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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This report shows how families and schools can have a more accurate picture of
student achievement. The report also presents a model program of academic
accountability for each of the nation’s public schools. This two-year, federally funded
project involved 21 schools from 12 states. It is one of the first national projects which
convened charter public schools and district-run schools to learn from one another.

The authors recommend that each school have an explicit contract for improving

student achievement between itself and either a local school board or other supervising

__organization (such as the state, a university or other entity). The project suggests six vital

- and three valuable features for each accountability contract. The report describes how
schools have used these components to help produce clear, measurable improvements in
student achievement. |

'The vital components are:

¢ (Clear, measurable outcomes for each school;

e Goals that are understood and supported by families, students and educators;

¢ Multiple measures, including standardized tests and performance measures;

»  Measurement of all students’ academic work;

* Assessments which measure growth of students who don’t speak English at home;
and

* Use of assessment information to inform school improvement efforts.
The valuable features are:
¢ Using a person or persons outside the school to help assess student work;
» Measuring experiences and attitudes of school graduates; and
e Creating a parent/educator/community committee to supervise assessment efforts.
The report shows how families and schools can have a more complete, accurate view
of what students are learning. The report offers practical, research-based approaches for
holding all public schools accountable for results, and it shows how schools can do a
better job of informing, involving and working with families, |
Perhaps most important, this report describes some of the most successful

accountability and assessment practices of successful schools. We can have higher

iv



student achievement, higher graduation rates, and better student attitudes toward
learning and active citizenship. We hope this report helps educators, parents and

community members see how these goals can be achieved throughout the land.
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“See the challenge for greater accountability as an opportunity, not as a
problem. Most of all, please do not lose sight of the fact that educators in
other public schools can benefit from your experiences and can be your
partners in moving forward public education across America.”

~U.S. Secretary of Education Richard Riley

PREFACE

In a June 2000 speech, President Bill Clinton called for “more investment and more
accountability” in public education. He also urged that every school “operate like a
charter,” with significant site level authority and responsibility for improving
achievement. (Clinton) ,

Groups as diverse as the U.S. Department of Education, Education Trust and the
Heritage Foundation have documented that some schools are significantly increasing
achievement of their students (US Department of Education, Education Trust, Caﬁer).
Improving achievement is possible, and most involved in education believe it is desirable.

But what does it mean for individual schools to be accountable? Every school board,
charter school sponsor and state legislature which wants to hold individual schools
accountable must answer this question. This is far more than a philosophical question for
those working every day with young people and for those at local and state levels trying
to hold schools accountable. |

This report is designed to be useful, to help educators, parents, local and state school
board members, along with state legislators who want to design thoughtful, constructive
ways of bolding schools accountable for improving student achievement. The authors

hope the information in this report helps people working in schools, as well as people



supervising schools, to create reasonable, sound accountability plans. To assist that
effbrt, the report:

e Proposes key features which should be part of any public school’s

program to assess, use and report information on academic achievement of its
students;

e Offers specific eﬁamples of what schools have suggested they will achieve, in

terms of improving student achievement in several key academic areas;

¢ Describes how some schools are assessing whether they accomplish these goals;

o Discusses some of the tradeoffs people will have to consider as they create and

monitor a school’s performance; and
“e T Shows how a number of schiools which participated-in this study-are using the
ideas suggested in this report to help improve student achievement.

The report also reflects a strong belief that different kinds of public schools have a lot
to learn, as well as a great deal to share, with one another. It is based on material
supplied by a wide variety of public schools — magnet, neighborhood, charter, and
alternative — located in rural, urban, and suburban communities. With federal support,
the authors identified, gathered information from, and convened 21 innovative public
schools located throughout the country. We deliberately gathered information from
charter public schools and district-run public schools. We felt, and officials at the U.S.
Department of Bducation agreed, that it was important for schools to share successes,
suggestions, failures and frustrations with each other.

These schools would not call themselves perfect. But a year’s research, including a
natlonal search, suggests that these schools represent some of the country s most
thoughtful, well-designed and innovative efforts to assess what students are leammg.

The schools are listed and described below.

Schoeol Name Grades/Ages Type Setting State Enroliment
Academy of the Pacific Rim Middle/High Charter Urban Mass. 191
Aspen Community Scheol Kto8 Charter Rural Colo. 114
Branford High School 91012 District-run | Suburban | Conn. 1026
Central Park Bast 7to 12 Digtrict-run{  Urban N.Y. 485
Charter School of Excellence Ktod Charter Urban Fla. 275
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School Name Grades/Ages Type Setting State Enrollment
Greely Junior High School 6108 District-run | Suburban | Maine 375
Integrated Day Charter School Kto$§ Charter Suburban | Conn. 264
Liberty Common School Kio9 Charter Suburban | Colo. 514
Lincoln Center Middle School 6108 District-run Urban Wis., 758
of the Arts
Marblehead Community Charter 5t08 Charter Suburban | Mass. 176
Public School
Minnesota New Country School Tt 12 Charter Rural Minn. 130
New Visions School 1to8 Charter Urban Minn. 200
North Dade Center for Modern - Ktos District-run ;  Suburban Fla. 534
Languages
Options for Youth Teen/Young Adult| Charter Urban Calif. 2,396 (six sites)
Palisades Middle School 6108 District-run | Suburban Pa. 560
Peacham School _ Ktob District-run Rural Vi 72
School Without Walis 91012 District-run | Urban N.Y. 200
South Brunswick High School Sto 12 District-run | Suburban NI 2000
St. Paul Open School K-12 District-run | Urban Minn. 475
Summit Middle School 6to 8 Charter, Suburban | Colo. 250
Urban Academy Laboratory 910 12 District-run Urban NY. 100
High School - ‘

The authors also believe that the movement for more effective assessment will be
stronger and smarter if it includes charter schools as well as district-run public schools.
Indeed, one outgrowth of the conference was a request from educators to broaden a New
York State Coalition on assessment reform. Ironically, New York has offered waivers
from state mandated tests to innovative district-run public schools in which have
developed intriguing alternatives, but has not, to date, offered charters a similar waiver.

As interest in accountability grows, the wisest educators will do what they’ve always
done: Learn from each other, work together to propose constructive alternatives to what
appear to be poorly thought out policies, and continue their efforts to do the best job they
can with and for students. This report builds on the best impulses of pragmatic educators
who recognize that they can help produce major improvements in student achievement
and who seek the most constructive ways to measure and share what students are
learning. Overall, the authors hope to encourage and assist those who have high

expectations for students and schools.



Some people equate accountability with standardizéd tests. In fact, some states have
created positive and negative consequences for schools based entirely on how well
students in the schools do on standardized tests.

The authors of this report, the consultants with whom we’ve worked, and the 21
schools which helped inform this project strongly urge states and school boards not to
base accountability solely on test score results. We urge that local and state school
boards and state legislatures use multiple measures to assess whether schools are
making progress.

Assessment using muitiple approaches should be part of the accountability plan.

Good assessment programs show what students know and can do as they enter a school,

-..and as they continue to attend the school.. Well developed and implemented, assessment. -

of students provides information that can be used for accountability purposes.

One of the greateét contributions that the charter movement can make is to encourage
educators, parents and policy-makers to think carefully about what academic expectations
we should have of schools, along with how to assess and report student achievement.

The report does not attempt to repeat nor resolve debates about the use of standardized
tests, but the authors believe strongly that standardized tests are an incomplete measure.

Some people equate accountability with reporting. For these peopie, schools are
accountable if they share results of standardized tests and {(possibly) other measures of
student achievement. This is a bit like saying students are accountable for their learning
if the results of their work are reported.

But most states and schools say student accountability must include consequences.
Students who turn in enough satisfactory work, or who attend school often enough,
gfaduate. In many schools and states, students who don’t complete enough work,
achieve certain standards, or demonstrate certain skills, don’t graduate. Thus, for
students, accountability is not about reporting — it includes consequences.

A growing number of people — including President Clinton, Secretary Riley, and
Hugh Price, president of the National Urban League — agree that accountability should be
applied not only to students, but also to échools and the people who work in them.

Random House Dictionary includes, as part of the definition of accountable, the word
responsible (Random House, p. 10). The authors agree: being accountable, for students

and for schools, means being responsible.

|
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Simply reporting the achievement of students at a school does not make the school
accountable. True accountability should have consequences. Positive consequences
could include giving schools additional money, giving schools additional responsibility,
or giving schools the authority to continue operating. Negative consequences could
include putting a school on probation, “reconstituting a school!” so that a new principal is
appointed and faculty positions are open to teachers in the district, or closing the school
and laying off its faculty.

The charter school movement has helped change the debate in this country about
what it means to be accountable for results. I.n most states, public schools continue to
receive funds regardless of what happens to student achievement. In a few states schools

are rewarded for improving achievement. A few states also threaten schools if student
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reconstituted when academic achievement (as measured by standardized tests) was too
low.

But the expectations are much higher for every charter school. Charter schools are
expected to show improved student achievement or they can be closed. This is not the
case for most other public schools in the nation. Indeed, one of the reasons the charter
movement developed is that many parents and policy-makers wanted higher expectations
not only for students, but also for the schools they attended.

The charter movement has helped focus attention on what it means to expect student
achievement to improve. Itis not enough to say schools are responsible for results. To
make this meaningful, critical questions must be answered, including:

o For what, specifically, are schools responsible?

¢ How will student growth be measured?

In addition to improving student achievement, charter schools, must handle funds in a
manner consistent with state and federal law. Charters also must follow laws about
meeting in approved buildings and must follow federal law in areas such as special
education,

But absolutely central to the charter idea is the notion that charters will have fewer
rules and regulations about how to operate in exchange for being more responsible for

results. Accountability and assessment are central issues for charter schools.



Measuring student achievement must be part of any accountability plan. A federally
funded study of nine public elementary schools that significantly increased the
achievement of their predominantly low-income student bodies included several key
recommendations. One of them was that the federal government should encourage states
to “create clear, measurable and rigorous school accountability provisions.” (Dana
Center, 1999)

But when the discussion turns from general notions of improving achievement to
specific standards of accountability, things get much more complicated. Accountability
implies consequences. But what does it mean to improve student achievement? And |
how much improvement should be expected? What, beyond standardized tests, are
- effective-ways to-measure-improvements?--

George Madaus of Boston College and the National Board on Educational Testing
and Public Policy says that there really are only three ways to test people:

e Select an answer from among several options — multiple choice;

e Ask students to produce an answer in essay form; or

e Ask students to do something — fix a carburetor, dive off of a
diving board, make a presentation, etc — and rate the student.
(Madaus, 2000)

This report, along with many leading assessment authorities, urges that schools use a
mixture of these three approaches to measure what students are learning. This means that
groups (such as school boards, state departments and state legislatures) to which schools
report should work with educators to develop instruments and processes which use these
approaches. The authors hope that this overall project, and the report produced as part of
the project, will help individuals working in schools and those reviewing the impact of
schools.

The project and this report have two main goals:

1. Provide useful, timely, high-quality information about valid, reliable methods of
assessing students to educators, parents and community groups involved in
various school reform efforts, as well as to policy-makers, who want to know
some of the most effective ways to assess student achievemnent.

2. Increase contact, collaboration and cross-fertilization between charter public

schools and other public school reform networks.
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It is far easier to ask questions than to offer answers. Thisisa complex area full of
trade-offs. The authors approach this task with more than a little humility, as well as
hope that the suggestions that follow are useful. This project attempts to provide, if not

definitive answers, options for people to consider.

An Overview of this Report

This report is divided into several sections. The following section provides a brief

summary.

¢ Chapter One explains how the project was carried out. The authors describe steps

.they used to. gather information.from others; to identify- schools-which appear-to-—

be using valuable approaches to assess and report student achievement, and to
prepare information for this report.

 Chapter Two describes key components of a plan schools can develop to gather
and share information about student achievement. On the basis of a year’s worth
of research and discussion with educators and evaluation authorities, we suggest
six vital and three valuable components for a school’s assessment and
accountability program. This chapter and the appendices offer examples of
academic goals and assessments schools and states have developed to measure
students’ progress, or lack of progress. This chapter probably will be of most
interest to those who work in schools on a daily basis.

e Chapter Three discusses key issues that come up when school boards or state
legislators are deciding what to expect in terms of student achievement gains from
schools. We have to go beyond the concept of expecting all children to learn, to
discuss exactly what we expect from schools, how much progress is sufficient,
and how progress should be measured. This section will probably be of most
interest to those responsible for developing such plans, either at the school level
or at a local district or state level.

¢ Chapter Four briefly reviews the academic record of several schools, showing the
kinds of progress their students have made over the last several years. Many

readers will find these results encouraging. Accountability and assessment are, of

.



