House leaders offer 2-tiered school-improvement approach
By Sarah D. Sparks
Staff Writer
House education leaders have pitched a thorough overhaul of how struggling schools approach reform under NCLB, yet it remains to be seen whether it will end up a home run or a foul. 
A bipartisan "discussion draft" of the Education and Labor Committee's reauthorization bill came out late Tuesday with a proposal to break the existing school improvement model into a two-tiered "priority" system to focus attention on the schools furthest behind.
The notion of tailoring sanctions and reforms for schools based on the number and groups of students struggling has gained broad popularity on the Hill and in the field. It has been on state and school administrators' wish lists for years, and more than a half-dozen comprehensive bills introduced include some model of differentiation. Yet stakeholders have already begun to debate how the draft proposal will balance flexibility for schools with accountability for students.
The new system would divide schools that miss AYP benchmarks for two consecutive years into two categories:
1. High Priority: These schools missed AYP in two or more student groups; had 50 percent or more of students below proficiency in two or more groups; did not meet growth model targets in math or language arts; and secondary schools with a graduation rate of 60 percent or lower. 

2. Priority: Other schools that have only one or two subgroups who miss AYP, by smaller amounts, would be subject to less stringent sanctions. They would not have to offer choice or supplemental education services. 
All schools would have to ensure their standards and curriculum were aligned to state standards and provide mentoring for teachers, as well as ensuring no student received a novice or out-of-field teacher for two consecutive years. It would also provide incentives for schools that make rapid progress. 
"We don't think it's softer, just more reasonable," said Reggie Felton, director of federal relations at the National School Boards Association. "We had a system that could identify schools but didn't really address improvement in a way that was meaningful. If a school or district doesn't have the capacity to deliver ¿ simply beating them over the head wouldn't have gotten the results anyway. So this is simply a more reasonable approach."
Thomas B. Fordham Foundation's Mike Petrilli argued the change would highlight schools known to be struggling while giving others a free pass on achievement gaps among student groups. "The genius of NCLB was to put pressure on schools that had good averages, but averages that were hiding significant achievement gaps," he said. "The main concern is that it will ease up pressure to improve for those schools."
Education Secretary Margaret Spellings has voiced support for differentiating consequences for schools in the past, including one model in the Education Department's reauthorization proposal. ED, while encouraged that the committee is exploring differentiated consequences, will be scrutinizing:
· How schools are identified for each priority level 
· How many schools are identified for each priority level. 

· Whether school restructuring plans address real, substantive improvement. 

· Whether parents will still have sufficient options for their children attending schools in either priority level. 

"What we won't have is the element of choice and the options that parents get currently with SES," in schools not designated high priority," said Nina Rees, Knowledge Learning Corp. executive and former ED staffer. "It would remove some of the pressure and make it easier for districts to pick and chose the providers they want to have a relationship with, rather than the providers that parents would choose."
Yet Felton and Jim Kohlmoos, president of Knowledge Alliance, argued the proposed system would appropriately focus on the 2,000-odd schools ED estimates are the most chronic under-performers.
"I think that because some schools are chronically underperforming, there does need to be a differentiation that will direct resources to the schools that need it the most -- resources meaning not just money but expertise," Kohlmoos said.
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House draft endorses accountability changes
By Stephen Sawchuk 
Staff Writer
A new "discussion draft" for NCLB Title I reauthorization released Tuesday by House Education and Labor Committee Chairman George Miller, D-Calif., preserves the law's annual testing requirements but confirms that House lawmakers plan to make significant changes to nearly every feature of the law's signature accountability metric. 
NCLB's system identifies schools as either making "adequate yearly progress" toward the goal of universal grade-level proficiency by 2014, or as needing interventions to meet that goal. It bases the decisions primarily on the results of annual statewide reading and math tests.
____________________________________ 
EducationDaily.net® related story: 
Summary of proposed testing and accountability changes
'Multiple indicators' in a nutshell 
____________________________________
The draft expands federal accountability by requiring states to improve graduation rates but permits states to use growth models and "multiple indicators" in making AYP determinations.
A letter signed by Miller and education committee ranking member Rep. Buck McKeon, R-Calif., indicated bipartisan support from leadership for the draft -- a significant step for Republicans, sources said. McKeon squared off in July with Miller over multiple indicators in an earlier draft, but the two appear to have reached consensus on the issue. 
The bipartisanship will be crucial for ensuring other education committee members back the draft, which the full committee has yet to endorse. 
The unusual step of releasing a discussion draft represents smart politicking, several sources said. 
"Miller doesn't want to be accused of what Congress was accused of last time -- of going into a back room and writing a bill," said Jack Jennings, president of the Center on Education Policy. "He wants to get a very good feel for where lawmakers and representatives of national organizations are on this so that he can put together his majority." 
Multiple indicators
The bill endorses a much-anticipated change to the law's accountability system.
It would permit states to use multiple indicators of school and student achievement beyond math and reading test scores in accountability determinations.
The language requires indicators be based on academic measures; states would be allowed to track student progress on these indicators and to apply successful improvement on the indicators as "credit" toward schools' AYP determination.
Multiple indicators are one of the hot-button issues in reauthorization and have garnered powerful supporters and detractors among education interest groups. The indicators' inclusion in the draft indicates a congressional commitment to them that is likely to intensify lobbying efforts. 
"Miller is trying to walk a fine line between demanding accountability and being sensible to what's workable, and he'll be criticized on both sides," Jennings predicted. 
Andrew Rotherham, co-director of the Education Sector, concurred. 
The multiple indicators language is "pretty tight stuff. It's not going to please the folks who just want to eviscerate AYP, because [this language] doesn't," Rotherham said.
"On the other hand, there's a concern that by opening the conversation, this can only move in one direction."
That is clearly the fear of the Education Trust, which alleges multiple indicators will allow states to circumvent the law's current, hard-won accountability requirements.
"Things will only get fuzzier and softer and more exacerbated as the bill moves forward," predicted EdTrust Vice President of Government Affairs Amy Wilkins. 
Education Department spokeswoman Samara Yudof said the indicators would reduce transparency in AYP decisions, rendering it "nearly impossible for parents to know how their child is performing and if schools are doing a good job of educating their students in the basics of reading and math."
Still others supported the concept in theory but were concerned about the technical requirements. 
"I'm nervous about this piece," said Jim Kohlmoos, president of the National Education Knowledge Education Industry Association. "It might prove to be unworkable. This is so overly complex, it ¿ might be an administrative nightmare."
But others praised Miller and McKeon for attempting to address longstanding concerns that NCLB focuses too heavily on reading and math at the expense of other subjects.
Michael Petrilli, vice president of national programs and policy for the Thomas B. Fordham Foundation, called the multiple indicators language "an effective tonic against the narrowing of the curriculum" and added that the allowable indicators appear "rigorous" and "pretty much immune to gaming by states."
In other testing changes, the draft authorizes a growth model system for accountability and a 15-state pilot program for states to use local rather than statewide assessments for accountability. 
If these elements are signs of congressional flexibility, however, there are also signs of more prescription on the accountability front. The language caps states' subgroup reporting size or "N-size" at 30 students and limits the use of a statistical technique known as a confidence interval. States, with ED approval, have tweaked both elements in their accountability plans to lower the number of schools identified as needing improvement.
Next steps
Miller's next step for advancing the draft will be a Sept. 10 hearing on the language.
Other key elements of the law not included in Title I, such as teacher quality and English-language-learner programs, remain in question. Sources said the committee could release details on those elements as early as this week.
Still, the draft heralds the beginning of the next stage of reauthorization negotiations, experts said.
"This is the first draft of what will become the reauthorized law," CEP's Jennings said. "The Senate is working privately, but it has an eye on what the House is doing, so it will influence the Senate also.
"Instead of arguing broadly for flexibility or accountability, people now have to react to particular language."
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