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When the US Department of Education announced its differentiated accountability pilot program, and when the Florida Department of Education presented its draft plan to the State Board of Education in June, each stressed that the intent was to treat schools differently according to their needs. 
 
It is true that the plan treats schools differently. But what neither said - but many Florida districts and schools may feel - is that the program makes life much more complicated, even for schools in the highest-performing categories. 
 
The DOE released its Differentiated Accountability implementation plan on July 29. Although this was very fast, considering the fact that the US Department of Education didn't sign off until early July, neither the federal nor the state department gives schools much time to act. Superintendents were briefed by Mary Jane Tappan the week of August 5, and Title I directors have yet to receive direct information. Some of the plan's deadlines were to be accomplished by August 1, and many more were to be completed prior to the August 18 start date of most schools. The State Board of Education likely will review the plan during its August 19th meeting.
 
A copy of the plan is available on Ethica's web site here. A list of schools is available here; and the SINI status of schools is available here.
 
Noteworthy Changes
The plan has elements from both Title I and Assistance Plus, and is intended to cover all schools. However, left off the DOE's list are alternative schools with a "declining" rating; these schools were just included in an updated accountability calculation a few months ago, and presumably are subject to some accountability.
 
The new Differentiated Accountability Plan essentially does away with the now-familiar corrective action, planning, and restructuring in favor of a five-tier system. In order of intensity, from least to most, those are: Prevent I; Correct I; Prevent II; Correct II; and Intervene. The difference between Prevent I and Correct I schools is simply the number of years a school has been in improvement; the same holds true for Prevent II and Correct II. Only 13 schools meet the definition of "Intervene."
 
The plan reverses the order for NCLB choice and supplemental educational services; this effects only schools that are just now entering "improvement" status. However, most districts already had sent out their parent notifications and held provider fairs, but now must revisit their plans.
 
As promised, the plan does treat schools differently based on the degree to which they are meeting NCLB standards.  Schools helped most by the proposal are those SINI-4 and SINI-5 schools that, because they met at least 80 percent of AYP indicators, moved back from drastic restructuring to the milder requirements of "Correct-I." 
 
But the plan also adds significant requirements for even the highest-performing schools. 
 
The plan also includes a number of expensive items in a budget year that is the tightest in memory and likely to get worse. And, in an unexpected move, the document gives districts permission to declare an emergency and suspend collective bargaining.
 
Questions Remain
The document, in its 130 pages, introduces a number of undefined terms and terms with multiple definitions. It's worth asking the DOE to define: highly qualified school support staff; teacher in need of improvement; Effective Schools Correlates; Model Title I school; Professional Learning Communities; Lesson Study Groups; and professional partner. The state also awaits information on the regional support structure alluded to in the plan. Little is known about the individuals selected to support districts. 

 For some categories, there appear to be internal contradictions or perhaps redundancies. For example, after putting in place the other requirements of Correct-II, few of the alternative governance options make sense. Neither a charter company nor an education management company would work within those confines. The requirements amount to "other major restructuring," however, so the point may be moot.
 
There also are some inaccuracies. All Title I schools must have parent compacts; since this requirement is governed by Section 1118, it isn't subject to the changes in accountability, which fall under Section 1116. The plan indicates that this is a requirement only for Correct-II schools. All Title I schools also are required to have their plans peer-reviewed, contrary to the document.
 
Timing and Transition
The biggest challenge for schools and districts alike is likely to be timing. Staffing decisions have long been in place for the school year, and dollars - except for the forthcoming Title I school improvement grants - have been obligated. Schools have put time and energy into developing their improvement plans and now are absorbed with the start of school.
 
It remains to be seen how flexible the DOE will be regarding the timelines specified in the document. Some districts reportedly are planning to include caveats with the assurance form to the effect that they will come into compliance as soon as possible, but not by the timelines specified.
 
Ethica, LLC, has prepared a powerpoint presentation with an overview of the changes, highlighting items that are markedly different from prior requirements. The powerpoint is available here, and Ethica staff are available to work with districts implementing the new system. Ethica staff also can serve as the required "external expert" - necessary for all schools in improvement.
 
Differentiated Accountability: Questions Worth Asking 

· What, if anything, is the state doing differently to support districts and schools? 

· Is the state now requiring districts to expend all its SES/Choice funds rather than apply for the use of remaining funds? 

· What is the regional structure, when will it be active, and what actual services will be offered? 

· Given the timing, what really needs to change and when?

Spellings Announces Accountability Advisors
 ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
It's not clear why Secretary of Education Margaret Spellings proposed  a National Technical Advisory Council in March's draft Title I regulations, since she had already solicited names and today, announced the appointment of the Council's 16 members - but these folks are certain to play a key role in the review of states' new accountability workbook submissions, due 6 months after the regulations are final. That's likely to be next June, after Florida and the other five states have had a year's experience in their new Differentiated Accountability plans.  The Council's purpose is to advise the Department on complex and technical issues regarding the design and implementation of state standards, assessments and accountability systems. The Council will offer expert advice on such things as the use and applicability of minimum subgroup sizes for proficiency calculations, confidence intervals and the principles necessary for ensuring that performance indexes are consistent with the Title I statute and regulations.   Tom Fisher, former Florida state director of testing, will chair the Council.  

Notably absent are any vendors, and notably present are state departments of education.
Members of the Council are as follows:
· Tom Fisher, CEO, Fisher Education Consulting LLC, McMinnville, TN
· David Abrams, Assistant Commissioner for Standards, Assessment and Reporting, Albany, NY
· Anthony Alpert, Director of Assessment, Oregon Department of Education, Salem, OR
· Diane Browder, Snyder Distinguished Professor of Special Education and Coordinator of the Doctoral Program, College of Education, University of North Carolina at Charlotte, Charlotte, NC
· Wesley Bruce, Assistant Superintendent for the Center for Accreditation, Assessment and Licensing, Indiana Department of Education, Indianapolis, IN
· Wayne Camara, Vice President for Research and Development, The College Board, New York, NY
· Kevin Carey, Research and Policy Manager, Education Sector, Washington, DC
· Gregory Cizek, Professor of Educational Measurement and Evaluation, School of Education, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, Chapel Hill, NC
· Carl Cohn, former Superintendent of San Diego Unified School District and Distinguished Leader in Residence, College of Education, San Diego State University, San Diego, CA
· Denise Collier, Deputy Superintendent of Curriculum and Instruction/Chief Academic Officer, Dallas Independent School District, Dallas, TX
· Robert Costrell, Professor of Education Reform and Economics and holds the Endowed Chair in Education Accountability, University of Arkansas, Fayetteville, AR
· Harold Doran, Principal Research Analyst, American Institutes for Research, Washington, DC
· Margo Gottlieb, Lead Developer, World-Class Instructional Design and Assessment Consortium, Wisconsin Center for Educational Research, University of Wisconsin, Madison, WS
· Suzanne Lane, Professor, Research Methodology Program, Department of Psychology in Education, University of Pittsburgh, Pittsburgh, PA
· Scott Marion, Vice President of the National Center for the Improvement of Educational Assessment Inc., Dover, NH
· John Poggio, Professor, Department of Educational Psychology and Research, University of Kansas, Lawrence, KS
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As always, 

...visit our web site at www.EthicaLLC.com
...send me an email at Cheryl@EthicaLLC.com
...or give us a call! 850.766.7216
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