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Oversight: Department of Education’s Progress Reports 
On October 30, 2009, 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) Progress Reports for schools.  The Committee plans to hear from the DOE as well as union leaders, researchers, advocates and parents.

Background
The Council’s Committee on Education previously held an oversight hearing on DOE’s new Progress Reports for schools on December 10, 2007.  That prior hearing examined the DOE’s initial school Progress Reports, released in November 2007.
  

As part of a comprehensive accountability initiative launched in April 2006, the Department of Education (DOE) created report cards, called Progress Reports, for each school in the City.
  First issued in November 2007, Progress Reports assign schools a letter grade (A through F) and are the “centerpiece” of the DOE’s effort to hold schools accountable for student outcomes.
  A school’s grade is based on three elements: school environment, student performance, and student progress.
  Progress Report grades are supposed to provide parents “with detailed information about school performance … to inform family decisions.”
  Progress Report are also used by DOE for major decisions, such as determining whether schools should be closed, awarding bonuses for school staff and evaluating principals.
Progress Reports have been the subject of controversy and debate ever since they were introduced.
  Questions have been raised about the validity, reliability and fairness of the school grading system.  In particular, concerns have been raised about the overemphasis on standardized test scores in determining Progress Report grades.  On September 2, 2009, the Chancellor released new Progress Report results for elementary, middle and K-8 schools (2009 high school scores have not yet been released).  The new Progress Reports show dramatic improvement in results based on large increases in the most recent State English Language Arts (ELA) and math test scores: 84% of schools received an “A” grade; 13% received a “B;” 2% received a “C;” and less than 1% received a “D” or “F.”
  The fact that 97% of these schools received a grade of “A” or “B” has renewed concerns about the accuracy of Progress Reports as a tool to evaluate schools.
  These concerns have heightened since the release earlier this month of the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) math test scores which showed no significant progress for New York 4th and 8th graders, in stark contrast to State math scores.

The purpose of this hearing is to examine the DOE’s Progress Reports methodology and procedures for grading schools in greater detail, as well as to consider the usefulness of these school report cards as a tool for evaluating school performance and for making high stakes decisions, such as school closures.  The utility of Progress Reports to parents, teachers and administrators will also be considered.  The Committee will also hear testimony from the public regarding concerns over DOE’s Progress Reports and recommendations for improvement. 
Department of Education Progress Reports

In April 2006, the Chancellor launched a comprehensive accountability initiative which, in addition to existing State accountability mechanisms, included four new components: Quality Reviews; Periodic Progress Measures; an advanced data management system; and Progress Reports.
  In essence, Progress Reports are school report cards that evaluate schools on three separate quantitative measures: “Progress,” “Performance,” and “School Environment,” which are combined into an overall letter grade of A, B, C, D, or F.
  

The first Progress Reports were issued by the DOE on November 5, 2007 and were based on data from the 2006-07 school year.
  Subsequently, Progress Reports have been published each fall since then for City public elementary, middle, K-8 and high schools.  As noted earlier, on September 2, 2009 the DOE released Progress Report grades for elementary, middle and K-8 schools based on 2008-09 data.
  Grades on the 2009 Progress Reports improved dramatically over those in 2008: 84% of schools received an “A” grade this year, compared to 38% last year; 13% received a “B” compared to 40% last year; 2% received a “C” compared to 15% last year; and less than 1% combined received a “D” or “F” this year compared to 5% that received a “D” and 2% that received an “F” last year.

Grading

A Progress Report grade of A, B, C, D, or F is assigned to each school based on a weighted average of the 3 category elements, plus any additional credit for Exemplary Student Progress.
  The category elements (described in greater detail below) and weights include: I. School Environment (15%), II. Student Performance (25%), and III. Student Progress, (60%), (although the weights were distributed somewhat differently in the first year).
  Particular weight is given to Student Progress and to each school’s performance in relation to peer schools.
  Schools also receive grades in each of these 3 categories.
 Recognition for Exemplary Student Progress among students most in need of attention and improvement is reported in a fourth category.

I. School Environment counts for 15% of the overall Progress Report score and consists of student attendance (5%) as well as four other aspects of the school’s environment (Academic Expectations, Communication, Engagement, Safety and Respect) as measured by the Learning Environment Survey administered to parents, teachers, and middle and high school students (10%).
  

II. Student Performance counts for 25% of the overall Progress Report score.
  The Student Performance component 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.
  State ELA and math tests are administered to students in grades 3 through 8 only.  For high schools, the Student Performance measure reflects 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,” as well as IEP diplomas and GEDs.
  

III. Student Progress counts for 60% of the overall Progress Report score.
  The Student Progress component 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 measures a school’s success in moving students towards graduation, specifically credits earned per year and Regents passed.
  This measure has changed somewhat since the first year, but currently includes credit accumulation (percentage of students who earned 10 or more credits in their first, second and third years), and average completion rate for remaining Regents (student progress each year towards passing the five Regents Tests required for a Regents diploma).
  
For each of the 3 category elements described above, a school’s score is calculated based on a weighted comparison to both a peer group of schools (75% of total) and to all schools in that grade range citywide (25% of total).
  A peer group is a group of approximately 40 schools that serve similar populations in terms of grade span, demographic composition, and/or average incoming State test scores.
  For elementary and K-8 schools, schools are ranked by a “peer index,” which is the weighted average of the percentage of students at the school eligible for free lunch (the Title I poverty rate) (30%), student demographic characteristics (30%), percentage of Special Education students (30%), and percentage of the student population made up of English Language Learners (ELLs) (10%).
  For middle schools, the “peer index,” is the average of the Proficiency Ratings its students had earned on their 4th grade State ELA and mathematics exams, before they entered middle school.
  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, minus the percentage of over-age students and minus double the percentage of Special Education students.
  For schools of all grade spans, each school has a unique peer group consisting of the 20 schools above and 20 schools below it when ranked by peer index.

In addition to their scores on the 3 elements of School Environment, Student Performance and Student Progress, schools can earn additional credit on their Progress Report when their high-need students make “exemplary” gains.
  Exemplary progress occurs if a student increases performance by one-half of a performance level or more in a single year (defined as an annual increase of 0.50 or more in Proficiency Rating).
  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 meet “cut scores” based on performance of schools during the 2007-08 school year.
  
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.  According to the latest information on DOE’s website: 

Schools that are given an overall grade of A will receive financial rewards in return for serving as demonstration sites for other schools seeking to emulate their success, unless they score poorly on the Quality Review. 
Schools that receive an overall grade of D or F will be subject to school improvement measures and target setting and, if no progress is made over time, possible leadership change (subject to contractual obligations), restructuring, or closure. The same is true for schools receiving a C for three years in a row. Decisions about the consequences a school will face will be based on:

· Whether the school’s Progress Report grade is an F, D, or C (for several years running); 

· The school’s Quality Review score of Well Developed, Proficient, or Undeveloped; and, 

· Whether the school’s Progress Report grade or Quality Review score has improved or declined recently. 

Over time, school organizations receiving an overall grade of F are likely to be closed.
 
Issues and Concerns

From their inception, Progress Reports have generated a great deal of controversy and sparked considerable debate on how schools should be evaluated.  The release in early September of 2009 Progress Report scores showing dramatic improvements in one year, considered “inflated” by many, has intensified the level of criticism.
  This has also served to expand the chorus of skeptics beyond the usual anti-testing groups, parents and other advocates to include editorial boards from every segment of the political spectrum, as well as wide swaths of the general public, based on letters and online comments in response to articles and editorials.  
The huge increase in the number of top marks on the 2009 school report cards — 97% of schools received a grade of “A” or “B”, up from 78% the year before — was driven by large gains over the past year on State standardized tests in math and English.
  The number of students who met State standards jumped to 82% in math this year, compared with 74% in 2008.
  On the State English exam, 69 % of students passed this year, up from 58% in 2008.
  

In announcing the striking 2009 Progress Report results, Chancellor Klein was careful to make clear that the high marks reflected progress made by schools, and articulated that all of the high-scoring schools were not doing well.
  In response to questions from the press about whether there was something wrong with the grading system, given that almost all schools received top marks, or with the school closure process, since 3 schools slated for closure last year went from grades of “F” to “A,” the Chancellor responded defensively, “I think there’s nothing wrong with anything.”
  
Yet, even allies of the Administration have raised concerns about the latest Progress Reports.  Geoffrey Canada, president of Harlem Children’s Zone, questioned whether the Progress Report grades made much sense to most parents saying, “I think they can be slightly misleading if they are taken at face value.”
  Others who are usually supporters maintain that the huge grade inflation in this year’s Progress Reports, as evidenced by 97% of schools receiving top scores, has rendered the report cards virtually meaningless.
 
The magnitude of the Progress Report gains this year has also raised among skeptics the specter of political motivation in a mayoral election year.  City Comptroller Bill Thompson, a mayoral candidate, accused Mayor Bloomberg of inflating the grades in order to claim success.
  Several principals contacted by the New York Post also questioned the timing of the jump in school ratings.
  Said one Brooklyn principal, “Do you think its any accident that its an election year?  This is a game.”

Even more troubling, on October 14, 2009, 2009 NAEP math scores were released which showed that New York State’s 4th and 8th grade students made no significant progress on the federal exam, often referred to as the nation’s report card, and considered by many to be the “gold standard” in testing.
  The NAEP results were in stark contrast to State math tests that showed record increases in student performance over the same period, renewing criticism that State exams have now become too easy.
  Over the past several years, the threshold for passing State standardized ELA and math tests has been lowered in every grade.
  In fact, one City teacher recently conducted an experiment in which she answered questions at random on two State tests, passing both without even reading the questions.
  Since 85% of Progress Report grades are based on State standardized test scores, the latest NAEP math results, which undermine the veracity of State test results, have further eroded confidence in the school report cards.
In addition to the uproar over 2009 Progress Report grades, other issues and concerns have been expressed about the school report cards from the very beginning with regard to the fairness, transparency, reliability, accuracy and usefulness of the school grading system. 

Major concerns have been raised about the fairness of the grading system.  Some critics, including Diane Ravitch, education historian and former assistant secretary for the U.S. Department of Education, have questioned the use of a single letter grade as a measure of a complex institution such as 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 such as school closure.


Critics also cite a lack of transparency, essential for any accountability system, in methodology used to determine school report card grades.  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, which is only a summary that leaves out many of the details of the actual grade calculations.  
In terms of reliability, many critics have cited the overemphasis on standardized test scores, which some maintain offer a very limited snapshot of student performance, in determining a school’s grade.  This is especially the case when looking at single-year changes in test scores, “which are subject to random error and therefore unreliable.”
  Year-to-year fluctuations in standardized test scores may occur for many reasons unrelated to the school, such as changes in the difficulty of test questions or even a lowering of the bar to make it easier for students to pass the test.
  Furthermore, most testing experts advise looking at trends in test scores over time, recommending 3 years at minimum.

Questions have also been raised about the accuracy of the school grading system.  Some of the loudest protest has been generated as a result of reported instances since the report cards have been issued where schools that appeared on the State’s list of failing schools received a grade of “A” or “B,” while, conversely, a number of schools with good reputations that have previously been highly rated on other measures, 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” on the Quality Review), casting further doubt on the accuracy of these grades and what they measure.

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, in addition to previously mentioned concerns about whether school report cards present clear and accurate information, skeptics question whether Progress Reports provide parents with the most appropriate and relevant information.  For instance, Progress Reports do not provide information on many school conditions, such as data on school safety, overcrowding or class size, that parents are more interested in.  They also do not provide information on the availability of arts programs or physical education classes or reveal how students are doing in any subjects other than ELA and math, like science or social studies, since only State ELA and math test results are used in calculations.
Conclusion
At today’s hearing, the Committee will examine the DOE’s Progress Reports and procedures for grading schools in greater detail, and will consider the usefulness of these school report cards in their current form as a tool for evaluating school performance and for making high stakes decisions.  The utility of Progress Reports to parents, teachers and administrators will also be considered.  The Committee will also hear testimony from the public regarding concerns over DOE’s Progress Reports and recommendations for improvement.
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