CONNECTICUT ACCOUNTABILITY FOR LEARNING INITIATIVE CALI (CALI)
Questions and Answers

Why was an accountability for learning initiative selected for Connecticut as we work together to improve our schools?

The accountability for learning initiative incorporates the critical elements identified by the research of Douglas B. Reeves and others that are consistently present in high performing, high poverty and high minority schools and districts.

What/who is the primary agent of change in an accountability for learning approach?

The district is the primary agent of change.  While individual schools may be successful in assisting students to achieve high standards on their own, in order for large scale systemic and sustained change to take place, the district must take primary responsibility for directing and monitoring the change process.

With so many competing state and federal demands, how do districts and schools prioritize goals?

Research indicates that high performing urban districts and schools have a laser-like focus on teaching and learning.  Improving student achievement for ALL (and ALL means ALL) students must be the number one goal in the district and in schools.

Who owns the primary responsibility for improving student achievement in an accountability for learning approach?

In an accountability for learning approach, the responsibility for improving student achievement is shared by the board of education, the district, and the schools.  Observable and measurable Tier I, Tier 2, and/or Tier 3 accountability indicators are selected for each of these entities and the results are analyzed on a regularly scheduled basis in order to inform decision making.  These indicators form the basis for district and school improvement plans.  On the basis of this data, districts and schools identify and share successful practices and eliminate practices that are not successful.  Boards, districts and schools should be able to explicitly state what they are doing differently based on the results of the indicators.

What is a Tier I indicator?

Tier I indicators are system-wide “data points required by federal statute, state regulations and local board of education policy.  These indicators apply to every school in the district and include items such as state test scores, safety, attendance, dropout rates, and student performance grouped by demographic characteristics” (Accountability for Learning by Douglas B. Reeves).  An example of a Tier I indicator for Connecticut districts might be: 75% of all students, disaggregated by NCLB required subgroups, will perform at proficiency or higher on the 4th grade CMT in reading.

What is a Tier 2 indicator?

Tier 2 indicators are “the measurable practices in teaching, leadership, parent involvement, extracurricular activities, and other school-based indicators that reflect the decisions of the teachers, parents, and administrators in each school” (Accountability for Learning by Douglas B. Reeves).  Tier 2 indicators are the adult behaviors that district and schools believe will result in high student achievement.  Examples of Tier 2 indicators are: The number of writing samples scored collaboratively by each grade level team in a marking period, or the percentage of special area projects/assignments (e.g., music, art and PE) that explicitly include an identified academic subject area standard.

What is a Tier 3 indicator?

Tier 3 is the qualitative rather than quantitative part of the school improvement annual report.  Tier 3 variables are described in a one page school narrative that tells the story behind the numbers.    

How are “district” improvement plans different in an accountability for learning approach?

In an accountability for learning approach, in addition to the NCLB requirements, the district plan has the following characteristics:

· The mission of the district has a laser-like focus on teaching and learning as the number one priority, with the goal of improved student learning for ALL students;

· The plan is highly focused with no more than 4-6 goals;

· Tier I indicators reflect federal and state regulations and local board of education policy;

· Tier 2 indicators for the board of education are part of the district plan (an example of a board Tier 2 indicator might be: 75% of all board meeting time will focus on teaching and learning);

· Tier 2 indicators for central office are part of the district plan (Examples of central office Tier 2 indicators might be: the number of learning walks conducted in each school or the number of schools that are implementing data team meetings a minimum of once per month);
· Job-embedded professional development is focused and supports the Tier I and Tier 2 indicators;

· A regular schedule is established to collect the data for the indicators, to analyze the results and to make changes based on the data analysis.  District personnel and board members are able to communicate what changes are made as a result of the analysis;
· The relationship between school Tier 2 indicators and district Tier I indicators are regularly reviewed and analyzed; and
· Based on the data analysis, activities and strategies that are effective are shared, and those that are not effective are eliminated.
Can strategic plans be the same as accountability plans?

Historically districts and schools have become mired in endless plans and processes that have impeded implementation.  Generally accountability plans are not as complex, may not take as long to develop, and may place more emphasis on meaningful implementation.  However, both types of plans need broad-based stakeholder involvement in the development, monitoring and refining cycle.  Tier 1 and Tier 2 indicators can be built into strategic plans.  Whether the plan is called a strategic plan or an accountability plan is less important than whether the plan contains the characteristics described above, and whether the emphasis is on implementation, and on frequent monitoring and revising based on results.  Cumbersome plans tend to be placed on a shelf and only looked at once a year, if that.

How are “school” improvement plans different in an accountability for learning approach?

In an accountability for learning model, in addition to the NCLB requirements, the school plan has the following characteristics:

· The plan has a laser-like focus on teaching and learning as the number one priority with the goal of improved student learning for ALL students;

· The plan is highly focused with no more than 4-6 goals;

· The goals are based on the district Tier I indicators;

· Tier 2 indicators are selected that will significantly impact the student achievement of ALL students;

· Job-embedded professional development is focused and supports the Tier I and Tier 2 indicators;

· A regular schedule is established to collect, review and analyze Tier 2 indicators; 
· Based on the data analysis, activities and strategies that are effective are shared, and those that are not effective are eliminated; and
· The principal and staff can state what they have done differently based on the analysis of Tier 2 indicators.

What are some of the structures that must be in place for an effective accountability for learning approach to be implemented in the schools?

Some of the structures that must be in place for an effective accountability for learning model to be implemented in the schools are:

· The district has developed a rigorous curriculum that clearly reflects state academic content standards and adds value to those standards through prioritization and focus (i.e., power standards have been identified and agreed upon by a minimum of 80% of the staff);

· The district ensures that data is accessible to teachers and principals in a user friendly and timely manner; 

· Teachers meet at least once per week in grade level teams, and at least once per month in vertical teams, to collaborate around student work and student achievement;

· Common benchmark assessments have been developed by the district and are administered on a regularly scheduled basis to determine if students are meeting standards; 

· Students who do not meet benchmarks are provided with appropriate interventions, even if it means schedule changes and/or the use of additional highly qualified staff.

What are some characteristics of the school culture in which an accountability for learning approach is implemented?

· There is an atmosphere of trust, a willingness to admit mistakes, and a willingness to learn from each other;

· Teachers have a clear understanding of what students are expected to know and to be able to do.

· Teaching practices are based on research;

· Best practices, based on data that demonstrates higher student achievement, are shared and replicated;

· Practices that do not result in student achievement growth, based on data, are eliminated, even if they are someone’s favorite practice;

· Teachers are given time to collaborate around student work and achievement;

· Data teams meet regularly;

· Teachers develop common classroom assessments and reach a consensus on what is proficient and excellent;

· Teachers develop and implement engaging lessons based on state standards and monitor student progress;

· Students are given multiple opportunities to meet standards;

· Data is displayed publicly in classrooms and throughout the school.

How do principals and staff access data in an accountability for learning approach?

In an accountability for learning approach, the district ensures that the district has an effective warehousing system that makes appropriate data easily accessible to teachers and principals in a timely manner.  The data can then be used to make effective decisions regarding teaching and learning practices.  In addition, teachers and principals collect their own data on many of the Tier 2 indicators, and display the data publicly.

