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Texas has been a national leader in public school standards and accountability-based reform for
over 20 years, and our system has been properly credited for significantly improving student
performance and closing the achievement gap between student groups.

This system has served us well, but it is now time to step back, take a long look at our needs for
the new century, and create the next generation of accountability for Texas that will keep it in the
forefront of student achievement growth.

We should use this opportunity to strengthen and streamline standards for student learning,
student assessments, data systems, school and district ratings, and the rewards, sanctions, and
interventions for student, school, and district performance.

TIER believes that the benefits of a good public school accountability system break down into
three essential components:

e Transparency — for parents and communities to know in simplest terms how their schools
are serving their children so that they can make the right choices for their benefit.

e Diagnostics and tools — for educators so that they can make the necessary adjustments to
correct underachievement in student outcomes.

e Consequences — for students in terms of promotion and graduation; for educators in terms
of compensation and employment; for schools and districts in terms of accreditation.

Various groups and advocates would weight these factors differently. For TIER, it seems that
they should have approximately equal weight. Some believe that the current system is much too
punitive and that high stakes consequences should play a much smaller role. But we believe that
this is a high stakes world, and that without real consequences there is no accountability.

TIER has recently completed a comprehensive paper outlining our views on the next generation
of accountability for Texas. We have brought copies with us today for members of the
Committee, and it is available on our web site.

Our vision for the next generation of accountability is built upon ten principles outlined in an
executive summary of our paper, which is in your binders. I won’t cover them all, but will
briefly touch on the more important ones.

1. Most important and possibly most revolutionary — Make postsecondary readiness for all
students the goal of accountability. Let me make this clear: postsecondary success for all,



4.

=

" measure the full range of student performance, the value-added to each student’s

achievement during the year, and each student’s progress, or growth toward the exit
standard of postsecondary success.

The accountability system must be based on sufficient capacity and resources to enable
schools to succeed. This encompasses, for example, the data system enhancements
contemplated by HB 2238 from the 80™ legislative session, but also entails more
investment at the district level. And in case you think I am completely out of character, I
don’t have in mind across the board formula increases, but rather targeted programmatic
funding that is designed to meet the technological and human resource needs of districts
as well as enable innovation so that they can meet much higher standards of performance.
I have already touched on consequences, which are an absolutely essential principle, so I
won’t belabor the point.
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Finally, although not directly a component of your work, I want to comment on curriculum
standards, the enhancement of which is an absolute prerequisite for it success. Everything we
are doing here in enhancing accountability systems will be useless if we do not get our TEKS
standards right. We all know that they are not nearly rigorous enough, not objective enough, not
measurable, and not well aligned from grade to grade. And they are the platform for the entire
edifice—the curriculum, the assessments, the accountability. So I would simply urge this body
to send a message to the current TEKS revision deliberations underway at the SBOE to get it
right, and very soon; otherwise, very little else matters.

We at TIER look forward to working with the Select Committee on your deliberations and I hope
you will call on us if it appears we can be helpful as a resource in any way. Thank you.
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Creating the Schools We Need for the 21’ Century
The Next Generation of Accountability

Executive Summary

Introduction:

Texas has been a leader in public school accountability
since the 1980s. Researchers have consistently credited the
state’s accountability system for improving student
performance and closing the achievement gap between
student groups in Texas public schools.

Despite this success, there is broad agreement that the
system  should be significantly  revised—if  not
overhauled—because it has become cumbersome and
overly complicated, it is inconsistent and overlaps with the
federal No Child Left Behind Act, it doesn’t properly
reflect the expectations we have for our students or our
educators, it produces perverse incentives, it doesn’t
measure student achievement growth, it produces an undue
burden of preoccupation of testing with teachers and
students, or it unduly pressures and stigmatizes educators.

The Texas Institute for Education Reform (TIER), a strong
advocate for public schools, believes that a strong
accountability system is vital to help schools prepare our
students for the challenges of the 21" Century. Instead of
watering down accountability, as some critics have
suggested, Texas needs to use this opportunity to
strengthen and streamline (a) standards for student leamning,
(b) student assessments, (c) data systems, (d) school and
district ratings, and (¢) the rewards, sanctions, and
interventions for student, school, and district performance.

To accomplish this, TIER proposes ten principles for
designing the next generation of state accountability for
Texas public schools and suggests how the principles can
be translated into policy. Underlying these principles is the
belief that state accreditation of public schools should be
contingent on educational results and that the state system
of public school accountability is essential for improving
Texas public schools.

Principle 1:

Accountability

The purpose of public school accountability should be one
and the same as the state goal for classroom leaming:
postsecondary readiness— whether that includes higher
education. vocational training, or skilled employment.
When a student graduates from a Texas high school, they
should have the knowledge and skills to advance
immediately into further education or the workforce. This
set of knowledge and skills needs to be precisely defined
and woven into the curriculum and assessments for all
orade levels—advancing the level of rigor in each grade

Principle 2: Connect Postsecondary Readiness with
Closing the Achievement Gap between Student Groups

TIER recognizes the importance of “value-added”
measures for disadvantaged students when it comes to
assessing charter schools. performance-based compensation
plans, and teacher evaluations. However, we owe it to all
children—regardless of race or economic status—to
prepare them for a productive life after high school. To
allow more accurate measurement of progress, we should
group students in each grade and subject area into the
lowest 25% and the highest 25% in addition to
disaggregating data by race and economic status. This
allows us to shift our focus from race and economic status
to educational outcomes for each student. Our goal is to
close the performance gap among all groups by assigning
the most effective teachers to students in the lowest
performing groups and creating incentives for teachers to
accept these challenging assignments. In addition, schools
and districts should be rated and accredited annually on the
basis of decreasing the achievement gap between student
groups.

Principle 3: Sou istical Design is E tial

Tt is difficult to assess performance without reliable,
complete, and statistically significant information. Our
current system leads to school and district ratings that do
not accurately reflect their performance because the size of
schools, the number of student groups within schools, the
demographics of the student population, and the
imprecision of student assessments strongly affect ratings.
Texas should adopt a more accurate measurement system
that is sophisticated enough to measure the full range of
student performance for each grade level/course. the “value
added™ to each student during each year, and each student’s
progress toward the exit standards for elementary school,
middle school, and high school. Assessments should be
carefully aligned to ensure that standards are increased
evenly from grade to grade to increase the likelihood of
successful advancement. School and district ratings should
be based on absolute performance (lest scores or passing
averages) and value-added measures that are calculated on
the basis of rolling three-ycar averages to increase the
overall reliability and minimize the volatility of results.

Principle 4: Local Control Can Enhance Public School
Accountability

Public  school accountability should represent a
collaborative effort between local communities and the
state instead of a centralized. top-down system. Under
such a collaborative system, the state would set minimum




education—to enhance academic and financial efficiency
and effectiveness.

Principle 5: All Stakeholders should be Involved in
Public School Accountability

Involving  community  stakeholders in  substantial,
meaningful ways can strengthen accountability for
educational results. The state should set guidelines for
districts to create advisory bodies composed of parents,
business leaders, higher education representatives, and
taxpayers to help design local accountability systems.
Students, teachers, principals, and superintendents should
also play key roles in the design. implementation,
management and monitoring of the system,

Principle 6: Publi h untability t

based on Sufficient Capacity and Resources to Enable
Schools to Succeed

In order for schools and districts to meet state education
goals, the state must provide necessary resources including
financial, informational, and human resources. A new state
K-20 information system should provide real-time data for
individual students, schools and districts. The system
should include information on classes. instructors,
programs, attendance, disciplinary actions, assessment
results, and a dropout risk assessment. It should also
provide quarterly statewide monitoring and correction and
annual reporting of student performance that includes
absolute scale scores, gain from the previous year (“value-
added™ score). and on-track progress toward intermediate
goals and graduation proficiency. Human resources should
be enhanced by strengthening standards for ecducator
preparation programs—both traditional and alternative,
teacher certification, and seed funding for value-added,
performance-based compensation plans for our educators.
Principle 7: Principle Seven: Public School
Accountability _should be Primarily in
Educational Out i
Intermediate Education

State evaluation, rating. and accreditation of schools and
districts should be primarily based on meeting three goals:
achieving prescribed graduation rates, progressing students
towards postsecondary readiness, and closing the
achievement gaps between student groups. Secondary
indicators could include test and assessment results, “value-
added™ growth rates. retention rates, and overall progress
towards graduation. Other factors such as attendance.
literacy., and maintaining safe environments could be
included. Ratings should be easily understood but flexible
enough to accurately classify schools and districts—such as
an “A", "B", “C”, D", and “F” standard.

inci : Essential
Incentives offer an effective way to increase performance.
Educators and educational leadership who meet or exceed

educate students. The state’s accountability system should
flag early signs of faltering performance and provide these
schools with expert assistance to help them improve. If
assistance fails, two additional phases of intervention and
corrective action should be provided by the state before the
loss of accreditation and state funding.

i 9:  Mult ns a Enh
Fairness
Using several methods to measure performance and
growth—such as curriculum-based tests, national norm-
referenced tests, diagnostic and summative assessments,
end-of-course tests. and computer-adaptive technology—
offer ways to increase the accuracy and thoroughness or
student assessments and discourage curriculum narrowing
and “teaching the test™. Scores of multiple assessments.
combined with a student’s grades and courses taken.
provide a holistic approach to student evaluation. Adopting
a school and district rating system that i1s based on two
models—a “status™ model measuring absolute performance
against proficiency standards, and a “growth™ model
measuring improvement toward graduation requirements-—
offers a holistic approach to assessing institutional
performance. The use of two accountability models—a
“consequences” system designed to stimulate educational
improvements through a combination of rewards and
sanctions and a “reporting” system that gives the public an
accurate measure of school and district performance
designed to stimulate improvements through public
knowledge and pressure for success—offers a way to
strengthen accountability.
iple H a ibl
Information is Essential
The state system of public school accountability should be
simple and easily understood by Texans inside and outside
the educational community. Because the best decisions are
made when the best data is available, it is imperative that
the information the state receives be accurate, honest, and
complete. This is particularly true for identifying the true
dropout rate, proficiency in relation to national and
international standards, students’ test scores in both
absolute and value-added terms, and students’ periodic
progress towards meeting graduation standards that prepare
them for postsecondary excellence.

Conclusion:

Texas needs a comprehensive reform of the state system of
public school accountability to align with the new state
goal of postsecondary readiness. The need for far-reaching
improvements in educational outcomes requires the state to
drastically change public school accountability and
comprehensively reform all of the elements of public
school accountability.  These clements include new
curriculum standards, new assessments, new rating and
accreditation, and new rewards and interventions for
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INTRODUCTION

Every public school in the United States is governed today by a state system of public
school accountability. The leadership and much of the framework for these systems can
be traced to Texas, where the nation’s first statewide accountability system was
established by policymakers in 1993, Almost ten years later, the Texas system served as a
model for public school accountability at the federal level in the No Child Left Behind Act
(NCLB) and the 2002 re-authorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act
and, as states complied with federal requirements, key elements of Texas-style
accountability were planted throughout the nation. This national leadership in standards
and accountability-based education reform has been accomplished by the dedication of a
statewide coalition of educators, administrators, and legislative and business leaders in a
steady effort over a peniod of more than 20 years.

Texas’ commitment to public school accountability started early in the 1980°s when the
state legislature predicated graduation on a high-stakes test and required school districts
to produce an annual report card publicizing results of student assessments. Shortly
thereafter. Texas developed one of the nation’s first statewide public education data
systems which disaggregated student performance according to income, race, and
cthnicity, and provided Texans with the means to create a statewide accountability
system for public schools.

Over the past 15 years, the state system has evaluated and rated the annual performance
of schools and districts, holding them accountable for meeting state standards related to
attendance. passing averages on the state’s standards-based assessments, and high school
completion. The system levies consequences, rewards and sanctions, for how well
schools and districts mect these standards according to the performance of different
student groups.



Researchers have consistently credited the state accountability system for improving
student performance and closing the achievement gap between student groups in Texas
elementary and middle schools." The success of strong state accountability in Texas and
other states has been documented by numerous national studies examining student
performance gains on the National Assessment of Education Progress." Additionally, the
positive impact of strong, centralized government accountability on schooling in
industrialized nations has been documented by researchers who examine international
assessments."”

However, not all the research and feedback is positive. Some studies, particularly those
produced by the education community, assail the Texas system of public school
accountability and other state accountability systems for unintended, adverse
consequences: inappropriate triaging of students,” depressed academic growth,” and
lower graduation rates.”” But these studies must be considered in light of the well-
designed studies that persuasively challenge their findings, frequently criticize the
methodologies employed, and suggest skepticism toward advocacy research.""

Today, many Texans believe that strong state accountability has served public schools
well, but many also believe 1t is time to be introspective, and to update and strengthen the
means by which Texans hold public schools accountable for results. This belief was
succinctly expressed by Bill Hammond, President of the Texas Association of Business,
in a commentary widely disseminated by newspapers throughout Texas in late 2007.

“In 1983 the National Commission on Excellence in Education issued a report on the
quality of education in the United States, stating, ‘If an unfriendly foreign power had
attempted to impose on America the mediocre educational performance that exists today,
we might have viewed it as an act of war. As it stands, we have allowed this to happen to
ourselves.’ Unfortunately, the same could be said of Texas today, and state government
has only compounded the situation with a series of ineffective accountability measures.”

“As a result, Texas high school graduates remain ill prepared for college or the
workforce. And while Texas employers require a higher level of skills due to advanced
technology and increased competition, our educational system is embracing mediocrity
rather than raising the bar. It's this dichotomy that is putting Texas at risk. ™"

Responding to these and other concerns expressed by opinion leaders, the 80" Texas
Legislature, in Senate Bill 1031, created a select committee to perform a comprehensive
review of the current school accountability system and report its findings to the
legislature by December 1. 2008, with recommendations for redesigning the system.

As 2008 unfolds, the public debate on accountability expands, with input from a range of
opinion and advocacy groups. The Texas Public Policy Foundation, an organization that
promotes free market principles, recently published a commentary that cautioned, “7Texas
taxpayers deserve a better and more accurate accountability svstem; one that is easy to
understand, transparent to parents and the community, and drives higher student
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achievement.”™ Soon afterward, Raise Your Hand Texas, a group that promotes support
for public schools, followed with a commentary that suggested: “Ir is now time for the
state to seriously discuss how we can create a better system that will more effectively
serve schools and stakeholders. We need a new svstem that is both rigorous and casier

for the public to understand, one that is fair and one that recognizes growth and gains.”

A rally organized by the Houston A+ Challenge and The Metropolitan Organization
organized busing for parents from 10 schools to meet with Houston ISD leadership in late
February to “tell stories and share ideas” for a better school accountability.™

These statements show how concern about public school accountability crosses the
political divide in Texas. There i1s apparent broad agreement that the accountability
system should be significantly revised if not overhauled, for a variety of reasons
depending on each point of view — it has become cumbersome and overly complicated,
it 1s inconsistent and overlaps with the federal NCLB, it doesn’t properly reflect the
expectations we have for our students or our educators, it produces perverse incentives, it
doesn’t measure student achievement growth, it produces an undue burden of
preoccupation of testing on teachers and students, or it unduly pressures and stigmatizes
educators. Some groups now call for the end of accountability, blaming high stakes for
the shortcomings of public schools today.

The Texas Institute for Education Reform (TIER), a strong advocate for Texas public
schools, refutes these drastic criticisms, but endorses the urgent need to reform public
school accountability. To assist state policymakers in this effort, TIER posed a series of
questions about public school accountability in June 2007 that were designed to identify
the key issues which should be addressed by reform (Appendix I). TIER believes the
answers to these questions and the dehberations of the Select Committee on Public
School Accountability will have a significant impact in determining the future of Texas
public schools, the opportunities for our children to succeed in the 21" Century, and the
future prosperity of all Texans.

This report, the seventh of a series of education policy papers produced by TIER to
address key challenges in Texas public schools, suggests ways to strengthen and revise
the state system of public school accountability

TIER addresses public school accountability as a state system that consists of five
components: (a) standards for student learning, (b) student assessments, (¢} data systems
to collect, analyze, and report information, (d) ratings of school and district performance
that relate to state accreditation, and (e) rules that pertain to rewards, sanctions, and
interventions for student, school, and district performance. State accountability systems
are generally designed to hold students, schools, and districts responsible for improving
performance and meeting specific state goals for public education.

In this report, TIER identifies ten principles for designing the next generation of school
accountability. Underlying these principles is the belief that state accreditation of public
schools should be contingent on educational results, and that the state system of public
school accountability is essential for improving Texas public schools. The belief 1s



founded on evidence that the power of accountability is unrivaled by any other education
reform of this century. Our challenge is to hamess this power wisely, and to create the
next generation of accountability that will focus on postsecondary success and build the
capacity for comprehensive, systemic reform of public education.

Principle One: Make Postsecondary Readiness the Goal of Accountability

TIER suggests that the purpose of public school accountability should be one and the
same as the state goal for classroom learning: postsecondary readiness. As stated in the
Texas Education Code (Section 28.001), the public school curriculum should prepare all
students to continue to learn in postsecondary education, training, and employment
settings. In other words, Texas public schools should prepare all students to graduate with
the knowledge and skills needed for success in postsecondary endeavors that include
skilled employment, vocational training, or higher education.

This goal 1s shightly, but significantly, different than the purpose presently established for
the state system of public school accountability — which i1s to “improve student
achievement.”™ Postsecondary readiness represents an explicit range of student
performance that has been defined by state and national entities, such as the Texas Higher
Education Coordinating Board™ and ACT.™ These standards can be objectively
evaluated, and have been proven necessary for high school graduates to be successful in
both college and skilled vocational training.™

To make postsecondary readiness the purpose of school accountability, TIER suggests
that standards for postsecondary readiness should be fully integrated into the state
accountability system and all of the state education systems, particularly those that
directly serve as the foundations for accountability — state curriculum standards, the state
assessment program, and the state education information system — and are statutorily
required components of public education in Texas.

The 79" Texas Legislature initiated the process of defining and introducing
postsecondary readiness with House Bill 1 which required the State Board of Education
to integrate standards for postsecondary readiness into the high school curriculum by
September 1, 2011 (Sec. 5.01) and to incorporate a measure of postsecondary readiness
into high school end-of-course assessments (Sec. 5.05).™"

TIER suggests that state policymakers can strengthen this process by extending the goal
of postsecondary readiness throughout the entire public school curriculum and state
assessment, kindergarten through grade 12, advancing the level of rigor and expectations
for postsecondary readiness with each grade level, to culminate in a level of academic
proficiency associated with nationally recognized standards (such those produced by the
American Diploma Project) and empirically proven standards (such as those developed
by ACT).



TIER also suggests that this process can be strengthened by collecting, reporting, and
using information about postsecondary readiness to rate schools and districts, and by
cstablishing incentives and interventions to help students and schools achieve this
standard.

TIER recommends that the next generation of state accountability recognize
postsecondary readiness in two distinct ways: by absolute scores and by academic
improvement (measures of both growth and value-added gains). Recognizing that
postsecondary readiness 1s a far higher standard than the state currently sets for student
and school performance, TIER suggests standards for postsecondary readiness should be
phased in over time and clearly identified as progress towards proficiency.

This approach is slightly, but significantly, different than historical practice in which
standards were incrementally raised and described as proficiency even though those
standards were far below the level of performance that most other states identified as
proficiency. Allowing schools and districts with large populations of economically
disadvantaged students to meet accountability standards with either absolute scores or a
rate of academic improvement or growth provides state policymakers with a means to
level the playing field. It would also eliminate the need for an alternative accountability
system, a system that Texas currently uses to evaluate and rate schools that primarily
serve educationally disadvantaged students, such as charter schools and schools devoted
to dropout recovery.

Principle Two: Connect Postsecondary Readiness with Closing the Achievement
Gap between Student Groups

TIER suggests that state policy should pair closing the achievement gap between student
groups with postsecondary readiness as the twin goals of public school accountability.
This principle is certainly implicit in statutory language that requires all students to be
prepared for postsecondary success (Texas Education Code 28.001). Based on the
research that shows the educational disadvantages presently associated with family
income, race, and ethnicity can be erased by highly qualified teachers and intensive,
rigorous instruction,”" TIER recommends that state policymakers set explicit goals for
Texas public schools to close the achievement gap.

To accomplish this goal, TIER suggests that state policy establish one standard —
postsecondary readiness — for all students and all schools as part of the required
curriculum (the Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills) delivered by all schools. and the
system of state accountability that governs all schools.

Couphing measures of academic growth, particularly value-added measures (see
Appendix II), to absolute standards (either specific passing scores or passing averages)
offers Texans a way to recognize the different challenges faced by schools, and the
academic contributions that teachers and schools make to all students, both disadvantaged
and advantaged.



This approach represents a significant departure from current practice in Texas public
schools today. Schools with large concentrations of disadvantaged students can elect to
opt out of the state accountability system and can be governed, instead, by the Alternative
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Accountability System which imposes less rigorous standards for performance.

In addition to establishing one performance goal for all schools, TIER suggests that
Texans establish explicit policy to hold schools directly accountable for closing the
achlevement gap between the racial, ethnic, and economic groups of the student
population that are recognized by NCLB. This suggestion represents a slightly, but
significantly, different approach to public school accountability and educational equity
than is practiced in Texas today.

Texas requires public schools to demonstrate that Hispanic, African-American, and
economically disadvantaged students meet the same standards of performance that are set
for White/Anglo students (in such things as passing rates on state assessments and high
school graduation rates).

This policy has attempted to hold schools indirectly or secondarily accountable for
closing the achievement gap. Over the past 15 years, this policy has produced a marked

reduction of the achievement gap between student groups in Texas elementary and -

middle schools, according to state assessments and the National Assessment of
Educational Progress.™ However, this policy has shown itself unequal to stimulating the
rate of improvement necessary to close these achievement gaps within the next 50
years.”®  Nor has this policy demonstrated any success in closing the gaps between
student groups in Texas high schools, as measured by independent tests of postsecondary
readiness (such as the SAT and ACT).*™

There are numerous strong arguments for modifying and strengthening the state’s efforts
to close the achievement gaps. These arguments are strengthened by expanding
knowledge about the statistical imperfections associated with school accountability
ratings and disaggregation of test scores in Texas and throughout the nation.

A growing body of research indicates that disaggregating test scores for student groups
often produces flawed information about school performance.™ This is because test
scores for small groups are likely to change greatly from year to year for reasons that
have little to do with the schools themselves, but instead reflect such things as changes in
the student population and imprecision in the test,”""a problem described as “volatility”
in the research. Schools with larger numbers of student groups are at a larger statistical
disadvantage than schools with smaller numbers of student groups;"*"in other words,
homogenous schools and large schools experience less volatility and enjoy a significant
statistical advantage in school accountability when student performance is disaggregated.

TIER suggests the state’s new school accountability system should address the dual
challenges of mmproving statistical reliability of school ratings and closing K-12
achievement gaps by developing two standards related to disaggregating student
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performance. The first standard should continue to hold schools and districts accountable
at each grade level for the academic achievement of each of the student groups identified
in NCLB. The second standard should hold schools and districts accountable for school-
wide progress made in closing the achievement gaps between the lowest and highest
quartile of performance in each grade or courses/subjects.

The second standard should reduce the impact of volatility and enhance the reliability of
school ratings, and provide Texans with broader information about educational equity. It
could also stimulate academic growth in both high-performing and low-performing
student groups, and shift the focus of educators from race, ethnicity, and family income
to the educational outcomes of individual students relative to standards and their
classroom peers.

Use of value-added performance standards that measure annual growth in student
performance could also reduce volatihity and increase reliability of school ratings. TIER
believes that value-added measures offer an essential tool for Texans to connect high
academic standards with educational equity and success. There 1s a growing body of
research that indicates the most effective way to improve the reliability of measuring the
performance of schools and students, particularly low-performing students, 1s to
incorporate value-added measures in state accountability.™" Some states, such as
Tennessee, have pioneered the use of value-added measures for assessing key human
resources in schools, and are using value-added measures for purposes of accountability,
particularly to inform professional development and placement. TIER is a proponent of
‘the addition of value-added methodology to the Texas accountability system and believes
that it has a particularly significant role to play in the assessment of charter school
performance, performance based compensation plans, and evaluation of teacher
preparation programs (See TIER Policy Series, Issue 5, Assessments for the Schools We
Need).™"

With value-added measures or without, TIER suggests that state accountability can
strengthen efforts to close the achievement gap by encouraging districts to assign the
most effective teachers (those that have academic qualifications and demonstrated high
instructional impact) to students performing in the lowest quartile of performance and to
create incentives for teachers to accept challenging assignments. Research indicates that
this is the most powerful way to close the achievement gap.™""

Principle Three: Sound Statistical Design is Essential

Improving the reliability of current performance measures for both students and schools is
essential for improving the state’s public school accountability system. Over the past decade,
researchers have vastly increased our knowledge about testing — the data generated by testing
and the use of data for high stakes decisions — and this information should be put to use in
redesigning the school accountability system.™™



As noted previously, studies show that the imprecision of student assessments, either as a
result of design or the inconsistencies of human performance, can produce imprecise
information about student performance that, when used to evaluate schools, does not
accurately capture their performance, and, consequently, cannot properly guide reform.
Studies of our state assessments, the Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS),
indicate that TAKS tests are not designed to, nor do they, measure the full range of student
performance or growth, particularly at higher levels.™™ Worse, the studies also show that the
difficulty of TAKS tests is uneven from grade to grade, with the bar set lower for elementary
grades, and, as a result, provides the false impression that elementary students are on track
for success in middle school ™

Studies also show that school test scores vary greatly from year-to-year, and changes in
performance significantly reflects how performance is measured, rather than actual student
performance. or factors that many consider beyond the control of schools, such as changes in
the characteristics of incoming students or teacher turnover. In other words, researchers
generally find a low correlation between school performance from one year to the next as a
consequence of volatility.™. Researchers confirm that ratings of Texas schools are
significantly volatile; in a recent analysis of how school ratings impact eligibility for state
grants, the likelihood of a Texas public school to retain a rating, particularly in the
Comparable Improvement rankings, was close to random.™""

The success of a school accountability system largely depends on the quality of performance
measures. Texas has a long way to go in this regard. TIER recommends that student
assessments should be designed with sufficient sophistication to measure the full range of
student performance for the grade or course, the academic value-added during for each
student during each school year, and the student’s progress toward the exit standard (at 2"
orade for high school, 8" grade for middle school, and 5" grade for elementary school).

TIER also suggests that school evaluations should be designed with sufficient sophistication
to maximize reliability and minimize volatility. There are several different ways to mcrease
reliability, as suggested by Thomas J. Kane and Douglas O. Staiger in their groundbreaking
research on school accountability measures:™" Schools could be categorized according to
size to account for the fact that smaller schools have less reliable test score measures and/or
school performance should be averaged over several years.”™™" Other researchers, including
Helen F. Ladd, offer value-added measures as a way to increase the reliability of measuring
school performance.™"

To enhance the success of the state’s new accountability system, state policymakers would be
wise to consult independent statisticians and psychometricians to ensure the technical
sophistication of Texas system of public school accountability provides state of the art
information about school performance.



Principle Four: State/Local Partnerships Can Enhance Public School Accountability

TIER suggests that public school accountability should represent a shared responsibility
between local school districts and the state, and, consequently, accountability should be
designed as a collaborative effort between local communities and the state.

The nature of public school accountability i1s evolving in Texas and throughout the nation.
There is growing support for the idea of shared accountability, a notion recently expressed by
the president of the United Federation of Teachers, the nation’s largest union, who believes
that states should be responsible for providing schools with the necessary resources and
capacity to succeed, and that schools should work in partnership with the state to design
“genuine” accountability for public education.™"’

The idea that school accountability must be reciprocal in nature was clearly described in a
policy position issued by the Council of Chief State School Officers more than a decade ago.
The Council’s position paper stated, “As we raise student standards higher than they have
ever been, we have an obligation to ensure that schools have the capacity to enable all
students to achieve these standards ™" The council also noted that, “states require a
systematic view of accountability that will help the public and [school] officials at all levels
know and assess what happens in schools and classrooms.”*™"

Likewise, TIER recommends that policymakers take a systemic view of public school
accountability and consider devising a new approach to accountability that shares
responsibility with school districts. A model of this form of accountability can be taken from
the policy presently used by this state to introduce imitiatives such as dropout prevention and
educator incentive compensation to school districts. Using this approach, under the standards
established at the state level, the state offers seed funding for school/district plans, sets
guidelines for districts to use in designing local plans, identifies the outcomes that plans
should produce, identifies a selection of measures that must be used to determine if the
outcomes are met, provides the necessary technological resources (including information
about performance), monitors district comphance, and reports on school and district
performance.

Public school accountability should consist of two tiers. In the first tier, the state would set
specific performance standards, require schools and districts to report their performance on
these standards, evaluate and rate school and district performance annually according to these
standards, and establish consequences for performance. In the second tier, districts would be
responsible for supplementing state accountability with locally designed policies that could
offer a broad approach to evaluation and improvement of school quality.

Districts could elect to evaluate and report elements of school quality that the community
most highly values, such as (a) strong curriculum, (b) effective instruction, (c) safe and
orderly leaming environments, and (d) efficient investment of resources. These standards
were proposed for local school accountability by the 1995 Council of Chief State School
Officers” Policy Statements, and reiterated in the accountability proposal offered to New
York by the United Federation of Teachers early in 2008.7™
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