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Does Florida Qualify for Differentiated Accountability? 

Welcome to the first edition of Ethica Extra! Each week, we hope to bring you news and interpretation that will be helpful to you - and that you're not likely to get anywhere else. 

Read on!



	Graduation Rate Calculations May Change, US Secretary Announces 
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US Secretary of Education Margaret Spellings made headlines on April 1 when she announced that the US Department of Education will require all states to use a common graduation rate. 

Graduation rates - that they are low, and how they should be measured - have been in the headlines since last Fall, when a Johns Hopkins University study labeled numerous high schools, some of which are in Florida, as "dropout factories." (See promoting power). There are significant problems with that study's methodology (See "Dropout Factories"), but nonetheless, there is a problem. Not only are graduation rates low - they are much lower for minority students than for their white counterparts at the same schools. Spellings' announcement followed the publication of a report estimating that the chances that a ninth-grader in some of the country's largest school districts graduating is about 50 percent - a coin toss. 

According to the Alliance for Excellent Education, the following are Florida's graduation statistics:

Asian - 82% 
White - 66%
Hispanic - 59%
African-American - 47%



	Gap - 35%

Two Florida districts - Duval County (Jacksonville) and Miami-Dade, are in the 50 biggest cities that were studied closely for this report. For each of these cities, the report examines not only the graduation rate - but also the difference between the city's graduation rate and the rate at which students in the surrounding suburb graduate. Duval's graduation rate is 50.2% (with an urban-suburban gap of 21.3%), while Miami's is 49%. (Since the district incorporates parts of 3 counties, a gap was not calculated). 

The report, Cities in Crisis, written by Quality Counts editor Christopher Swanson and commissioned by America's Promise Alliance, uses 2004 data supplied by the US Department of Education (America's Promise). A number of statistics and other information are online at related sites (Education Alliance). Also at the site is a fact sheet on understanding graduation rates in Florida (Florida Facts). 

MEASURING GRADUATION
Measuring graduation seems simple: after all, it's just a count of those students who enter the 9th grade, and then graduate four years later. Except it isn't that easy at all. Aside from the issues that are largely nonexistent in Florida thanks to its extensive data collection system that allows students to be tracked from school to school, including many out-of-state students, common questions include:

-How should students with special diplomas be counted (especially special education students)?

-How should students who select the GED exit option be counted?

-If students graduate early, in what year should they be counted?

-If students (particularly non-traditional students, such as teen parents or migrant students) take an extra year to graduate, how should they be counted?

-Should a common graduation rate mean common (across-state) courses or standards?

A useful summary document is Who's Counted? Who's Counting? Understanding High School Graduation Rates, a June 2006 report from the Alliance for Excellent Education. This report explains the reasons why so many different graduation rate formulas and statistics exist, addresses why states report them differently, discusses the limitations and benefits of each method, and includes policy recommendations.

FLORIDA'S CALCULATIONS
Florida participates in the National Governor's Association (NGA) Compact, which originally included all 50 governors. That rate measures the number of on- time graduates in a given year divided by the number of first-time entering ninth graders four years earlier, adjusted for transfers. 

Florida actually calculates more than one graduation rate, including: 

1.    the National Governor's Association method; and
2.    Florida's state method, which includes those students who receive GED certificates in lieu of diplomas.

NCLB does not allow students who receive special diplomas, including special education students, to be counted in the graduation rate.

Although nothing is certain until the USDE issues its draft regulation, Spellings is likely to rely on the National Governor's Association graduation rate calculation, since it is already backed up by the state agreement. However, there's a big difference between signing onto a voluntary pledge and a mandatory method. Also uncertain is whether states, like Florida, would be allowed to continue calculating - and publishing - multiple graduation rates.

Using the report's methods could mean that on average Florida's high school graduation rates would fall about 8 percent, based on the numbers reported:

State-reported data: 69%
USDE data: 66%
Education Week: 61%

Difference: 8%

On its web site, the Florida DOE reports its 2004 rate as 71.9%, higher than these other figures (FDOE 2004 graduation rates).

Many states include graduation rate as the required "other indicator" for high school AYP. Florida, however, does not. Florida high schools must demonstrate a 1% 
improvement in graduation rate.  The target is also met if a school 
attains a rate of 85% or better in the current year.  (For technical information, see the AYP TAP at School Grades Site). Because the AYP calculation is performed prior to the end of summer school, graduation rates used for AYP are based on the prior two years.   

TIMING and FUTURE IMPLICATIONS
Once a draft regulation is published in the Federal Register (Federal Register), the public may submit comments, generally during a 30- to 60-day period. After this time, the USDE must publish a final regulation, including its response to comments submitted. 

Because of the required public comment period, it is not likely that this regulation will go into effect during the 2007-08 school year. However, if the issue continues to receive a substantial level of attention, it is likely to be debated with the reauthorization of NCLB.

Dropout Factories 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Secretary Spellings frequently refers to "dropout factories" during her national tour promoting NCLB, which began in Florida. The phrase originated in a Johns Hopkins University study (Study) in which researchers created a measure they called "promoting power." This measure compares 12th-grade enrollments to 9th-grade enrollments four years earlier to estimate graduation rates. However, the study includes only those students who attended the same school in both years - a figure that can be highly misleading as it fails to account for students who transfer to another school, district or state. However, researchers state that since the number of incoming and outgoing transfer students roughly equal each other, the criticism is minor. Nonetheless, they are removing a number of schools from this year's results.

Schools with a graduation rate of 60% or lower are referred to as "dropout factories."

Key National Findings

· Only about 20% of high school students in the United States are likely to attend high schools with exemplary graduation rates (90% or higher). 

· Another 20% of high school students in the United States are likely to attend high schools with very low graduation rates (60% or lower). These are the high schools that produce close to half of the nation's dropouts.

· Nearly 90% of high schools with very low graduation rates educate large numbers of low-income students. However, only about one-quarter of these schools currently receives Title 1 funds. 

· The nation's minority students are four times more likely to attend a high school with very low graduation rates and three times less likely to attend a high school with very high graduation rates than the nation's non-minority students.

· The largest number of high schools with very low graduation rates is located in the nation's cities (around 900), but there are also close to 800 high schools in towns and rural areas with very low graduation rates. 

· High schools with very low graduation rates come in all sizes-there are more than 250 small high schools (less then 300 students) and 300 large high schools (more than 2,000 students) with very low graduation rates.

Click here State Summary for a state summary table.  

No Differentiated Accountability Pilot Likely for Sunshine State 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

Although Commissioner Eric Smith has less than a month to apply to the US Department of Education for the just-announced "differentiated accountability" pilot, Florida isn't likely to qualify. On March 20, Secretary of Education Margaret Spellings wrote to each state's top education official and invited them to apply to propose their own methods for categorizing schools identified for improvement, and determining the interventions for each category.

In her initial announcement, Spellings hinted at some of the states who will likely qualify for some of the ten slots. "In keeping with previous efforts, we will give preference to states that have been pioneers for reform-as Maryland, North Dakota, Louisiana, and South Dakota have been leaders on accountability, and Massachusetts has been a leader on standards," she said.

Florida wasn't on the list - and should it apply, it isn't likely to get very far. 

FLORIDA FAILS CRITERIA
In a fact sheet, the USDE published a set of criteria states must meet to qualify.

Requirement: The state's standards and assessment system be fully approved as administered in the 2007-08 school year.

Status: Florida's system is not fully approved. It is conditionally approved, and the new test for special education students is currently undergoing peer review at the USDE.

Requirement: The state must have no significant monitoring findings related to provisions NCLB. We will also take into consideration significant monitoring findings related to Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA).

Status: Florida's report includes significant monitoring findings - including its lack of the required statewide system of support for schools in need of improvement. USDE criticized Florida for its system which, based on Assistance Plus, serves only schools with the lowest school grades and does not take AYP into account.

Requirement: The state must have an approved highly qualified teacher plan.

Status: Florida's plan was approved in 2007.

Requirement: The state must provide timely and transparent adequate yearly progress (AYP) information to the public. 

Status: Florida meets this criterion.

MONITORING CRACKDOWN?
This is the strongest evidence to date that monitoring findings are being linked to eligibility for larger programs. Florida recently received its final federal monitoring report, although it has not yet been posted on the internet by the state, USDE, or periodicals that track these reports. The state has 30 days to respond to the report with its plan of action to address findings. Districts should expect to see changes, including a revamped statewide system of support.

For more information, see Spellings' remarks (Remarks); the fact sheet (Fact Sheet) and the letter to chief state school officers (Letter).

Still have questions? Need help with preparing for monitoring? Give us a call at 850-766-7216.
 



	

	Ethica can help you keep up with the latest news that affects you. For more personalized services (including NCLB updates, audit/monitoring preparation, and school improvement services)... 
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Visit our web site at www.EthicaLLC.com

...or give me a call! 

Cheryl@EthicaLLC.com
850.766.7216
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