HIGHLIGHTS OF MASSACHUSETTS’S ESEA FLEXIBILITY REQUEST

COLLEGE- AND CAREER-READY expectations FOR ALL STUDENTS

Massachusetts adopted rigorous English language arts and math standards now in place in 45 other States and the District of Columbia, with a strong transition plan that includes developing accommodation policies to enhance student learning, creating curriculum frameworks and model units, aligning pre-kindergarten standards, and reviewing and aligning professional standards for teacher licensure.  To support English Learners, Massachusetts is working to institute the English language development standards of the World-Class Instructional Design and Assessment (WIDA) consortium.  For students with disabilities, Massachusetts is aligning its curriculum frameworks and implementing differentiated instructional strategies that are responsive to varying student needs, to ensure that all students will have the opportunity to meet college- and career-ready standards.

IMPROVED STATE AND DISTRICT ACCOUNTABILITY FOR ALL STUDENTS
Index System that Provides Incentives for Student Growth at all Levels: Massachusetts created a system of differentiated recognition, accountability, and support that uses four years of data to classify schools and districts across five levels, ranging from Level 1 (on track to college and career readiness) to Level 5 (priority: chronically underperforming schools).  Massachusetts has developed a Progress and Performance Index with nine indicators of performance for elementary and middle schools and eleven performance indicators for high schools, including participation rate, percent reduction in proficiency gaps, percent decrease in low-achieving students, percent increase in high-achieving students, student growth, cohort graduation rate and annual dropout rate.  The broad range of indicators creates a range of incentives to promote significant progress by underperforming schools toward eliminating proficiency gaps, while encouraging continuous improvement by high-performing schools.  
Ambitious Performance Targets: Massachusetts established new performance targets for math, science, and English language arts that will cut the proficiency gap in half for all students by 2017.  

Renewed Focus on Closing Achievement Gaps: Massachusetts will identify the schools with students experiencing the greatest challenges in academic performance as “Focus schools” and demand interventions to improve student performance.  To identify schools with large achievement gaps, Massachusetts has created a “high needs subgroup” made up of students with disabilities, English Learners, former English Learners and low-income students.  Focus schools will use a self-assessment tool to identify and prioritize interventions based on the needs of the lowest performing subgroups.  Any district with a Focus school will receive priority assistance from the regional District and School Assistance Center and may also partner with a State-approved external partner in implementing interventions.
To capture more schools in the accountability system, Massachusetts is lowering the minimum number of students necessary for individual subgroup performance to be considered (known as “n-size”) from 40 to 30.  By reducing the n-size and adding the high needs subgroup for accountability purposes, Massachusetts will hold an additional 300 schools accountable for subgroup results. 
Aggressive Plan for Turning Around the Lowest-Performing Schools: Massachusetts will identify the lowest-performing schools in the State as “Priority schools” and ensure that districts implement meaningful interventions in these schools.  Districts with Priority schools must work with school leadership, community members, and other education stakeholders to develop a redesign plan to implement appropriate interventions, such as recruiting effective school leaders, redesigning the school day, establishing an early childhood education program, or providing school-based services to address students’ social, emotional, and health needs.  Massachusetts will assign assistance liaisons and accountability monitors to support the implementation of interventions in these schools.    

Increased Accountability and Support for Districts:  Massachusetts is creating a tiered accountability system, with varying levels of support and autonomy corresponding to district needs.  Districts will be classified at the level of their lowest performing school.  The State will provide maximum flexibility and autonomy to districts operating at the highest level; districts in the middle tiers will have less autonomy and higher engagement and oversight; and the State will directly take over or give managerial and operational control to a receiver for districts at the bottom level.  All districts, regardless of level, will complete annual self-evaluations and engage in a district improvement planning process. 
Transparently Reporting on Students’ Progress: Massachusetts will publicly report on the performance and progress of all groups with 20 or more students.  Parents and guardians will receive annual reports with information about the accountability and assistance level of the student’s school, as well as comparisons of their student’s school with the district and State.  Interactive data reporting tools provide stakeholders with information on leading indicators and student outcomes for all districts, schools, and student groups, including English Learners and students with disabilities.  
SUPPORTING EFFECTIVE INSTruCTION AND LEADERSHIP
Massachusetts has already adopted regulations for teacher and principal evaluation and support systems.  Evaluation systems developed under the regulations were implemented at several sites, including the State’s 34 lowest performing schools, in the fall of 2011, and will be implemented in the remaining districts over the next two years.  Teachers and principals are evaluated annually on professional practice (based in part on classroom observations and student or teacher feedback) and impact on student learning (using statewide assessments where available and at least one other district-wide measure of achievement).  All teachers and principals are placed on individualized professional development plans, targeted to specific areas of need based upon their previous evaluation ratings, established goals, and self-assessment.  Massachusetts has developed a variety of materials to support districts in building and implementing evaluation systems under the regulations.    
