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Oversight: Examining the Department of Education’s New Progress Reports for Schools
On December 10, 2007, the Committee on Education, chaired by Council Member Robert Jackson, will hold an oversight hearing on the New York City Department of Education’s (DOE) new Progress Reports for schools.  The Committee plans to hear from the DOE as well as union leaders, researchers, advocates and parents.

Background
In 2003, the year after the State legislature granted the Mayor control of the school system, Mayor Bloomberg and Chancellor Klein launched the “Children First” reform agenda for the New York City public school system.
  There have since been a number of stages in the Children First reforms, each of which has been guided by three underlying core principles: leadership, empowerment and accountability.
  According to the DOE, “[s]chools need strong leaders who are empowered to make decisions and who are accountable for results.”
  

In keeping with this philosophy, the Chancellor launched a comprehensive accountability initiative in April 2006 which, in addition to existing State and citywide standardized tests, included four new components: Quality Reviews; Periodic Progress Measures (also known as Periodic Assessments); an advanced data management system; and Progress Reports.
  Each component of the accountability initiative is briefly described below.

Quality Reviews

Quality Reviews are qualitative measures of school performance, based on site visits of schools by trained reviewers.
  Reviewers are experienced educators who assess such things as principals’ leadership skills and parent involvement, as well as how effectively schools use data, set individualized teaching and learning goals, create environments conducive to teaching and learning, and adjust teaching to meet student needs.
  Quality Reviews were piloted in approximately 100 schools in the 2005-06 school year,
 and all schools were reviewed by June 2007.
  Based on feedback from schools, the Quality Review rating scale expanded from three possible scores last year to five possible scores this year.
  In addition, this year’s Quality Reviews will also assess “whether schools integrate the arts sufficiently into their curriculum and evaluate how effectively schools support their new teachers.”

Periodic Assessments   

Periodic Assessments are subject-matter tests that students take periodically throughout the school year to diagnose where students need extra help.
  The new Periodic Assessments differ from the previous interim assessments used in City schools in that they are more flexible and can be customized for each school and class to cover specifically what students have been taught.
  Schools can choose any combination from among a number of different assessment tools as long as they are assessing students in both English Language Arts (ELA) and math five times a year in grades 3-8, and four times a year in high school.
  Schools can also request to design their own assessments to replace or supplement the other options offered.
  

Achievement Reporting and Innovation System (ARIS)   

The advanced data management system, Achievement Reporting and Innovation System (ARIS), will be used to provide detailed information about student performance and progress to educators and parents.
  ARIS will track individual student achievement data on State standardized tests as well as from the school-level Periodic Assessments.
  In March 2007, the DOE announced a five-year contract with IBM valued at approximately $80 million to develop ARIS and provide ongoing maintenance and support.
  Data from ARIS was projected to become available to principals and teachers in September 2007, with online access to the system for parents by September 2008.

Progress Reports

On November 5, 2007 the Mayor and Chancellor released Progress Reports for City schools and posted them on the DOE’s website.
  Progress Reports assign schools a letter grade (A–F) and are the centerpiece of the City’s effort to hold schools accountable for student outcomes.
  In addition to the current 2006-2007 Progress Reports, most General Education elementary, middle and high schools received pilot Progress Reports for the 2005-06 school year in spring 2007.
  Progress Reports for Special Education (District 75) and Early Childhood schools, as well as for schools serving transfer students are currently in development and will be piloted during the 2007-08 academic year.
  Schools that are new this year and schools that are closing will not receive Progress Reports.

In addition to making Progress Reports available online, elementary and middle school parents were slated to receive copies of their school’s Progress Report, including the Quality Review and Learning Environment Survey results, as well as a guide to interpreting the reports (available in eight languages), at November parent-teacher conferences.
 Since their parent-teacher conferences had already occurred before the release date, high schools were expected to hold separate meetings for parents in November to distribute these materials and answer questions.
 

Grading

A school’s grade is based on three elements, student performance (numbers of students at or above proficiency on State tests in reading and math), student progress and the school environment according to the following scheme:

· School Environment (15% of score), including attendance and the results of parent, student, and teacher surveys (Learning Environment Survey).

· Student Performance (30% of score), as measured by elementary and middle school students’ scores each year on the New York State tests in English Language Arts and Mathematics. For high schools, student performance is measured by diplomas and graduation rates. 

· Student Progress (55% of score), as measured by how much schools help students progress during the school year in subjects such as reading, writing, math, science, and history. Schools’ progress scores also rise when they help English Language Learners, special education students, and students who are not performing well at the start of the year improve.

Furthermore, schools can earn additional credit on their Progress Report when their high-need students make “exemplary” gains.
  Student groups whose gains can result in additional credit are: (1) English Language Learners, (2) Special Education students, (3) Hispanic students in the lowest third citywide, (4) Black students in the lowest third citywide, and (5) other students in the lowest third citywide.
  Schools receive additional credit for Exemplary Student Progress if the percentage of students who make exemplary gains is in the highest 40% of all schools citywide by school type.

Two-thirds of a school’s score on each of the three Progress Report elements comes from comparing the school’s results with those of 40 “peer schools” (Peer Horizon) having similar student populations, while the remaining one-third is based on a comparison with all schools citywide (City Horizon) that serve the same grade level.
  

Peer group schools are determined by grade span (K-5, K-8, 6-8 or 9-12), demographic composition and/or average incoming State exam scores.
  Schools in the K-5 or K-8 groups are then ranked by “peer index” which is a weighted average of the percentage of students at the school eligible for free lunch (the Title I poverty rate) (40%); student demographic characteristics (40%); percentage of student population enrolled in Special Education (10%); and percentage of student population that are English Language Learners (10%).
  The “peer index” for grade 6-8 schools, by contrast, is determined by the average of the Proficiency Ratings earned by students on their 4th grade State ELA and math tests.
  Similarly, for high schools the “peer index” is determined by the average of the Proficiency Ratings earned by students on their 8th grade State ELA and math tests.
  For schools of all grade spans, a school’s peer group is composed of the 20 schools above and 20 schools below it on the ranked list.

A Progress Report grade of A, B, C, D, or F is assigned to each school based on a weighted average of the 3 report elements, (I) School Environment, (II) Student Performance, and (III) Student Progress, plus any additional credit for Exemplary Student Progress.
  

The School Environment element is comprised of the Attendance Rate (average daily attendance) as well as four other domains (Safety and Respect, Academic Expectations, Engagement and Communication) as measured by the Learning Environment Survey administered to parents, teachers, and middle and high school students.
  

Student Performance for elementary and middle schools is based on the percentage of students at the school who are performing at or above proficiency as defined by New York State (Level 3 and 4) on ELA and mathematics in the current year.
  For high schools, Student Performance measures both the 4-year and 6-year graduation rate, “with emphasis on the number of students graduating with the Regents Diploma that State law now establishes as the goal for all students.”
  According to the DOE, in the future performance will also measure the “percentage of students who are becoming college-ready, as indicated by participation rates of 11th and 12th graders on PSAT, SAT, and ACT exams.”
  

Student Progress shows the percentage of students at the school in the current year who made a “year’s worth of progress, which means, for elementary and middle schools, that the student attained at least the same (or higher) Proficiency Rating on the current year’s ELA and mathematics tests as he/she attained the previous year, and achieved a minimum Proficiency Rating of 2.00 during the second year of comparison.”
  For high schools, Student Progress includes credit accumulation (percentage of students who earned 10 or more credits in their first, second and third years), average change in PSAT Score (average increase or decrease in students’ PSAT scores from 2nd to 3rd year), and average completion rate for remaining Regents (student progress each year towards passing the five Regents Tests required for a Regents diploma).

For each element, a school receives three scores: Current Year, Citywide Score and Peer Score.
  Current Year shows the school’s results for the current year.
  Citywide Score shows the school’s results for the current year (2006–07) compared to the City Range, which reflects the range of performance of all schools in the City in the 2005–07 period, for elementary and middle schools, and in the 2003–07 period for high schools.
  The Citywide Score contributes one-third of the school’s score on every element.  The Peer Score is calculated in the same way as the Citywide Score, using the Peer Range instead of the City Range.
  This score compares the school’s performance to the range of peer school performance during the 2005–07 period, and the Peer Score contributes two-thirds of the school’s score on every metric. 

Initially, the DOE expected to assign grades according to the following scheme: 

· “A” - Top 15% of schools based on 2004–07 averages 

· “B” - Next 40% of schools 

· “C” - Next 30% of schools 

· “D” - Next 10% of schools 

· “F” - Lowest 5% of schools
 

According to the DOE, the breakdown of grades actually awarded to the 1,224 schools that received Progress Reports was as follows: 23% (279) earned an A; 38% (461) earned a B; 25% (312) earned a C; 8% (99) earned a D; and 4% (50) earned an F.

Rewards and Consequences

Based upon their scores on both the Progress Report and Quality Review, schools will receive rewards for successfully helping students make progress, and will face consequences for failure: 

· “A” schools with high Quality Review scores will have the opportunity to receive bonuses for serving as demonstration sites for others.  Bonuses could amount to a 1 percent increase in the per-student allocation;

· “A” and “B” schools with high Quality Review scores will be eligible to receive bonuses ($750 to $1,500) for every student they accept from schools identified as poor performing under City and State accountability measures;

· “C” schools are not eligible for rewards and will not face consequences, although schools receiving three consecutive “C” ratings will be subject to “D” school consequences;

· “D” and “F” schools face a four-year cycle of target setting and structured planning, potential leadership changes, more target setting and ultimately school restructuring or closure if their performance does not improve.

Other Localities

Other states and localities have also instituted some form of school report card, most notably California and Florida, including growth or progress measures as the DOE has done.  According to published reports, DOE representatives have met with officials in Florida, Chicago and Denver, which is in the process of instituting its own rating system.
  

California has one of the oldest such rating systems, the Academic Performance Index (API), first instituted in 1999 and altered thereafter, which is part of its overall Accountability Progress Reporting System.
  The API is used to measure both academic performance and growth of schools using a numeric index (or scale) that ranges from a low of 200 to a high of 1000.
  The statewide API performance target for all schools is 800 and a school's growth is measured by how well it is moving toward or past that goal.
  Statewide test results are incorporated into the API calculation according to the amount of weight, or emphasis, given to each test.
  Schools are then ranked in comparison to other schools of the same level statewide as well as to 100 other schools with similar demographic characteristics.
  The similar school groupings are based on the calculation of a School Characteristics Index (SCI) which includes, among other things: student ethnicity, socioeconomic status (determined by participation in free or reduced-price lunch program or parent education level), students with disabilities, English learners, students in gifted and talented programs, teacher credentials and average class size.
  According to press reports, parents and business leaders have criticized the API as being complex and difficult to understand.
  

Florida’s school grading system is much less complicated, avoiding the use of weights in favor of a more straight-forward point system.
  Schools are assigned a grade based primarily upon student achievement data from the Florida Comprehensive Assessment Test (FCAT) in reading, math, science and writing.
  Schools are awarded one point for each percent of students who score high enough on the FCAT and/or make annual learning gains.
  Scores on the tests range from 1 - 5 and schools earn one point for each percent of students who score in achievement levels 3, 4, or 5.
  Schools also earn one point for each percent of students who make learning gains in reading and math in any one of three ways: 

(1) Improve achievement levels from 1-2, 2-3, 3-4, or 4-5; or 
(2) Maintain within the relatively high levels of 3, 4, or 5; or 
(3) Demonstrate more than one year’s growth within achievement levels 1 or 2 (does not include retained students).

In addition, schools earn one point for each percent of the lowest performing students who make learning gains in reading and math from the previous year.
  For 2006-07, schools with 525 points or more receive a grade of “A” while those with 495 points or more receive a B; 435 points or more receive a C; 395 points or more receive a D; and fewer than 395 points receive an F. 


Neither California nor Florida appears to use or publish survey data; however, Chicago conducts surveys of students (elementary through high school), parents, teachers and principals.
 

Issues and Concerns

The release of Progress Report grades has created a great deal of controversy and sparked a loud debate on how schools should be evaluated.  Surprisingly, the chorus of critics spans the political spectrum and includes editorial boards, many parents and experienced educators, as well as anti-testing groups and other advocates.  According to one news article, former Deputy Chancellor Carmen Farina argues that the new grading system is a poor tool for judging schools and called it “confusing.”
  


A major complaint is that, while on the surface assigning a single letter grade to schools appears to be a simple measure, the method for calculating that grade is extremely complex, as suggested by the description above.

Questions have also been raised about the accuracy of the school grading system.  Some of the most vociferous protest has been generated as a result of reported instances where schools that appear on the State’s list of failing schools have received a grade of A or B, while a number of schools with good reputations that have previously been highly rated on other measures have, conversely, received a D or F.  In addition to apparent inconsistencies with State and federal accountability systems, there also seems to be inconsistency in many cases between a school’s Progress Report grade and its Quality Review score (some “A” schools have received ratings of “Undeveloped” while some “F” schools have received ratings of “Well-developed”), casting further doubt on the accuracy of these grades and what they measure.

Concerns have also been raised about the fairness of the grading system.  Some, including education historian Diane Ravitch, have questioned the use of a single-letter grade as a measure of a school, as “oversimplification,” in contrast to the multiple grades that every student receives. 
  Others consider the methodology for determining a school’s peer group as unfair, because it excludes from consideration variables such as the number of students enrolled or class size, resulting in instances where large schools containing thousands of students are compared with small schools of a few hundred.  Complaints have also been voiced that this single-letter grade can unfairly stigmatize schools and subject them to unwarranted consequences.

In terms of reliability, many have cited the overemphasis on standardized test scores, which they maintain offer a very limited snapshot of student performance, in determining a school’s grade.  This is especially the case when looking at a single year’s test scores and comparing scores from one year to the next, since year-to-year fluctuations may occur for many reasons unrelated to the school.  Most testing experts advise looking at trends in test scores over time, recommending 3 years at minimum.

There are also concerns about the usefulness of these school grades.  Progress Reports have been touted by the DOE as a tool to provide parents “with detailed information about school performance” to better inform families’ decisions and school choices.
  However, critics question whether Progress Reports provide parents with clear, accurate and appropriate information.  For instance, Progress Reports do not provide information on many school conditions, such as safety or class size, that parents are most interested in.

Conclusion
At today’s hearing, the Committee plans to explore the Progress Reports and processes for grading schools in greater detail, as well as hear public commentary on these reforms. 
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