, state accountability systems can provide information about the resources 
and conditions that influence student learning outcomes. In addition, opportunity-to-learn 
outcomes can be used to hold the districts and the state accountable for providing the resources 
necessary for schools to meet ambitious goals for student learning. The legislation suggests that 
states could include indicator(s) of student engagement, educator engagement, student access to 
and completion of advanced coursework, postsecondary readiness, or school climate and safety. In 
addition, access to a full curriculum, a supportive learning environment, adequate resources, and 
experienced, in-field, qualified, and effective teachers are all essential for student success.

In Monroe County, Georgia, the district has adopted a comprehensive set of indicators of school 
conditions that influence students’ opportunities to learn, including facilities quality, Internet access, 
new teacher retention, staff attendance, and professional learning.20 Some of these are also used in 
state accountability systems, such as those in New York and California. This information can be used 
by educators at the school, district, and state level to ensure all students have access to equitable and 
adequate opportunities to learn and that educators are supported in working with students.
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• Measures of school conditions. Surveying parents, teachers, and students can provide 
information about the school conditions that support student learning and emotional well-
being. A rich research base exists that describes the school conditions that matter most for 
improving student learning, including strong principal leadership, a coherent instructional 
program, parent involvement, and high levels of safety and order.21 In New York City, for 
example, the district surveys parents, teachers, and students on academic expectations, 
communication, engagement, and safety and respect. These data are reported as part of a 
School Quality Guide (see pp. 22-24), along with indicators of student achievement, student 
progress, achievement gaps, and information from a school quality review. Similar indicators 
are used in Alberta, Canada, and the CORE districts in California (described on pp. 15-20).

• Measures of access to a rich curriculum. Measures of participation in or completion of 
college- and career-ready pathways can provide information about students’ opportunities to 
learn in high school and indicate whether students are on track for post-secondary success. 
These outcome measures also gauge opportunities to learn, and thus they do double duty 
in expanding educational equity. In addition, as in California, states can collect information 
about students’ access to a full curriculum, including science, history-social studies, art, music, 
world language, and physical education. This could provide a corrective to the narrowing of 
curriculum that occurred in many schools under NCLB. It could also strengthen students’ long-
term performance, given the evidence that literacy and critical thinking are not generic skills 
but instead rely on the content knowledge students have had the opportunity to learn.22

• Measures of access to resources. A multiple measures approach can serve as part of a 
reciprocal accountability system that holds schools accountable for student learning while 
simultaneously holding the state and district accountable for providing sufficient resources to 
support student learning. Including indicators of key resources—adequate funding, staffing, 
and facilities; up-to-date, standards-based materials and technology; qualified and experienced 
teachers—can help to identify schools in need of support as well as inequities in resource 
distribution across schools.  
 
Access to such tools as professional learning for teachers can be an important variable 
associated with the expertise students ultimately encounter. Some systems examine these kinds 
of issues through tallies (e.g., the number of students per computer, student-teacher ratios), 
while others use survey data from students, teachers, or parents to report aspects of resource 
availability. For teachers, access to high-quality, appropriate professional development is an 
indicator of teaching conditions that will ultimately translate into learning conditions for 
students as well. 

• Measures of access to qualified teachers. Scholars find that high-need students—low-income 
students, English language learners, those with low prior academic performance—are less 
likely to have access to highly qualified or effective teachers, whether measured by experience, 
training, certification for the field taught, or evaluation ratings, and are much more likely 
to be taught by novices and those who have not completed training.23 These inequalities 
influence student achievement.24 Schools with large numbers of inexperienced, uncertified, or 
out-of-field teachers place students at an acute disadvantage in their learning.25 The same is 
true with respect to school principals, who are also inequitably distributed, although less data 
are typically available on this point. Including indicators of school-level access to qualified 
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educators (e.g., proportions of teachers who are fully certified, teaching in field, and have more 
than three years of experience) can encourage districts to pay attention to and take action to 
close gaps in access to qualified educators. 

Indicators of Engagement 

Indicators of engagement can provide information about the culture and climate of schools, 
including data on parent and community involvement, safe and supportive school conditions, 
student participation and engagement in schooling, and measures of social-emotional learning. 
States can choose to include indicators of engagement to meet or exceed the requirements of ESSA, 
which requires only one indicator of school progress or student success.

• Measures of attendance and chronic absenteeism. The number of days that students 
attend school is positively associated with student achievement, affecting their grades and 
achievement on reading and math assessments26 as well as on-time graduation.27 Including 
attendance as part of a multiple-measures data dashboard can motivate districts to quickly 
respond when student attendance stagnates or declines, overall or for specific groups.28

In particular, chronic absenteeism, commonly measured as missing 10% or more of the 
school year, is associated with lower academic performance, lower likelihood for graduation, 
and increased achievement gaps in elementary, middle, and high school.29 Furthermore, the 
negative effects of chronic absenteeism can increase over time, because students who are 
chronically absent in one year are often chronically absent in multiple years. Including this 
indicator in a multiple measures system, as the CORE districts do, can help to identify and 
provide targeted support to schools that need to develop strategies to better address the needs 
of chronically absent students.

• Measures of student suspension and expulsion. Because evidence shows that removing 
students from school increases their likelihood of dropping out, many districts have committed 
to reducing students’ out-of-class time due to suspensions and expulsions, with particular 
attention given to the disproportionate rates of suspension experienced by students of color. The 
federal Office of Civil Rights uses these measures as key indicators for its civil rights enforcement 
activities. California, which has included this measure in its state accountability system since 
2013, has seen a precipitous drop in student suspension and expulsions rates as schools have 
also been adopting restorative justice programs and other alternatives to suspension.30

• Measures of social-emotional learning. There has been growing interest in measuring student 
engagement in learning using recently developed measures of student attitudes towards 
learning, such as indicators of a growth mindset, grit, or persistence. California’s CORE districts 
were some of the first in the country to experiment with using social-emotional learning 
indicators as part of their accountability systems.31 After reviewing research on the social-
emotional factors that promote long-term learning, the CORE districts developed a student 
survey and a teacher documentation system to measure four key factors considered important  
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for students’ academic performance that were also measurable and actionable predictors of 
student success:32

1. Growth mindset.

2. Self-efficacy.

3. Self-management.

4. Social awareness.

There are two ways to think about such measures: First, using social-emotional indicators as part 
of a multiple measures system of accountability encourages a broader definition of student success, 
and second, it incentivizes schools to create opportunities for meaningful learning that will foster 
students’ growth as self-directed learners.

• Measures of parent engagement. Parents and community members play an essential role in 
supporting student and school success. Extensive research in the Chicago Public Schools, for 
example, has shown that parent engagement can be a critical factor for improving student 
learning outcomes.33 Consequently, the district uses parent surveys to measure engagement, 
thereby incentivizing schools to develop stronger ties with parents and the community.

How Might States Use Multiple Measures in Data Dashboards?
If the purpose of accountability is to monitor progress on meaningful goals and to support 
continuous improvement, then it is critical to have access to accurate and up-to-date information 
on how well a school is progressing.

Several states have developed data dashboards that use indicators (such as those described above) 
to report the data needed to foster continuous improvement and identify schools requiring 
support. Like automobile dashboards that provide information on a car’s functioning—gas gauge, 
engine temperature, tire pressure, and fluid gauge—a data dashboard provides critical information 
about what is working and what needs attention. Dashboards create transparency, a key aspect of 
accountability, for educators and the local community. They allow data to be accessed in a timely 
way to guide action. Such data also help prioritize limited resources so that they address the most 
pressing needs, and to recognize practices that have been proven successful in advancing teaching 
and learning.

In this section, we provide examples of data dashboards used in the accountability systems of 
Alberta, Canada; California’s network of CORE districts; and the New York City Department of 
Education. In a later section, we provide examples of different ways to evaluate and combine data 
for the purpose of identifying schools for assistance. 
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Alberta’s Results Report

The Alberta Results Report is an online 
reporting tool that contains data for the 
province’s seven sets of indicators, which 
are organized around three main goals in its 
multiple measures accountability system  
(see Figure 2). The goals and measures are  
as follows:

1. High Quality Learning Opportunities:

a. Safe and Caring Schools. Based on 
surveys, this is measured by the percentage 
of surveyed teachers, parents, and students who agree that students are safe at school, learning 
to be caring individuals, learning respect for others, and treated fairly in school.

b. Student Learning Opportunities. Based on surveys, this is measured by the percentage of 
teachers, parents, and students who are satisfied with the opportunity for students to receive 
a broad program of studies, and the percentage of teachers, parents, and students who are 
satisfied with the overall quality of basic education. In addition, administrative data are used to 
measure the percentage of students aged 14–18 registered in the K–12 system who drop out the 
following year and the percentage of students in the grade 10 cohort who have completed high 
school by the end of their third (grade 12) year.

2. Excellence in Learner Outcomes:

a. Student Learning Achievement (Grades K-8). This is measured by the percentage of 
students who achieve the "acceptable" standard on the Provincial Achievement Test and the 
percentage of students who achieve the "excellence" standard on the Provincial Achievement Test.

b. Student Learning Achievement (Grades 9-12). This is measured by the percentage of 
students who achieve the “acceptable” standard on a diploma exam; the percentage of students 
who achieve the “excellence” standard on a diploma exam; the percentage of students in the 
grade 10 cohort who have taken four or more diploma exams by the end of their third year in 
high school; and the percentage of grade 12 students who have met the eligibility criteria for a 
Rutherford Scholarship based on course marks in grades 10, 11, and/or 12.

c. Preparation for Lifelong Learning, World of Work, Citizenship. This is measured by 
the percentage of students in the grade 10 cohort who have entered a post-secondary-level 
program at an Alberta post-secondary institution or registered in an Alberta apprenticeship 
program within six years of entering grade 10; the percentage of teachers and parents who 
agree that students are taught attitudes and behaviors that will make them successful at work; 
the percentage of teachers, parents, and students who are satisfied that students model the 
characteristics of active citizenship; and the percentage of teacher and parent satisfaction that 
students are demonstrating the knowledge, skills, and attitudes necessary for lifelong learning.

If the purpose of accountability is 
to monitor progress on meaningful 
goals and to support continuous 
improvement, then it is critical 
to have access to accurate and 
up-to-date information on how well 
a school is progressing.
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3. Highly Responsive and Responsible Jurisdiction:

a. Parental Involvement. This is measured by the percentage of teachers and parents satisfied 
with parental involvement in decisions about their child’s education.

b. School Improvement. This is measured by the percentage of teachers, parents, and students 
who indicate that their schools and the schools in their jurisdiction have improved or stayed the 
same over the last three years.

The Results Report details how schools in each province are performing along each metric; 
the report is scored and color coded to indicate performance levels (i.e., red indicates very low 
performance, orange indicates low performance, yellow indicates intermediate performance, green 
indicates high performance, and blue indicates very high performance). In addition, the report 
provides users with information on the trends associated with each metric. For example, educators, 
parents, and community members are given the numeric score for how the province schools fared 
on the “safe and caring school” metric for that year, along with the scores for the previous year and 
the previous three-year average.
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Measure 
Category

Measure 
Category 

Evaluation
Measure

Alberta Measure Evaluation

Current 
Result

Prev Year 
Result

Prev 3 Yr 
Average

Achievement Improvement Overall

Safe and  
Caring 
Schools

Excellent Safe and Caring 89.0 88.0 88.1 Very High
Improved 

Significantly 
Excellent

Student 
Learning  
Opportunities

Good

Program Studies 81.5 80.7 80.7 High
Improved 

Significantly
Good

Education Quality 89.8 89.4 89.3 Very High
Improved 

Significantly
Excellent

Drop Out Rate 3.5 3.2 3.9 High
Improved 

Significantly
Good

High School  
Completion Rate 
(3yr)

74.8 74.1 72.7 High Improved 
Significantly Good

Student 
Learning 
Achievement 
(Grades K-9)

Issue

PAT: Acceptable 79.0 79.1 79.2 Intermediate Declined Issue

PAT: Excellence 18.9 20.8 19.9 Intermediate Declined 
Significantly Issue

Student 
Learning 
Achievement 
(Grades  
10-12)

Good

Diploma:  
Acceptable 84.6 83.1 82.5 High Improved 

Significantly Good

Diploma: Excellence 21.7 20.7 20.1 High Improved 
Significantly Good

Diploma Exam 
Participation Rate 
(4+ Exams)

56.6 56.2 54.9 High Improved 
Significantly Good

Rutherford  
Scholarship  
Eligibility Rate 
(Revised)

61.3 61.5 59.4 High Improved 
Significantly Good

Preparation 
for Lifelong 
Learning, 
World of 
Work, 
Citizenship

Good

Transition Rate  
(6 year) 56.5 58.4 59.2 High Maintained Good

Work Preparation 80.3 79.7 79.9 High Improved Good

Citizenship 83.4 82.5 82.0 Very High Improved 
Significantly Excellent

Parental 
Involvement Good Parental 

Involvement 80.3 79.7 79.8 High Improved 
Significantly Good

Continuous 
Improvement Excellent School 

Improvement 80.6 80.0 80.0 Very High Improved 
Significantly Excellent

Source: Alberta Education. Retrieved October 3, 2014, from https://education.alberta.ca/media/7632276/oct2013_
apori_201310_province_report.pdf.

Figure 2: Alberta Results Report Sample

Accountability Pillar Overall Summary
Annual Education Results Reports - Oct 2013
Province: Alberta

 https://education.alberta.ca/media/7632276/oct2013_apori_201310_province_report.pdf
 https://education.alberta.ca/media/7632276/oct2013_apori_201310_province_report.pdf
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Because the Results Report is an electronic tool, users can click on each metric, which then drills 
down into more detailed information about the measure. For example, tables and graphs display a 
breakdown of how each role group (teachers, parents, students) responded to the statement that 
their school is safe, in addition to how parents have answered each survey item related to this 
measure for the last five years.

The seven sets of indicators do not roll up into a summative score; instead, the Results Report 
displays each individual measure and performance level. Administrators from Alberta note this is 
deliberate so that schools can focus on improving and prioritizing their efforts on specific areas of 
need that were highlighted when the performance data were disaggregated.34

California’s State and Local Priorities

California’s new accountability system is in many ways similar to Alberta’s. The state has set 
eight priority areas, each of which includes several indicators regularly tracked by local districts 
(see Figure 3.) Indicators with comparable data are also tracked by the state. As part of their Local 
Control Accountability Plans, the districts set goals for areas they are working to improve and with 
county oversight annually assess their progress.

 

          

          Source: Legislative Analysts Office (2013). An overview of the Local Control Funding Formula. Sacramento, CA: Mac Taylor.

      Figure 3: Indicators for California's State Priority Areas

Required Data for Each of Eight State Priority Areas

Parental Involvement
• Efforts to seek parent input.
• Promotion of parental participation.

Basic Services
• Rate of teacher misassignment.
• Student access to standards-aligned  

instructional materials.
• Facilities in good repair.

Student Achievement
• Performance on standardized tests.
• Score on Academic Performance Index.
• Share of students that are college and career ready.
• Share of ELs that become English proficient.
• EL reclassification rate.
• Share of students that pass Advanced Placement  

exams with 3 or higher.
• Share of students determined prepared for college  

by the Early Assessment Program.

Student Engagement
• School attendance rates.
• Chronic absenteeism rates.
• Middle school dropout rates.
• High school dropout rates.
• High school graduation rates.

Other Student Outcomes
• Other indicators of student performance in required  

areas of study. May include performance on other exams. 

Implementation of Common Core State  
Standards (CCSS)

• Implementation of CCSS for all students,  
including English Learners.

Course Access
• Student access and enrollment in all required 

areas of study.

School Climate
• Student suspension rates.
• Student expulsion rates.
• Other local measures.
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The indicators include measures of:

• academic outcomes, including ELA and math test scores, English language proficiency, college- 
ready scores on AP tests or the state’s EAP exam, and college and career readiness (e.g., the 
proportion of students who complete the A-G college preparatory curriculum and/or a state-
approved career technical education sequence of courses and work-based experiences);

• opportunities to learn, including access to a full curriculum; access to materials, facilities, and 
teacher qualifications; implementation of new state standards; graduation rates; and middle 
and high school dropout rates; and

• engagement, including student attendance, chronic absenteeism, suspension and expulsion 
rates, and parent involvement.

Under ESSA, the state will design a combined state/federal reporting system based on a subset of 
these measures collected with comparable data statewide. These will be used to identify schools 
for intensive assistance. Local districts will add their own measures to guide their continuous 
improvement efforts. Rather than covering a few schools targeted for intervention, the state expects 
all schools to be working to improve the areas that are most high leverage for their overall progress.

CORE Districts’ School Quality Improvement System

In California, a group of districts joined together to work as a consortium on a variety of school 
improvement efforts and secured an ESEA flexibility waiver from the U.S. Department of Education 
that shaped their collective accountability work. Building on the foundation of the California state 
priorities, the CORE districts add certain indicators—such as evidence of social-emotional learning 
and climate surveys from schools—and present a summary of key indicators in two domains: 

1. Academic Achievement: growth and achievement on state English Language Arts and math 
tests, graduation rates, and on-track-to-graduate rate (grade 8).

2. Social-Emotional and School Culture and Climate: measures of social-emotional skills; 
suspension/expulsion rates; chronic absenteeism; culture/climate surveys from students, staff, 
and parents; and English learner re-designation rates.

These are the main pillars of the districts’ School Quality Improvement System (SQIS). The CORE 
districts’ main focus is on continuous improvement. To that end, the consortium developed a 
school report card that employs a data dashboard approach so that all stakeholders are able to view 
the school’s performance on each individual measure (see Figure 4). The report card displays the 
performance information for each measure, detailing the previous year’s score alongside the current 
year’s score. It also calculates a change score, which represents the difference between the two scores.

Like the Alberta Results Report, the CORE districts’ school report card employs color coding to 
indicate performance levels (i.e., green indicates above-average performance, orange indicates 
average performance, and red indicates below-average performance). Arrows are used to signify 
trends (increasing, declining, and no change). These features are designed to make the information 
actionable so that school improvement efforts are data based and well informed. Similar to the 
Alberta Results Report, the CORE districts' school report card disaggregates the data even further 
to paint a more nuanced picture of school performance, such as the amount of improvement that 
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is needed to advance an index level, how student subgroups are performing in relation to the 
all-students group, and how the school is performing in comparison to the district average and 
the CORE-wide average. An electronic version of the school report card/data dashboard is under 
development and expected to be released during the 2015–16 school year.

 

 

         Source: CORE districts website. Retrieved September 14, 2015, from http://coredistricts.org/wp- content/uploads/2015/09/ 
         Full_High-School-Mock-Report_updated-7_20_15.pdf. 
 

The CORE schools and districts use the results from the broader set of state and local indicators to 
evaluate their progress each year and plan for ongoing improvements. The report card is a means to 
present some of the evidence in a dashboard for parents and the public. These data are also used to 
identify schools for additional assistance, as discussed next.

      Figure 4: CORE Districts School Quality Improvement Report Card

Metric result 
2014

Metric Result 
2015

Change 
in Metric 

Performance 
from 2014  

to 2015
Index Level 

2015

Change in Index 
Level from 2014 

to 2015

ACADEMIC DOMAIN (see pages 14 & 15 for metric descriptions)

Academic Performance 
English Language Arts ___

40% 
MEET 

STANDARDS
___ 5 /10 ___

Growth English Language Arts Coming Fall 2016

Academic Performance Math ___
44% 

MEET 
STANDARDS

___ 5 /10

Growth Math Coming Fall 2016

Four Year Cohort Graduation 
Rate (2014 Cohort)

84% 
GRADUATED

84% 
GRADUATED 0% 6 /10 0

Five Year Cohort Graduation 
Rate (2013 Cohort)

81% 
GRADUATED

86% 
GRADUATED 5% 7/10 1

Six Year Cohort Graduation 
Rate (2012 Cohort)

90% 
GRADUATED

87% 
GRADUATED -3% 7/10 1

SOCIAL-EMOTIONAL/CULTURE CLIMATE DOMAIN (see pages 14 & 15 for metric descriptions)

Chronic Absenteeism
24% 

CHRONICALLY 
ABSENT

21% 
CHRONICALLY 

ABSENT
-3% 5 /10 2

Suspension/Expulsion Rates
8% 

SUSPENDED/
EXPELLED

8% 
SUSPENDED/

EXPELLED
0% 6 /10 0

English Learner 
Re-designation

10% 
RE-DESIGNATED

14% 
RE-DESIGNATED 8 /10 2

Social-Emotional Skills Coming Fall 2016

Culture and Climate Coming Fall 2016

SAMPLE HIGH SCHOOL 

Public  3,175 students CDS code: 01 61259 0111856 SD: 100% AA: 8% Ft: 0%

Principal Gerald Greenbrier Sunny Valley Hillside District EL: 19% AVAN: 0% Pt: 0%

125 Main St. SWD: 9% AS: 24% WH: 4%

Valley Hill, CA 12345 HI: 63% Two+: 1%

Green = above average (Index Level 8, 9, and 10)  Orange = average (Index Levels 4, 5, 6, 7)  Red = below average (Index Levels 1, 2, 3)

http://coredistricts.org/wp-%20content/uploads/2015/09/Full_High-School-Mock-Report_updated-7_20_15.pdf
http://coredistricts.org/wp-%20content/uploads/2015/09/Full_High-School-Mock-Report_updated-7_20_15.pdf
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New York City’s School Quality Guide

The New York City Department of Education (NYCDOE) developed the School Quality Snapshot and 
the School Quality Guide as a way to inform parents, students, and educators about each school’s 
performance on a range of indicators that are aligned to their educational priorities.35

The School Quality Guide reports on seven domains of interest:

1. Student Achievement at the elementary school level, is measured by student growth and 
performance on state tests, 6th grade core courses pass rates by former 5th graders; at the 
middle school level, is measured by student growth and performance on state tests, core courses 
pass rates, high school credit earned by 8th graders, and 9th grade credit accumulation by 
former 8th graders; at the high school level, is measured by high school credit accumulation, 
data on student performance on Regents exams, 4-year and 6-year graduation rates, college 
and career readiness (i.e., percentage of students who complete approved college or career 
preparatory courses and assessments, percentage of students who met CUNY’s standards for 
avoiding remedial classes, and percentage of students who graduate from high school and enroll 
in college or other postsecondary program within 6 months), and postsecondary enrollment.

2. Rigorous Instruction measures the extent to which curriculum and instruction are designed 
to engage students and foster critical thinking skills, and are aligned to the Common Core 
State Standards. It is measured by data from the NYC School Quality Review (SQR) (i.e., how 
interesting and challenging is the curriculum, how effective is the teaching and learning, and 
how well does the school assess student learning) and the average percent of positive responses 
to the NYC School Survey questions related to rigorous instruction.

3. Collaborative Teachers measures the extent to which teachers participate in opportunities 
to develop and grow their competencies and contribute to the continuous improvement of the 
school community; and is measured by data from the NYC SQR (i.e., how well do teachers work 
together) and from the NYC School Survey (e.g., the percentage of teachers who report that 
they work together to design instructional programs).

4. Supportive Environment measures the extent to which the school establishes a climate in 
which students feel safe, challenged to grow, and supported to meet high expectations. It is 
measured by data from the NYC SQR (i.e., how clearly are high expectations communicated 
to students and staff), the NYC School Survey questions related to school safety and feeling 
supported (e.g., percentage of students who feel safe in the hallways, bathrooms, locker room, 
and cafeteria); and administrative data on student attendance and movement of students with 
disabilities to the least restrictive environment.

5. Effective School Leadership measures the extent to which the school leadership inspires 
the school community with a clear instructional vision and effectively distributes leadership 
to realize this vision. It is measured by data from the NYC School Survey (e.g., percentage of 
teachers who say that the principal communicates a clear vision for the school, percentage of 
parents who feel that the principal works to create a sense of community in the school).

6. Strong Family-Community Ties measures the extent to which the school forms effective 
partnerships with families and outside organizations to improve the school. It is measured by 
data from the NYC School Survey (e.g., percentage of parents that report the school staff regularly 
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communicate with them about how staff can help their children learn; percentage of teachers 
who report that teachers at the school work closely with families to meet students’ needs).

7. Trust measures the extent to which relationships between administrators, educators, students, 
and families are based on trust and respect. It is measured by data from the NYC School Survey 
(e.g., percentage of teachers who report that they trust the principal; percentage of parents who 
report that the school staff work hard to build trusting relationships with them; percentage of 
students who report that teachers treat them with respect). 

The set of measures contributes to a section score that determines the performance level for each 
domain. In the School Quality Guide, the performance levels for each domain range from not 
meeting target to approaching target to meeting target to exceeding target (see Figure 5). 

           

      Figure 5: NYCDOE School Quality Guide, Summary Page

Section Section Rating

Rigorous Instruction Meeting Target

Collaborative Teachers Meeting Target

Supportive Environment Meeting Target

Effective School 

Leadership
Exceeding Target

Strong Family- 

Community Ties
Approaching Target

Trust Meeting Target

Student Achievement Approaching Target

Not Meeting 
Target

Approaching 
Target

Meeting 
Target

Exceeding 
Target

   

                   3.28

                        3.48 
 

                 3.24 

 

                                        4.04 
 

            2.84 

 

                                  3.68 
 

      2.78

1                    2                           3                       4                4.99
Section scores are on a scale from 1.00-4.99. The first digit 
corresponds to the section rating, and the additional digits 
show how close the school was to the next rating level. 

Framework for Great Schools                                                                         Archer Elementary School 

The Framework consists of six elements —Rigorous Instruction, Collaborative Teachers, Supportive Environment, 

Effective School Leadership, Strong Family-Community Ties, and Trust—that drive Student Achievement. The 

School Quality Guide shares ratings and data on each of the Framework elements, based on information from 

Quality Reviews, the NYC School Survey, student attendance, and movement of students with disabilities to less 

restrictive environments. The School Quality Guide also shares ratings and data on Student Achievement based 

on a variety of quantitative measures of student growth and performance.

State Accountability Status: Good Standing 
This designation is determined by the New York State Department of Education. More information on New York State 
accountability can be found here: http://schools.nyc.gov/Accountability/tools/accountability/default.htm

Source: NYCDOE School Quality Reports. Retrieved March 15, 2016, from http://schools.nyc.gov/Accountability/tools/report/default.htm.

http://schools.nyc.gov/Accountability/tools/accountability/default.htm
http://schools.nyc.gov/Accountability/tools/report/default.htm
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In efforts to set fair and thoughtful targets for the accountability metrics, the School Quality Guide 
aligns performance targets for each school based on a comparison group of similar students across 
the city.36 Each student at a school is matched to the 50 most similar students from other schools 
throughout the city, based on prior test scores and demographic data. In addition, the School 
Quality Guide presents the NYC School Survey results so that the school’s data may be compared 
with the city’s range of scores (i.e., minimum score, average score, and maximum score). This 
information allows stakeholders to contextualize the school’s survey data and gain a more nuanced 
understanding of how the school is progressing on the domains of interest.  

As with the Alberta Results Report, the scores for each domain in the School Quality Guide are not 
rolled up into one summative score. Rather, the results of each measure are viewed separately and 
are more likely to reveal areas of strength as well as weakness and facilitate the use of data-based 
decision-making to inform school improvement efforts. 

How Might Data Be Combined for Decision-making?
States and districts that have developed dashboards use the various measures to identify progress 
and needs in different aspects of school functioning, both for students overall and for identified 
groups of students, and to plan for appropriate, targeted improvement strategies. This planning 
is often further informed by additional diagnostic processes such as school or program quality 
reviews, described further in the next section. 

The multiple measures approach supports more strategic interventions than those informed only 
by a unidimensional rating, ranking, or grade. It is far less clear what to work on if educators know 
only that their school has scored a 780 on a performance index or a C+ on a grading scheme, than if 
they know they are making strong progress on test scores but struggling with graduation rates for 
Latino students. With more detailed information, educators can focus their efforts on what really 
needs attention. 

How can states preserve the benefits of a multiple measures approach under ESSA? The law requires 
states to develop processes for identifying and supporting the lowest performing schools (the 
“bottom 5 percent” of Title I schools) and those with sustained equity gaps. Although ESSA states 
that the set of academic measures must have greater weight than other non-academic measures in 
making the determination, this does not mean that a unidimensional index or grading scheme must 
be used as the foundation of the accountability system. 

The law’s requirements could be met in the context of a multiple measures system through the 
use of decision rules at the time the identification of schools must be made (at least once every 
three years). This does not require using a single dimensional ranking system for schools as the 
main foundation of the accountability system. In a system where the goal is effective support for 
improvement for all schools, a dashboard approach is much more likely to support productive 
diagnosis and planning than an approach that ranks all the schools against each other but provides 
little information about where they can improve. 

Two examples are CORE’s weighted measures approach, which is used under the districts’ federal 
waiver to identify schools for intensive assistance, and a “decision rules” approach emerging in 
California’s new accountability policy.
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A Weighted Measures Approach

One approach to preserve a multiple measures dashboard is to apply weights to specific measures 
for the purpose of identifying lowest performing schools at the time of decision-making, without 
reducing the measures to a composite index for other purposes. An analogy for such a technique 
would be providing parents with a student’s report card for each subject area throughout all grade 
levels, and then calculating an overall GPA at the end of high school for the college transcript. 
Colleges also receive the information about all those courses and grades over the students’ high 
school years so that they can both evaluate specific strengths, weaknesses, and trends, and see how 
these roll up into a single measure.

The CORE districts’ SQIS provides an illustrative example of this method. The SQIS emphasizes 
a multiple measures approach to accountability and includes the following indicators: academic 
achievement and growth; graduation rates; high school readiness of 8th graders; social-emotional 
and culture-climate factors which include chronic absenteeism, social-emotional skills, suspension/
expulsion rates, surveys of the student, staff, and parent body on school culture and climate; and 
English language learner re-designation rates.

As part of the SQIS, the CORE districts developed the School Quality Improvement Index that 
applies weights to selected measures in the two domains in order to meet federal requirements for 
identifying low-performing schools. The academic achievement domain comprises 60% of the total 
and the social-emotional and school culture and climate domain comprises the remaining 40%. 
When schools need to be identified for intensive assistance, a score is calculated for each school, 
and those with the lowest scores are thereby identified (see Figure 6).

Once this identification is made, districts conduct school quality reviews to determine the nature of 
the supports needed. This remains the key tool for informing ongoing improvement for these and 
all the other schools in the network. The weighting of measures is used only at a moment in time to 
identify schools for assistance, and not as an ongoing strategy to rank schools against each other.

 

      

      Figure 6: Domain Weights for CORE School Quality Improvement Systems
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Source: CORE’s Accountability System (N. Bookman, personal communication, January 27, 2015).
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The data from the dashboard is designed to 
track students’ progress related to each metric 
and to signal the types of interventions and 
continuous improvement strategies needed in 
the schools. Thus, when a school falls below 
certain thresholds (for example, a targeted 
rate for eighth graders who are on track to 
graduate), this triggers district attention, and 
improvement resources may be allocated to the  
school regardless of the school’s overall accountability score.

Use of Decision Rules

Another approach is to use decision rules to identify schools based on the multiple measures in 
the dashboard. In California, the Public School Performance Accountability Act of 1999 established 
criteria for determining low-performing and high-performing schools, along with a system of 
assistance and consequences.37 Schools were identified for assistance if they did not meet their 
annual improvement targets for three years in a row. At a certain level of high attainment, schools 
had met a threshold that no longer required the same rate of annual growth overall, as long as they 
remained above the threshold.

In the context of a multiple measures dashboard, similar decision rules could be used, with 
academic outcome indicators carrying significant weight based upon their prominence in the 
decision process. For example, if a school or district—or a student population within a school 
or district—failed to make progress or reach a threshold in two of several academic outcomes 
indicators over a period of time, or failed to make progress on any three of several other indicators 
(e.g. school climate, opportunities to learn, engagement), the school or district could be identified 
for intensive assistance. The nature of the assistance would focus the areas of need represented by 
those indicators and any other key aspects of school or district functioning revealed by the review 
process. Other decision rules are, of course, possible. 

In current conversations to shape California’s new accountability system, Children Now, a 
statewide policy and advocacy organization, has proposed a method of interpreting data that allows 
simultaneous consideration of performance and improvement on any given indicator, overall and 
relative to other districts, by analysis of a scatter plot on a two-dimensional graph. In Figure 7, each 
circle represents a separate school district (the size of the circle reflects district enrollment); the 
location on the scatter plot represents performance on the x-axis, and growth on the y-axis. 

Presented in this way, the information allows schools or districts to see themselves in relation to 
others and in relation to a standard as indicated by the green lines. For example, Big Tree School 
District can see that its graduation rate, as indicated by the location on the x-axis, is about 77%, 
which meets a minimal standard but not the state’s ultimate goal of 90% (shown by the green line). 
This rate is growing slowly, having increased by about 1 percent—as indicated by its place on the 
y-axis—and is improving at a slower rate than most other districts at that graduation rate level, as 
shown by the position of the district in relation to others just above and below it. 

The red lines on the graph delineate areas of concern with respect to performance or improvement. 
In the lower left quadrant, schools or districts that are both low-performing and not improving 
would be identified for intensive interventions and support.

Another approach is to use 
decision rules to identify schools 
based on the multiple measures 
in the dashboard.
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These data can be further disaggregated by student group, which permits a school or district to see 
performance and improvement in relation to a particular student population and, at the same time, 
in relation to other schools’ or districts’ success with that population. In Figure 8, our fictional Big 
Tree School District has improved its graduation rate for special education students by 5%. The 
district could identify other districts that have had stronger success and/or improvement with this 
population to learn more about what strategies could be effective.

      Figure 7: Graduation Rates and Growth in Graduation Rates for Districts

      Figure 8: Grade Rate/Growth in Graduation Rate for Special Education
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The state can look at data on each of the key 
indicators (overall and by student subgroup) 
and identify schools that fall in the lower left 
quadrant—signifying low performing and not 
improving—on multiple measures and for 
different subgroups of students. As this analysis 
is conducted, measures of academic outcomes 
can be more prominently considered.

A critical point is that schools and districts in 
a continuous improvement cycle can identify 
any areas where they want to improve and, 
ideally, access state resources and reach out to 
schools that have experienced success to help 
them improve on this indicator. A system like 
California’s would produce these data for many indicators, such as graduation rates; assessments 
of ELA, math, science, and English language learner proficiency gains; student completion of 
college- and career-ready curriculum; attendance and chronic absenteeism; and suspensions and 
expulsions. The data could help schools and districts identify areas for focus, identify other schools 
making strong gains, and allow the state to recognize and study successful efforts to share new 
knowledge with others. 

The state might create learning and improvement resources around specific needs—for example, 
strengthening programs for English language learners—and identify districts or schools that need 
particular help in this area. It might assemble research evidence about what works and study 
successful schools and districts that have made strong gains. Building on this knowledge, the state 
might create supported learning networks to create stronger programs, access better materials, 
engage in professional development for teachers and leaders, work with instructional coaches, visit 
and study successful schools/districts, and monitor progress in English language learning. A similar 
process might occur with schools or districts that are struggling to make progress in mathematics, 
or those that are seeking to reduce high or discriminatory suspension rates.  

Across domains, the state might offer assistance to more than 5% of its schools that receive 
intensive assistance in one or more arenas. But the assistance would be targeted and well supported, 
and conducted so as to build a learning community that takes advantage of the collaboration that 
can spur more progress. For schools or districts that are low-performing and failing to improve 
in many areas, a more comprehensive approach to intervention would be called for, and the state 
could create a set of resource and interventions to ensure that highly trained experts are made 
available to evaluate the dysfunctions, get to the root causes, and determine changes and strategic 
investments that are needed. 

Schools and districts in a 
continuous improvement cycle 
can identify any areas where 
they want to improve and, ideally, 
access state resources and 
reach out to schools that have 
experienced success to help them 
improve on this indicator. 
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How Might Diagnostic Systems Be Developed?
To move accountability systems from a compliance orientation to one centered on continuous 
improvement and learning, redesigned school accountability systems must include rich sources of 
diagnostic information. In their efforts to improve student learning, decision makers need to know 
whether and how different learners are provided the opportunities and supports they need to be 
successful, including high quality instruction, a rigorous and meaningful curriculum, a positive 
school culture and climate, and strong school leadership. Without this context information, student 
performance scores are less actionable.

School reviews can generate the needed contextual, qualitative information to better understand 
the quality of teaching and learning and to promote continuous improvement. A number of states 
are designing and engaging in the following approaches to school reviews:

• annual planning and review;

• program review;

• school quality review; and

• diagnostic review.

Annual planning and review is a continuous improvement process that California has developed 
as part of its initiative to provide local education agencies with more control over school budgeting 
while strengthening local accountability. The goal of the annual planning and review is to inject 
more transparency into how funds are spent as well as the practices and strategies that the district 
will implement to improve teaching and learning in schools.38

A program review is a process whereby school staff document, analyze, and reflect on components 
of an instructional program to identify areas of strength and needed improvement. A program 
review serves multiple purposes: to improve the quality of teaching and learning, allow equal 
access to opportunities to learn for all students, promote performance-based assessments of 
student understanding, and ensure a coherent integration of relevant skills across all content areas 
throughout the school.39

The School Quality Review (SQR) is a formal process for evaluating teaching and learning. The  
SQR typically involves a school self-assessment, followed by a site visit by expert and peer  
reviewers who develop qualitative insights by observing teaching, reviewing student work, 
and talking with stakeholders. This review is often designed to complement the quantitative 
information provided through data dashboards. Moreover, the findings garnered from the SQR 
provide educators and administrators with actionable information to develop school improvement 
plans and assist stakeholders in prioritizing and targeting resources to provide learning supports 
and build local capacity.

Diagnostic reviews function similarly to SQRs and serve similar purposes. The difference, however, 
lies in the segment of schools to which the reviews are applied. Whereas SQRs have been employed 
traditionally as a continuous improvement model for all schools within a school system (e.g., NYC 
schools, Massachusetts charter schools), diagnostic reviews have been promoted for use primarily 
with low-performing schools within a larger school system to create a firmer connection between 
accountability determinations and appropriate and meaningful supports and interventions. These 
reviews are typically conducted by organizations external to the school system.
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Detailed below are examples of state approaches to building continuous improvement systems.  
We highlight: 

• California’s annual planning and review process; 

• Kentucky’s program review process;

• SQR processes used in New York City, Vermont, Massachusetts, New Hampshire, and California; 
and 

• Diagnostic reviews used in Kentucky, Massachusetts, and Connecticut.

Annual Planning and Review

California has incorporated into its new accountability system processes for engaging community 
members and other local stakeholders, including the ability to participate in the decision-
making process for setting goals, determining budgets, and evaluating progress to guide 
ongoing improvement efforts. Community engagement is a centerpiece of the Local Control and 
Accountability Plan (LCAP) development process. The LCAP is a three-year plan that outlines the 
district’s annual goals and the strategies that will be used to achieve the stated goals.40 In addition, 
the district goals must address the state’s eight priority areas, which can be categorized around 
three focus areas: conditions of learning, pupil outcomes, and engagement. The plans must be 
updated annually, and parents and community members are actively recruited to participate in the 
plan development process and provide input.

Each year, the district’s implementation of the LCAP is reviewed through both self-assessment and 
county-level review. The LCAP rubric is being developed by the State Board of Education around the 
state priorities and additional local indicators. The rubric is designed to assess progress and prompt 
active reflection on areas of strength and needed growth. Because the LCAP is a planning tool, it 
allows district personnel, parents, and community members to continuously monitor the district’s 
progress toward its goals and to promote continuous improvement.

As part of its LCAP process, the CORE network supports ongoing improvements by facilitating 
professional learning activities across districts. For schools identified as under-performing, the 
CORE process includes additional diagnosis through a SQR, followed by provision of needed 
resources and professional development as part of a commitment to build professional capacity 
in those schools. One of several strategies for transforming low-performing schools is based on 
a highly successful approach developed in Shanghai, China. The method pairs demographically 
similar high- and low-performing schools based on specific areas of strengths and weaknesses. 
Following an initial needs assessment of the low-performing school, educators from both schools 
share ideas and intervention practices to design and implement an improvement plan.

Program Review

Kentucky’s redesign of its accountability system began in 2009, when the Kentucky legislature set 
the course for a new assessment and accountability system titled Unbridled Learning: College/
Career-Readiness for All. The Unbridled Learning system is a balanced approach to public school 
accountability based on multiple measures of school effectiveness. The system comprises three 
strategic priorities: next-generation learners, next-generation instructional programs and support, 
and next-generation professionals.41
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The state priority for next-generation instructional programs and supports is based on reviews that 
function as systematic analyses of an “instructional program, including instructional practices, 
aligned and enacted curriculum, student work samples, formative and summative assessments, 
professional development and support services, and administrative support and monitoring.”42 

Intended to identify areas of strengths and needs, the reviews are conducted by committees made 
up of school personnel (i.e., subject-matter teachers, teachers from other disciplines, and school 
leaders) and representatives from parent, student, and business communities. 

Program reviews have been developed for arts and humanities, practical living and career studies, 
writing, and K-3 early learning. A world language program review was piloted during the 2014–15 
school year with high school students. High schools will be held accountable for the world language 
program review in the 2015–16 school year, and elementary and middle schools will be included 
in the following academic year. Currently, next-generation instructional programs and supports 
account for 23% of a school’s overall school accountability score.

School Quality Review

In New York City, the SQR is used to examine the quality of instruction in schools and to provide 
the school community an opportunity to reflect on and self-evaluate its progress and improvement 
efforts.43  The review focuses on instructional and organizational coherence as keys to improving 
student learning and evaluates the school’s work as it relates to the following five quality 
indicators:

1. Rigorous, engaging and coherent curricula aligned to the Common Core Learning  
Standards (CCLS).

2. Research-based, effective instruction that yields high quality student work.

3. Curricula-aligned assessment practices that inform instruction.

4. Establishment of a culture of learning that communicates high expectations with supports.

5. Engagement of teacher teams in collaborative practice using the inquiry approach to  
improve classroom practice.44

The review process begins with the school completing a self-evaluation form that provides the 
contextual background for review and affords the staff an opportunity to reflect upon and assess 
the school’s functioning. Although an earlier version of the review developed by the state featured 
teams of peer reviewers led by an expert reviewer, the current New York City version is less 
extensive, typically including only one reviewer.45

During the process, the reviewer observes classrooms and teacher team meetings; meets with 
the school administrator, students, parents, teachers, and the teacher union chapter leader; and 
examines curricular artifacts and other school-related documents. The reviewer must use specific 
tools such as the Quality Review rubric,46 which describes the quality “look-fors” in each grade; 
the Classroom Visitation Tool,47 an evidence-gathering document; and a Record Book, used 
to document and organize the  evidence collected during the site visit. At the conclusion, the 
reviewer provides verbal feedback to the principal and the school leadership team on the school’s 
preliminary rating, emphasizing areas of strength and areas for future focus, with specific examples 
gathered from the visit.
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After a quality assurance process, a final report 
detailing the findings is published on the New 
York City Department of Education’s website. 
A score derived from the quality review is 
reported on the school report card. The report 
is then used as a lens through which to better 
understand and interpret the quantitative data 
(e.g., student test scores, school climate survey, 
gap scores) while informing improvement 
efforts at the school.

In Vermont, the State Board of Education 
adopted the Education Quality Standards 
(EQS) in 201448 to ensure that all students have access to high-quality educational programming 
that is substantially equal throughout the state. The standards focus on assuring that all schools 
deliver to their students proficiency-based learning, flexible pathways to graduation, safe school 
environments, high-quality staffing, and financially efficient practices. To evaluate schools’ delivery 
of the standards, the Vermont Agency of Education has begun developing the Education Quality 
Review (EQR), which is the tool with which the state and the public will measure student learning 
and school progress.49

The EQR consists of two complementary processes to drive continuous improvement: the Annual 
Snapshot Review and the Integrated Field Review (IFR). The annual snapshot gathers quantitative 
data along the five dimensions of school quality related to the EQS to examine a school’s overall 
performance and assess the extent of parity for students among and between the districts/
supervisory unions and schools. The IFR is intended to provide stakeholders with an in-depth review 
of school quality, illuminate potential reasons for what is revealed by the quantitative data, identify 
promising practices from the field, and provide support and interventions for school improvement.

Schools will participate in IFRs at least every three years. The teams conducting the reviews 
comprise a combination of students, educators, and Agency staff. The review team observes 
classrooms, reviews student work and school policies, and meets with parents, students, and staff 
to evaluate the school’s performance along the same five dimensions of school quality guiding the 
Annual Snapshot Reviews. The on-site review concludes with the development of a written report 
that assesses performance, highlights a commendation and a focus area for each school quality 
dimension, and identifies resources to aid improvement.

As in Kentucky (see page 34), the results from the IFR will be integrated into the process for 
making accountability determinations for the supervisory unions/districts. The IFR process is being 
field tested during the 2015-16 school year and the EQS is expected to be implemented statewide 
the following year.

In Massachusetts, the Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education 
(MDESE) employs an SQR process for reviewing charter schools for renewal. Each charter prepares 
a school accountability plan, which establishes its performance objectives and measures. The 
Department reviews the school’s performance against the Charter School Performance Criteria50 

 

 

In Vermont ... the standards 
focus on assuring that all schools 
deliver proficiency-based learning, 
flexible pathways to graduation, 
safe school environments, high-
quality staffing, and financially 
efficient practices.
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based on this plan and an on-site visit, during which reviewers gather qualitative evidence of the 
school’s performance on six criteria:

1. Mission and key design elements.

2. Access and equity.

3. Program delivery.

4. Culture and family engagement.

5. Capacity.

6. Governance.51

The frequency and length of the on-site visit is determined by the school’s size, age, location, and 
status (whether it is on conditions or probation).52 For example, charter schools in the first year of 
operation qualify for a year-one visit and are visited for one day only. Schools in year two or three 
of a charter term, or that are part of a network of charter schools, qualify for a full visit and are 
visited for one to three days. Schools on condition or probation receive a targeted visit, which lasts a 
half-day to a full day. Each charter school then receives a two-to-three day renewal inspection visit 
every five years.

Prior to the on-site visit, the school staff assembles key documents (e.g., school’s master schedule, 
strategic plan, lesson plans, curricular units, summaries of key assessment data, descriptions of high 
quality instructional practices implemented in the school) and submits them to the Department. 
The review team consists of a Department staff member as the lead reviewer. Other Department 
staff and/or external volunteers may be engaged depending on the size, location, or special 
conditions of the school. On-site, the review team members conduct focus groups, interviews, 
observe classrooms,53 conduct a document review to form judgments about the quality of teaching 
and learning in the school. Based on the evidence observed and collected, the review team creates 
initial findings that translate into ratings of the school’s performance relative to the performance 
criteria. Criteria ratings range from “falls far below” to “partially meets” to “meets” to “exceeds.”

At the end of the on-site visit, the review team shares its initial findings and ratings with the school 
staff. The team does not make suggestions or recommendations for improvement.54 Instead, the team 
recounts the evidence-based or observed findings and ratings describing the school’s performance 
in relation to the Charter School Performance Criteria. After the visit, the reviewers prepare a formal 
report that becomes a permanent part of the school’s record. The site visit report is used to guide 
decision-making and ongoing improvement and is integral to the charter renewal process.

As part of the PACE system in New Hampshire, a district peer-review and auditing process has been 
incorporated into the system to ensure validity and reliability and to build local capacity. Peer review 
teams of external practitioners conduct school visits and examine the evidence submitted by the 
district. The peer review process supports continuous improvement as feedback based on common 
criteria is reported back to the districts. Eventually, the peer review audits will become a requirement 
of the approval process for districts seeking to implement the PACE system of accountability. 
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Diagnostic Review

• Kentucky’s diagnostic reviews of priority schools. In 2014, the Kentucky Board of Education 
outlined intervention options for low-performing priority schools and districts.55 A diagnostic 
review is scheduled within 90 days of a school being identified as a priority school, to evaluate 
the functioning of the school council and the leadership capacity of the principal. The 
diagnostic review may include the following activities:

• Analysis of state and local education data.

• Review of comprehensive school improvement plans and other planning documents.

• Interviews with students, parents, all school council members, school and district 
personnel, and community members.

• Direct observation.

• Administration of school climate and culture surveys.

• Review of school council minutes and agendas.

• Review of family and community involvement strategies.

The Kentucky Department of Education contracts with AdvancEd, to lead the diagnostic reviews 
of its priority schools. The AdvancEd Standards for Quality Schools focus on five areas:

1. Purpose and direction.

2. Governance and leadership.

3. Teaching and assessing for learning.

4. Resources and support systems.

5. Using results for continuous improvement.56

The process includes an internal review conducted by school and district staff along with 
parents, students, and community leaders, and a school site visit, conducted by an AdvancEd 
team of external reviewers. The internal review results in the development of a school profile 
that portrays the school’s current reality based on multiple sources of data, such as student 
assessment scores, student demographic data, programmatic data, and stakeholder perception/
survey data. The external review assesses the school’s quality based on an on-site review of 
classroom observations and interviews with school staff, board members, district staff, parents, 
students, and community members. The external reviewers produce a written report that 
delineates the school’s strengths as well as recommendations for improvement. The diagnostic 
report is the basis for the development of the priority school’s continuous improvement plan.

After the diagnostic review, a written report is submitted to the Commissioner of Education 
with a recommendation as to whether the school council and principal have the capacity to lead 
the school to recovery or should be replaced. Following the initial diagnostic review, a follow-up 
review is to be conducted at least once every two years.
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• Massachusetts reviews of low-performing schools. In similar fashion, the MDESE contracts 
with the American Institutes for Research (AIR) to conduct Monitoring Site Visits (MSV) at 
low-performing schools (Levels 4 and 5 in the state rating system) and School Redesign Grant 
recipient schools. The visits provide these schools with targeted information and feedback 
on the schools’ progress toward meeting their improvement goals.57 A school’s progress is 
evaluated against four evidence-based turnaround practice areas:

1. Leadership, shared responsibility, and professional collaboration.

2. Intentional practices for improving instruction.

3. Student-specific supports and instruction to all students.

4. School culture and climate.58

Specific indicators have been identified for each turnaround practice area. For example, the 
leadership, shared responsibility, and professional collaboration area comprises seven indicators: 

• Use of autonomy.

• High expectations.

• Vision/theory of action.

• Monitoring school progress.

• Instructional leadership and improvement.

• Time use.

• Communication with staff.

Each indicator is assessed along a four-point implementation continuum: (1) no evidence, (2) 
developing, (3) providing, and (4) sustaining. When a school is performing at the sustaining 
level across all of the indicators within a turnaround practice area, the school is viewed as 
demonstrating a high level of coherence that can lead to improvements in student outcomes.59

The site visit typically takes two days to complete by AIR staff. Prior to the visit, the school 
staff collects and sends to the AIR staff preparatory materials, such as the master schedule, a 
staff list, the daily schedule, and a map of the school. The first day of the on-site visit generally 
consists of interviews and focus groups with school leaders, staff, students (only in middle and 
high schools), district staff, and identified external partners. The second day visit generally 
consists of classroom observations. The AIR staff employs the Classroom Assessment Scoring 
System (CLASS) observation tool, with each classroom observed for up to 20 minutes. Within 
four business days of the visit, the findings from the observations are shared in the Schoolwide 
Instructional Observation report with school and district leaders as well as with the MDESE. The 
overall MSV report, delivered within four weeks, incorporates data from interviews and focus 
groups and the classroom observations. The report provides an overview, specific information, 
and evidence related to turnaround practices and the school’s progress on the indicators.
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• Connecticut’s instructional audits for schools and districts in need of improvement.  
Connecticut contracts with Cambridge Education, an organization that provides consultancy 
and training services in education, to conduct instructional and fiscal audits of schools and 
districts identified as in need of improvement in Year 3 or greater under the NCLB legislation.60 
The instructional audits are a central component in the state’s strategy for promoting 
continuous school improvement. They evaluate a school’s progress against five quality criteria:61

1. Student achievement in the core subject areas.

2. Quality of instruction provided through teaching, learning, and curriculum.

3. Students’ personal character development.

4. Effective leadership and management.

5. Partnerships with parents and community.

To conduct the audits, Cambridge Education works collaboratively with staff from the 
Connecticut State Department of Education (CSDE) to review school and district self- 
evaluations and conduct an on-site visit. The on-site visit includes observations of classroom 
teaching and interviews with school and district staff, students, parents, and community 
members. At the conclusion of the visit, preliminary verbal findings about the school’s or 
district’s strengths and areas of development are shared with the leadership team. After the 
site visit, a written report is drafted by Cambridge Education staff and reviewed for accuracy 
by school and district staff and then by the CSDE staff. A final report is submitted to the CSDE, 
which then releases it to the school or district. The report becomes the grist with which school 
and district staff, in collaboration with local stakeholders, revise the district improvement plans.

 

How Might Evidence-based Interventions Be Evaluated?
Following the review of information and a diagnostic process, states have an obligation to help 
schools improve. ESSA requires schools and districts to develop and implement evidence-based 
interventions to improve student outcomes. As explained earlier, an educational intervention 
is evidence based when at least one high-quality study demonstrates that the intervention is 
statistically significantly likely to improve student achievement. 

A large body of educational research has explored practices that are effective (and ineffective) 
for improving student outcomes. A key issue is that strategies for improving performance have 
generally proved successful only when implemented effectively and in contexts that can benefit from 
what they have to offer. Understanding how to evaluate this research can empower state and local 
policymakers to adopt educational interventions that best address the unique context of their local 
education system.

Below, we discuss four commonly used interventions that research has found to improve student 
outcomes under certain circumstances, seeking to illuminate the conditions under which they have 
been found to be successful. In a future publication, we will review a broader range of potential 
interventions more deeply. 
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High-quality Professional Development

Clearly, changing curriculum and teaching practices require investments in teachers’ professional 
learning, and some schools have shown significant achievement gains by making such investments 
strategically.62 However, not all professional development (PD) is designed in ways that produce 
these effects. 

A key feature of effective PD is that teachers work together on a particular set of practices over a 
sustained period of time. Of nine well-designed experimental or quasi-experimental investigations, 
Yoon and colleagues found that 14 or fewer hours of professional development on a given topic 
showed no significant effects on student learning.63 The professional development that showed 
positive and significant effects on student achievement averaged 49 hours.64

The greatest improvements in student achievement have been found to be associated with PD 
approaches that: 

• focus on deepening teachers’ content knowledge and instructional practices;65

• function as a coherent part of a school’s improvement efforts, aligned with curriculum, 
assessments, and standards, so that teachers can implement the knowledge and practices they 
learn in their classrooms;66

• occur in collaborative and collegial learning environments in which teachers participate in 
professional learning and together grapple with issues related to new content and instructional 
practices;67

• provide authentic activities rooted in teachers’ inquiry and reflection about practice within the 
context of the curriculum and students they teach;68

• link to analysis of teaching and student learning, including the formative use of assessment 
data;69 and

• are supported by coaching, modeling, observations, and feedback.70

• States and districts will want to be informed by research that highlights the critical components 
of PD most likely to markedly improve teachers’ skills and students’ outcomes.

Class Size Reduction

Reducing class size can help improve student outcomes under some circumstances. However, the 
effects appear to vary depending on the age and character of the students and the extent of class-
size reduction pursued. And they assume that other variables, such as the quality of teachers and 
curriculum, remain constant. 

For example, a meta-analysis of 77 studies exploring the effects of class size found that smaller 
class sizes were associated with improved student achievement, with the greatest effects when 
certain smaller class thresholds were reached. For example, reducing a class size of 40 students to 
a class of no more than 20 students, or a class of 25 students to a class of 10–15 students produced 
the greatest gains in student achievement.71
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Similarly, the well-known experimental study of Tennessee’s Project Student Teacher Achievement 
Ratio (STAR) found that reducing class sizes below certain threshold levels in kindergarten through 
third grade improved student achievement, with benefits persisting for at least five years after the 
student was assigned to a smaller class.72 In particular, small classes of fewer than 18 students made 
greater gains in their achievement on standardized tests than students in regular-sized classes 
(22–25 students). Importantly, the effects of being in a small class were nearly twice as large for 
students of color as for their white peers. Test score gains were greatest for children in kindergarten 
and 1st grade with persistent long-term effects on a variety of academic outcomes in middle and 
high school.73

Studies of Wisconsin’s statewide class size reduction experiment found that reducing student-
teacher ratios in kindergarten through 3rd grade to fewer than 15 students per teacher (as compared 
to ratios of 21:1 and 25:1) was associated with improved student achievement. The largest benefits 
from smaller class sizes were experienced by African American students and students in urban 
districts with large proportions of low-income students.74

In sum, positive results, especially for low-income students and students of color, have been found 
in the literature when class-size reduction programs are well-designed, meet a relatively low 
threshold of class size (in the vicinity of 15 to 18 students), and are implemented in the early grades. 

Community Schools and Wraparound Services

A community school is both a physical place and a set of partnerships between the school and other 
community resources.75 Community schools take on a results-focused integrated approach that 
links high-quality academics with health and social services, youth and community development, 
and community engagement. Particularly in schools serving low-income students, community 
school models and wraparound services have been found to improve student outcomes.76 

The rationale for a community school is that students need more than just high-quality instruction 
to achieve academic and personal success. Children need access to housing, food, and health care, 
as well as social and learning supports. In addition, parents and the broader community need 
coordinated, one-stop services so that they can easily receive assistance that ultimately supports 
children’s development. Consequently, many community schools offer onsite clinics that provide 
physical and mental health care, social welfare services, before- and after-school care, tutoring and 
mentoring, preschool, a focus on social-emotional learning and positive discipline approaches, and 
parent and community engagement.77 In addition, many of these services are open to all community 
members during the day, evening, and weekend.78

Research about the effectiveness of community schools and other approaches that ensure a wide 
range of services for children often finds that such schools are associated with improved student 
outcomes, especially for the most socioeconomically disadvantaged students.79 Of course, it is not 
the “community schools” label that makes a difference: A critical mass of key features must be in 
place and well implemented to derive these effects. 

In addition to overarching studies, certain features of such schools have been studied individually, 
showing positive influences on outcomes. For example, research has found significant student 
learning gains as a result of expanded learning time, including an extended school day, time for 
tutoring and homework help,80 and summer learning time.81
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The frequency of parent, family, and 
community engagement is positively 
associated with improved student academic 
achievement, lower rates of grade retention, 
fewer years that students spend in special 
education, and gains in English language 
development exam scores for English language 
learners.82 Wraparound academic, health, and 
social services are associated with improved 
academic outcomes, especially for the most 
vulnerable students.83 Social-emotional 
learning supports and positive behavioral 
interventions, such as restorative justice 
practices, are associated with increased 
student academic success and lower rates of 
suspensions, expulsions, and dropouts.84

One approach, the Turnaround for Children (TFC) model, addresses these goals in underperforming 
schools through capacity building and culture change. TFC’s model is an integrated set of 
practices and supports that address students’ social, emotional, and physical well-being while also 
transforming school culture. TFC sets up a partnership between the school and a community-based 
mental health provider to create a focus on child development aimed at reversing poverty-induced 
traumas that impede learning. It then deploys a team consisting of a social work consultant (veteran 
clinical social worker), instructional coach (master teacher), and program director (experienced 
school administrator) to:

• build a high-capacity student support system that provides help to all children, including those 
with intense needs, either in their schools or in partnership with community-based mental 
health providers;

• train all teachers in proven classroom strategies that foster a safe, engaging learning 
environment and strong student-teacher relationships; and

• work with school leaders to drive school-wide improvement aligned to Common Core State 
Standards and district guidelines with the intention of creating a high-performing culture that 
involves the entire school community.

Data from TFC schools in New York City shows dramatic gains in math and English language arts 
scores, as well as greater safety, a decrease in suspensions, and a decrease in teacher absences and 
turnover.85

High School Redesign

The effective redesign of secondary schools is another intervention strategy supported by research. 
Although school size and structural features are potential tools to help schools support student 
attachment and learning, the results they produce depend in substantial part on how these 
elements are implemented. Effective redesigned schools share a number of features that influence 
student achievement, including personalization, a shared school mission focused on high-quality 
student learning, a strong core curriculum for all students, high-quality “authentic” instruction, 

The frequency of parent, family, 
and community engagement 
is positively associated with 
improved student academic 
achievement, lower rates of 
grade retention, fewer years 
that students spend in special 
education, and gains ... for English 
language learners.

http://turnaroundusa.org/how-we-work
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and a professional community.86 The redesign strategies discussed below hold promise for helping 
schools achieve improved outcomes, but success ultimately depends on how each element is 
implemented.

• Small size and personalization. A number of studies have found that, all else being equal, 
schools have higher levels of achievement when they create smaller, more personalized 
communities of teachers and students in which teachers work together and students see a 
smaller number of teachers over a longer period of time. This allows teachers and students 
to come to know one another well.87 For example, a study of 820 high schools in the National 
Education Longitudinal Study, which controlled for student characteristics, found that those 
schools that restructured to personalize education and develop collaborative learning structures 
produced significantly higher achievement gains that were also distributed more equitably 
across more and less advantaged students.88 Other studies have found improved student 
and teacher relationships and increased student engagement, as well as improved student 
achievement, as a result of these strategies.89

Personalization can be accomplished not only through smaller classes but also through longer 
stretches of time spent by adults with the same groups of students—through longer class 
periods associated with smaller pupil loads for teachers, fewer courses per term, advisories 
(classes in which teachers meet regularly with students to advise and support students with 
their work, sometimes staying together over multiple years), and looping (teachers stay with the 
same group of students for more than a year).90 Another strategy for enhancing personalization 
is teaming, in which a few teachers share the same group of students and regularly discuss 
students’ progress in addition to connecting curriculum across content areas.

• Shared school mission. A problem commonly reported among less successful schools is goal 
diffusion, as fragmentation and managerial distractions cause schools to lose focus on teaching 
and learning. A common theme running through the research on successful schools is having a 
clear, shared focus on student learning with common norms and practices across classrooms.91 

Faculty communication, community ownership, and a common purpose and curricular 
focus—all associated with developing a shared school mission—facilitate greater participation 
by marginal students.92 Other research confirms that developing common goals, norms, and 
practices with a strong focus on teaching and learning leads to greater student engagement and 
student outcomes, especially for underserved students.93 This signals the importance of skilled 
school leaders who can help staff, parents, and students develop a shared sense of mission that 
translates into common norms, beliefs, and practices. 

• Strong, common academic curriculum. Students attending schools that emphasize academic 
rigor and provide a more common curriculum with less tracking are more likely to make 
greater gains in their academic achievement.94 Moreover, students attending such schools have 
lower rates of absenteeism and stronger graduation rates.95 In fact, when students of similar 
backgrounds and initial achievement levels are exposed to more and less challenging curricula, 
those given the richer curriculum opportunities outperform those placed in less challenging 
classes.96 As a corollary, students achieve at lower levels and exhibit more behavioral problems 
when they are tracked into classes that are academically unchallenging.97 Importantly, schools 
that have successfully created a common curriculum for students of varying levels of initial 
achievement have offered other supports and interventions alongside the curriculum, such as 
during- and after-school help with homework and tutoring.98
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• Authentic instruction. A number of studies have found positive influences on student 
achievement from what researchers call authentic instruction—that is, meaningful instruction, 
curriculum, and assessment that requires students to construct and organize knowledge, 
consider alternatives, apply disciplinary processes to content central to the discipline, and 
communicate effectively to audiences beyond the classroom and school.99 This is the kind 
of instruction called for in the new Common Core State Standards. For example, a study of 
more than 2,100 students in 23 restructured schools found significantly higher achievement 
on intellectually challenging performance tasks for students who experienced authentic 
instruction.100 

Authentic instruction generally occurs through performance-based activities, including 
experiments, mathematical modeling, social science inquiry, and other projects requiring 
in-depth study, extensive writing, or public presentations. These activities can create high 
expectations throughout a school and encourage mutual teacher and student accountability for 
meeting expectations.101

• Professional community. Many researchers have identified the collaboration associated with a 
professional community of teachers as a key element of successful schools.102 Bryk, Camburn, 
and Louis define a professional community as teachers’ focus on student learning, collective 
responsibility for school improvement, de-privatized practice, reflective dialogue, and staff 
collegiality and collaboration.103 A professional community encourages teachers to take 
responsibility for student learning and provides them with tools to do so, through collaboration 
around learning problems and effective teaching practices. In their study of 24 restructured 
schools, Newmann and colleagues found that having a strong professional community 
of practice is one of three commonalities among schools achieving high levels of student 
learning.104 Other research suggests that a collegial professional environment for teachers 
produces stronger achievement and generates greater collective responsibility for school 
improvement and student learning.105

Conclusion
The Every Student Succeeds Act provides an important opportunity to create new accountability 
strategies that seek to view students and schools more holistically. Taking advantage of this 
opportunity will require clarity about what the act permits and requires, as well as creativity in 
developing new measures, processes for school diagnosis and improvement, and evidence-based 
interventions that support deeper learning in contexts that further equity goals.
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