D UNTIL 12:00 AM 2/13

Local
’ Accountability
@ An Untapped Strategy for
Advancing Student Achievement in

Massachusetts Public Schools

A Series of Three MassINC Policy Reports

IVIassINC

RRRRRRRR . JOURNALISM. CIVIC LIFE.




EMBARGOED UNTIL 12:00 AM 2/13

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

We would like to express our gratitude to the Barr Foundation for providing generous
financial support to make this in-depth nonpartisan research possible. We would also
like to thank Charles DePascale and Chris Domaleski at the Center for Assessment for
serving as research partners and providing invaluable insight; Connor Lenz, who contrib-
uted a wealth of curiosity, creative thinking, and research assistance while serving in a
Northeastern University co-op position; and Catherine Tumber, whose editorial assis-
tance helped us convey these complex concepts with clarity and zeal.



Local Accountability

An Untapped Strategy for Advancing Student
Achievement in Massachusetts Public Schools
A Series of Three MassINC Policy Reports

February 2019

Series Executive Summary. . . . .. ... o

Part I
Local Accountability
The Forgotten Element in Education Reform . . . . . ... .. ... ... . ...

Part II
Local Accountability in Practice
A Review of School and District Improvement Plans in Gateway Cities. . . .

Part III
Governing Local Accountability
The Health of School Committees and Councils in Gateway Cities . . . . . .






Series Executive Summary

In exchange for additional state funding, Massachusetts’ land-
mark 1993 Education Reform Act (MERA) placed more ac-
countability on public schools to improve student outcomes.
Twenty-six years later, our public schools indisputably require
another significant infusion of state resources. Once again,
many believe these additional dollars ought to come with a
higher level of accountability. We absolutely agree. However,
the three papers in this collection make a compelling case that
the locus of greater accountability should be at the commu-
nity level.

Our perspective on the need for more local accountability is
fresh and complex, and can be summarized as follows:

o For the first paper in this series, which frames the entire
discussion, we partnered with experts at the Center for
Assessment to carefully define and unpack the promise
of local accountability as a tool for improving educational
outcomes, particularly in Gateway Cities, which are home
to a disproportionate share of schools designated by the
state as underperforming.

The key insight from this framing paper is that the strate-
gic drive for school improvement is greatly enhanced when
communities develop accountability provisions of their own
to complement and augment state and federal policies.

For nearly three decades, education policymakers have fo-
cused on strengthening external accountability provided by
the state, through MERA, and by the federal government,
through the 2001 No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB). Now
that the state and federal governments have stepped up, we
argue that policymakers must shift their lens and focus on
communities, which have a better handle on prevailing con-
ditions, values, strengths, and challenges locally.

NCLB’s successor, the 2015 Every Student Succeeds Act
(ESSA), moved federal policy modestly in this direction.
However, far more attention is needed at both the state and
federal level to help communities realize the untapped poten-
tial of local accountability.

 To gauge the current state of local accountability practic-
es, the second paper in this series examines Gateway City
school and district improvement plans, which are reg-
ularly produced for the state Department of Elementary
and Secondary Education (DESE) as required by MERA,
NCLB, and now ESSA. We also reviewed recent Gateway
City superintendent evaluations. Our analysis of these
documents reveals several concerning patterns:

Gateway Cities are not furthering state and federal school
accountability measures by clearly delineating and com-
municating the progress they seek to make in these areas.
In the sample of Gateway City plans that we analyzed, two-
thirds of district and half of school improvement plans
contained no measurable goals with respect to actual stu-
dent outcomes.

Gateway Cities are not augmenting state accountability
with performance measures of their own. Approximately
three-quarters of recent school (69 percent) and district
(76 percent) plans did not include any measureable stu-
dent learning goals that were not already present in the
state’s accountability formula.

Superintendent evaluations provide another indication
that local accountability practices are underdeveloped in
Gateway Cities. A majority (7 of 13) of the superintendent
evaluations we analyzed contained no measurable goals
related to student learning outcomes.
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Major Findings

- The strategic drive for school improvement is greatly
enhanced when communities develop local account-
ability provisions of their own to complement and aug-
ment state and federal policies. Gateway Cities are not
exercising local accountability by clearly delineating
and communicating the progress they seek to make in
their school and district improvement plans.

- In the sample of Gateway City plans that we analyzed,
two-thirds of district and half of school improvement
plans contained no measurable goals with respect to
actual student outcomes. Approximately three-quar-
ters of school (69 percent) and district (76 percent)
plans did not include any measureable student learn-
ing goals that were not already present in the state’s
accountability formula.

- Superintendent evaluations provide another indica-
tion that local accountability practices are underde-
veloped in Gateway Cities. A majority (7 of 13) of the
superintendent evaluations we analyzed contained
no measurable goals related to student learning out-
comes.

- Gateway City school committees are not in a strong po-
sition to exercise local accountability. While two-thirds
of Gateway City students are nonwhite and 80 per-
cent of Gateway City educators are female, nonwhite
members hold only 11 percent of seats on Gateway City
school committees and females make up less than 40
percent of Gateway City school commmittee members.
More than half of Gateway City school committees
have no nonwhite members.

- Gateway City school councils are likely similarly ill-po-
sitioned to excise local accountability. Fewer than one-
third of respondents to our statewide school council
survey “agree” or “strongly agree” that the council
they serve on has influence over the hiring of princi-
pals or decisions regarding the school budget. Only 15
percent agree when asked if their council shapes cur-
riculum, and just 12 percent report influence over the
hiring of teachers. Even in operational areas that seem
particularly suited to school council involvement, such
as engaging community partners and communicating
strategic priorities to parents, less than half of mem-
bers surveyed agree that their council performs such
functions.
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o The third paper in this series looks at governing institutions
with primary responsibility for exercising local account-
ability at both the school (school councils) and the district
(school committees) levels. We find that current practices
and structural conditions leave these institutions ill-posi-
tioned to provide strategic oversight in a manner that com-
plements and augments state and federal accountability.

In contrast to state and federal accountability, which
achieve force largely through sanctions for underperfor-
mance, local accountability relies heavily on providing
transparency and establishing buy-in for priorities that
reflect the aspirations and values of the community. Dis-
trict governing bodies that are neither representative of
the students served nor the educators employed will find
it extremely hard to get purchase from local accountability
through these means. In this regard, our findings reveal
stark imbalances that merit immediate attention:

While two-thirds of Gateway City students are nonwhite
and 80 percent of Gateway City educators are female, non-
white members hold only 11 percent of seats on Gateway
City school committees and females make up less than
40 percent of Gateway City school committee members.
More than half of Gateway City school committees have
no nonwhite members.

Our analysis of school site councils—the bodies charged
with working with principals to develop school improvement
plans under MERA—also reveals deep structural concerns:

Fewer than one-third of respondents to our school council
survey “agree” or “strongly agree” that the council they serve
on has influence over the hiring of principals or decisions re-
garding the school budget. Only 15 percent agree when asked
if their council shapes curriculum, and just 12 percent report
influence over the hiring of teachers. Even in operational ar-
eas that seem particularly suited to school council involve-
ment, such as engaging community partners and communi-
cating strategic priorities to parents, less than half of members
surveyed agree that their council performs such functions.

With the exception of these school council survey data, our
analysis reports findings only for Gateway Cities.! However,
it is likely that school and district plans from communities
throughout Massachusetts lack measurable student out-
comes, as educators have generally come to see the prepara-



tion of these required documents as primarily a compliance
exercise. Without plans that clearly delineate local priorities,
focus resources on achieving them, and establish expecta-
tions for the intended result, a culture of local accountability
for continuously improving student outcomes is unlikely to
take root within communities.

Just as athletes must evenly strengthen flexors and extensors
to keep the body in balance, schools need internal controls
as well as external oversight to function in a healthy manner.
We urge cities and towns throughout the Commonwealth to
reflect on both the framing paper that describes the merits of
local accountability in public education generally, as well as
our Gateway City findings, and ask whether their commu-
nities would benefit from rethinking how they exercise local
control in the governance of their educational systems.

Why Gateway Cities Must Act on These
Findings Now

We urge Gateway City leaders to approach the issues raised
here with great immediacy, both because these communities
will be disproportionately affected by the unfolding policy
conversation about additional state support for high-need
schools, and because local accountability, implemented well,
holds considerable promise on three fronts that are especially
critical to Gateway Cities:

1. Achieving equitable educational outcomes.
Racial and ethnic achievement gaps are not policy abstrac-
tions in Gateway Cities. Closing these gaps is paramount to
the future of their local and regional economies. Gateway
City schools educate one-quarter of public school students in
Massachusetts, and they are home to nearly half (43 percent)
of the state’s nonwhite students.

Students of color are unlikely to achieve at their full potential
when they attend schools with governing bodies that are not
fully attuned to their needs and aspirations, and unwilling to
make hard and fast commitments to continuously improve
learning outcomes. While state and federal accountability is
designed to provide protections for these students, it has real
limitations. Gateway City leaders must recognize that local
accountability—and the strong governing bodies necessary
to deliver it—can play a central role improving educational
outcomes for children who are vital to their future prosperity.

The Planning Process: Key Terms

School Councils and School Improvement Plans

» School Councils develop annual school improve-
ment plans that should include measurable stra-
tegic goals. Superintendents approve these plans,
after consultation with the school commmittee.

- School Councils are composed of principals, teach-
ers, parents, community members, and students (in
the case of high schools).

School Committees and District Improvement Plans
+ School Committees approve district improvement
plans every three years.

- School committees also conduct superintendent
evaluations. According to regulation, superinten-
dents must set measureable goals for themselves
related to student learning; school committees
must consider progress on these goals in their eval-
uation of superintendent performance

2. Providing deeper learning and wraparound
support.

There is no question that external state and federal account-
ability policy has led to improvement in Gateway City school
performance. As noted in a 2013 MassINC report, Gateway
City students taking the MCAS test in 2003 scored significantly
below their peers in Massachusetts; spurred by state and fed-
eral accountability policies, by 2012 Gateway City schools had
entirely closed this performance gap.? Gateway City schools
also made considerable progress toward increasing high school
graduation rates, on which state and federal accountability pol-
icy places heavy emphasis. The class of 2017’s four-year grad-
uation rate was nearly 80 percent, up from 66 percent in 2006.

But these gains are not translating into post-secondary attain-
ment gains and the substantial earnings increases that come with
higher education. Three-quarters of Gateway City students en-
tering the ninth grade in 2006 completed high school, but fewer
than one-third (29 percent) went on to earn a post-secondary
degree or credential. As a result, the economic fundamentals of
Gateway Cities are not moving in line with accountability-driven
educational gains: the number of Gateway City residents living
in poverty has grown by 25 percent since 2000.
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In these reports, we examine the myriad ways that local ac-
countability policies can ensure that graduates are prepared
for college, career, and civic life—with knowledge and under-
standing that will always remain out of reach for state and
federal accountability policy. Using local accountability poli-
cies to define what success looks like for graduates is impera-
tive given our rapidly changing economy. Communities must
be in the lead, continuously monitoring the success of their
students and adjusting the systems and interventions they
have in place accordingly.

3. Proving that Gateway City schools are
providing high-quality learning experiences

to all students.

Under federal accountability laws, the state is required to rank
all schools using a one-size-fits-all formula that does not accu-
rately distill the performance of inclusive urban schools. The
result is persistent communications by public education agen-
cies that weakens already fragile real-estate markets in Gateway
Cities. This has significant fiscal consequences because these
communities depend heavily on residential property to gener-
ate revenue, especially in comparison to major cities, which can
draw on large commercial tax bases. With less revenue to fund
public schools and maintain neighborhoods, state and federal
accountability formulas that undermine urban communities
can create a self-fulfilling prophesy.

As noted in a recent MassINC report, the number of Gate-
way City residents living in unstable high-poverty neighbor-
hoods has more than doubled to 165,000 since 2000.* Study
after study demonstrates how these environments undermine
resident well-being and keep youth from reaching their full
potential. While many factors are at play in the concentration
of poverty in Gateway Cities, this trend accelerated dramati-
cally after the passage of MERA and NCLB. Between the 1993
and 2013, the share of Gateway City students who were low
income rose from less than half (42 percent) to more than
two-thirds (66 percent).

To counter these trends and the narratives that further them,
Gateway Cities require local accountability systems that con-
vincingly demonstrate that they are communities where lead-
ers have uniquely high expectations for student achievement
and shared determination to achieve them.
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A Plan of Action for Local Accountability

When we set out on this project in the fall of 2017, our pri-
mary objective was to describe “local accountability” and to
stimulate dialogue over its principles, with the intention of
gathering policy recommendations for the future. However,
the power of the data we assembled over the past year sug-
gests that more immediate action is warranted, particularly
since policymakers are seeking strategies for injecting new re-
sources into public education. We offer six recommendations
for consideration at this pivotal juncture:

1. Incentivize high-quality school and district
improvement planning.

State leaders can signal to communities that local accountabil-
ity is valued by encouraging schools and districts to approach
improvement planning with independence and initiative, rath-
er than as a matter of compliance. Moving in this direction
would not require a significant outlay of resources. The state
could incentivize this practice by simply offering schools and
districts that submit high-quality plans relief from other DESE
reporting requirements. The state could also offer bonus points
for schools and districts that take on extra responsibility for im-
proving student outcomes under its next ESSA plan.

2. Deploy new models to help communities
enhance school and district improvement
planning practices.

Incentives to approach school and district improvement plan-
ning as a true local accountability practice must be accompa-
nied by strategies that position schools to carry out this activ-
ity effectively. From school-based inquiry teams, which help
school leaders interpret data and establish goals, to networks
of schools with common designs that work together to strat-
egize and continuously improve, Massachusetts should help
more communities adopt models that have a demonstrated
record of positioning schools and districts to develop and im-
plement data-driven plans.

3. Use additional Chapter 70 funds to support
innovation.

To improve student outcomes, schools need reliable multi-
year funding to adequately resource and staff complex initia-
tives that result in systemic change. The current practice of
supporting new initiatives with small and unpredictable state
grants is widely seen as ineflicient and unproductive. To re-
main ahead of the curve in education, Massachusetts needs
to set aside some of its education funds for ambitious change



efforts that have an upfront cost. Rather than limiting com-
munities to investments in a set of discrete practices predeter-
mined by the state, this fund should offer communities wide
latitude to sow innovation. To encourage local accountability
practice, applications for these grants should be judged on
both the merits of the proposed intervention and the overall
quality of the school and district improvement plans.

4. Make schools a breeding ground for civic
leadership.

Leadership development is absolutely essential to the fate of
Gateway Cites. Access to both youth and young parents gives
public school systems the deepest reach into the community,
making it possible to connect with and prepare the next gen-
eration of civic leaders. School councils, which provide many
residents with formative leadership positions, offer a particu-
larly alluring opportunity. The state can support efforts to nur-
ture parents who serve on school councils by simply making
membership lists accessible so that existing training programs
for urban leaders can target them. In the context of policy dis-
cussion around local accountability, it is also important to ac-
knowledge the leadership void left by the decline of community
newspapers. Tapping parents to serve as citizen journalists is
another creative strategy worthy of pursuit.

5. Reinvigorate and empower school councils.

Incentivizing the development of strong school improvement
plans and preparing schools council members to serve will go
a long way toward empowering these bodies to play a more
central role in school governance. However, the state should
also take more direct steps to position school councils to as-
sume the functions MERA envisioned. Making school council
stewardship a core component of principal evaluation is one
meaningful change the state could make. The state could also
allow schools in networks to substitute the network’s govern-
ing board for the school council. This change could position
more schools to adopt sophisticated assessment and account-
ability systems aligned with their curriculum and design.

6. Support efforts to develop new governance
models at the community level.

Structural challenges that undermine the performance of
school committees must be addressed. At a minimum, it
seems logical to eliminate all at-large structures and move
school committee elections to even-year higher-turnout elec-
tions. However, it would likely be difficult to carry out such
change. We should think long and hard about how to position
Gateway Cities to go a step further if they are going to mount
campaigns to modernize their governing bodies.

For urban school systems, really bold governance change
would reorganize boards to better position leaders to work
across sectors to problem-solve and meet local needs. With
a hybrid body made up of elected and appointed members,
these boards can preserve important democratic processes
and integrate professional perspectives from those involved
in their local early childhood, afterschool, community health,
workforce, and higher education systems. A body with this
makeup would have more stability, and it would be far more
likely to set transparent goals and hold leaders accountable
for achieving them. It would also elevate issues relating to
youth in the community, and give candidates waging cam-
paigns for elected positions on this board the ability to surface
ideas for improving learning opportunities and youth devel-
opment outcomes more broadly.

Notes

1 Due to the difficulty of identifying school site council members, we relied
on a statewide sample of parents, teachers, principals, and community
partners serving on these bodies. However, the results indicate that these
bodies are extremely weak with very little variation across communities.

2 See The Gateway Cities Vision for Dynamic Community-Wide Learning
Systems (Boston, MA: MassINC, 2013).

3 Ben Forman and Alan Mallach. Building Communities of Promise and
Possibility: State and Local Blueprints for Comprehensive Neighborhood
Stabilization (Boston, MA: MassINC, 2019).
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Introduction

The old adage “what gets measured is what gets done” has be-
come a common refrain in education circles. This is especially
true in urban districts, which face intense pressure to raise
test scores under high-stakes state and federal accountabil-
ity structures. Many educators serving these communities
lament that test-based accountability has had unintended ef-
fects, noting that courses and programs that are important to
lifelong well-being have gone by the wayside as schools triage
resources to increase performance on standardized tests used
for accountability.'

The concerns urban educators raise are supported by a growing
body of evidence which suggests that these tests alone cannot
address the broad set of skills necessary for post-secondary
success.” However, urban educators also recognize that state
and federal accountability has brought much needed attention
and urgency to school improvement; simply relaxing state and
federal accountability is unlikely to lead to better outcomes,
particularly for students of color, low-income students, and
English learners.’

With the 2015 Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), Congress
worked to achieve a more balanced approach to determining
school performance by requiring states to include a “fifth indi-
cator.”* However, limitations within ESSA severely constrained
what states could measure within this indicator and how much
influence it could have in calculating school rankings.®

The set of measures Massachusetts uses to determine school
performance may adequately signal situations that merit high-
er levels of state attention, but these measures alone will not
help schools focus on a more complete set of high-quality ed-
ucational experiences. There is room to improve the state ac-
countability systems created under ESSA. However, there will
always be significant limitations on what states can accomplish
in a single, state-centric system designed to function uniformly
across all schools and districts. States cannot and should not
carry singular responsibility for accountability. It is incumbent

on communities to use the authority local control affords them
to develop a robust set of complementary indicators, and to
make these additional learning outcomes a high priority.

Some urban districts are already moving in this direction, but
so far they have been mostly the largest systems, such as Chi-
cago and New York. The local approaches these systems have
adopted to determine school quality largely mirror the state
and federal approach (i.e., rating systems generated top-down
by district offices that include few robust measures of student
learning outcomes beyond standardized test scores).®

The promise of “local accountability” lies in its far bolder
approach, which could do two things: 1) align K-12 instruc-
tion and learning with a wider set of core competencies, and
2) bridge gaps across youth-serving systems to ensure that
learning is aligned and community resources flow toward
strategic initiatives that are most likely to contribute to long-
term outcomes.

While this more complete approach could provide real value in
any community looking to ensure that its learning systems are
seamless and continuously improving, local accountability of-
fers a vital opportunity for Gateway Cities, where resources are
extremely limited and disadvantaged students need a holistic
set of learning opportunities and supports to reach their full
potential in adulthood.

In many ways, Gateway Cities are already well-positioned to
experiment with new forms of local accountability. Education
leaders in these small-to-midsize urban districts have been
thinking deeply about how to weave together the many in-
stitutions in their communities to create integrated systems,
as documented in MassINC’s 2013 report The Gateway Cit-
ies Vision for Dynamic Community-Wide Learning Systems.”
Through the Working Cities Challenge, coordinated by the
Federal Reserve Bank of Boston, many have built data-driven,
cross-sector partnerships to accomplish shared goals.?
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Early lessons can already be drawn from real examples of lo-
cal accountability in Gateway Cities. These communities are
home to many strong charter schools, which by design have
more learning outcomes to report on and additional layers of
accountability. Working with nonprofit partners, for example,
Salem and Worcester recently developed highly visible strate-
gic plans with detailed outcome measures. And through the
Massachusetts Consortium for Innovative Educational As-
sessment (MCIEA), Lowell and Revere are developing new
models for local education accountability.

This paper is the first in a series exploring how Gateway Cities
can build on these examples to develop new models of local
accountability that complement state and federal accountabil-
ity and ensure that resources and attention flow to efforts that
will have the most impact on long-term student outcomes.
The pages that follow provide further context by looking at
how policy developments have shifted responsibility for school
performance back and forth between local, state, and federal
authorities over time. Building on this history, we unpack the
argument for local accountability at this juncture, and offer de-
sign principles and specific examples of measureable outcomes
that communities may want to adopt in various domains.

We hope that this analysis will stimulate timely conversation
about local accountability practices. In exchange for more re-

How do we define local accountability?

sources, Massachusetts’s landmark 1993 Education Reform Act
called for greater accountability, creating a paradigm that spread
throughout the US. Twenty-five years later it is widely accepted
that the state’s public schools require another significant infu-
sion of resources; once again, leaders are intimating that with
these additional dollars must come an even higher level of ac-
countability. This paper, along with two companion pieces that
will follow, make a compelling case that the locus of this addi-
tional accountability should fall at the community level.

How Responsibility for Providing Education
Accountability Has Shifted Over Time

Over the past two decades—through a combination of state
and federal laws—the practice of holding schools and school
districts responsible for student learning has come to rely
heavily on two related components: 1) a set of measures de-
veloped by states (with federal oversight) to categorize the
performance of schools and school districts, and 2) a set of
actions associated with these performance ratings, which
range from providing additional resources and autonomies to
complete state takeovers through receivership.

The evolution of this hybrid state/federal accountability sys-
tem has involved a dramatic departure for many states, where,
until recently, public education has been largely a local re-

Education accountability is a term tra-
ditionally used to describe the process
administered by states, under applica-
ble federal law, to establish goals for
student learning, indicators to identi-
fy how well schools and districts are
performing relative to these goals, and
the interventions that state education
agencies will take when a school or
district consistently underperforms.

While the term local accountability
appears in many places, the concept
has yet to be clearly defined. As a
working definition, we use the term
to refer to practices that give parents,

educators, and community members
information to track progress toward
strategic objectives (broadly related to
learning and youth development) and
hold each other mutually accountable
for delivering results in these areas.

One might debate whether the word
“accountability” is useful in this con-
text. Contrasted with the state and
federal variant, which can at times be
high-stakes and punitive, the local ap-
proach should lean toward a more col-
laborative and learning-driven posture.
The advantage to retaining the word is
it positions the work as a complement
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to the state and federal practice, and
ensures that communities see the pro-
cess as a solid commitment to achiev-
ing collaboratively agreed-upon goals.
To be clear, we do not see local ac-
countability as subordinate to federal
and state systems. Rather, we urge the
development of complementary and
balanced systems that honor the core
functions and roles of each level.

Over this series of three papers, we
will build on this working definition
and flesh out the concept of commu-
nity-driven, local accountability from
a variety of perspectives.




sponsibility. In Massachusetts that change was prominently
ushered in with the Massachusetts Education Reform Act of
1993 (MERA). MERA gave school districts significantly more
state education aid, and dramatically increased state oversight
to ensure that these additional resources were spent well. To
provide this accountability, the landmark law called for creat-
ing state curriculum frameworks (i.e., content standards) and
state tests, the MCAS exams, to evaluate how well schools and
school districts performed relative to these new state stan-
dards. Most important, MERA also required students to pass
a state exit exam to ensure that those graduating had “demon-
strated mastery of a common core of skills.”

While many educators experienced these changes as an enor-
mous increase in state involvement in local education, in hind-
sight, it is notable that MERA left most responsibility for deliv-
ering student success in the hands of local decision makers, with
one important caveat: The law shifted primary management
responsibility for districts and schools from school committees
to school superintendents and principals, most significantly,
by explicitly assigning these professional administrators all re-
sponsibility for hiring school personnel. The law also expanded
school authority by making principals administrative non-union
workers, and requiring the establishment of School Councils to
develop an annual strategic improvement plan for every school.”

Despite MERAS intention to empower school leaders and local
communities in the Commonwealth, the locus of control has
shifted dramatically from schools and districts to the state and
federal level. The shift began with the implementation of state
curriculum frameworks, assessment, and accountability require-
ments, but it was accelerated by the school and district ratings
required by the federal No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB),
which significantly raised the stakes of state curriculum frame-
works and assessments for local schools and districts.

Before 2001, the federal role was mostly limited to providing
financial assistance to schools serving low-income students
through Title I of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act
of 1965 (ESEA). At its core, this Civil Rights—era law sought to
protect the interests of children who had struggled historical-
ly to gain equal access to public education. NCLB reflected a
belief that simply providing additional dollars to high-poverty
schools was insufficient. The 2001 federal law required states
to develop standardized tests and rank schools against one an-
other based on their performance and progress toward closing
achievement gaps between student subgroups.!

The federal government made another push to strengthen state
authority in 2009 through a component of the Race to the Top
program. The criteria for scoring proposals for this $4.3 billion
competitive grant program awarded points to states with ex-
isting or new legislation empowering state education agencies
to intervene directly in persistently low-achieving schools. At a
time of dramatic Great Recession-era budget cuts, this federal
initiative created a powerful financial incentive for state control
and induced a wave of state-level policy change.'

Massachusetts responded in 2010 with An Act Relative to the
Achievement Gap, which authorized the State Board of Edu-
cation to take over chronically struggling schools and school
districts. Simultaneously, this legislation strengthened the
hands of local administrators, giving superintendents over-
seeing state-designated turnaround schools the ability to
make changes, such as lengthening the school day and dis-
missing teachers outside of the collective bargaining process.

Educators have conflicting views about how the increasing
weight of state and federal accountability has affected student
learning. Higher standards and accountability have provided
data that incontrovertibly document persistent opportunity
and achievement gaps among student populations.” These
data have pressured the field to work aggressively to improve
instructional practices and help students acquire the more
advanced skills required by today’s knowledge-driven indus-
tries. Many attribute Massachusetts students’ leading per-
formance on national assessments to the state being among
the first to adopt rigorous standards and accountability. But
others feel that these policy efforts unintentionally pressured
teachers to raise test scores above all else, narrowed the cur-
riculum to tested subjects, harmed students with disabilities
and those whose native language is not English, increased the
concentration of poor students in high-poverty schools, and
made teaching in these schools less attractive."*

As education policymakers have worked to refine test-based
accountability, a variety of forces are pushing educators to
think about learning and development beyond the confines
of the K-12 system. These include growing awareness of
the importance of early learning, increased focused on so-
cial-emotional development, and recognition that far too
many students who pass high school exit exams struggle to
make successful transitions into post-secondary education
and employment (see above sidebar).
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The Supreme Judicial Court’s Definition
of Public Education

In the landmark McDuffy decision, which cleared the
way for the Massachusetts Education Reform Act of
1993, the SJC concluded that an educated child should
possess the seven following capabilities: “(i) sufficient
oral and written communication skills to enable stu-
dents to function in a complex and rapidly changing
civilization; (ii) sufficient knowledge of economic,
social, and political systems to enable students to
make informed choices; (iii) sufficient understanding
of governmental processes to enable the student to
understand the issues that affect his or her communi-
ty, state, and nation; (iv) sufficient self-knowledge and
knowledge of his or her mental and physical wellness;
(v) sufficient grounding in the arts to enable each stu-
dent to appreciate his or her cultural and historical
heritage; (vi) sufficient training or preparation for ad-
vanced training in either academic or vocational fields
so as to enable each child to choose and pursue life
work intelligently; and (vii) sufficient level of academic
or vocational skills to enable public school students
to compete favorably with their counterparts in sur-
rounding states, in academics or in the job market.”

The SJC’s expansive definition of a public education ex-
tends far beyond what the state currently measures.
The contrast between the SJC’s language and the rel-
atively narrow scope of state-measured outcomes
frames the challenge facing those who would strength-
en education accountability policy and practice.

These concerns have led to community-based collaborative
impact efforts. Like education accountability, this approach
uses data to build political will to tackle social problems. To
their credit, these cross-sector partnerships pool resources
and align interventions, but they have been largely driven
by nonprofit and philanthropic leaders without state or local
government affiliation. The approach has been criticized as
too top-down, and many attribute the failure of a large num-
ber of these projects to their leaders’ inability to build greater
buy-in due to their external position.*®
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In Massachusetts, the Working Cities Challenge illustrates
the potential of this kind of data-driven cross-sector initiative.
Through the Working Cities Challenge, leaders in Lawrence
worked in close collaboration with the school district to engage
parents and help increase family economic stability. While the
project has yet to demonstrate long-term outcomes, a recent in-
dependent evaluation finds that it has been highly successful.'®

For Massachusetts education leaders interested in using lo-
cal accountability to break down the walls of their schools to
provide students with multi-dimensional learning experienc-
es and developmental supports, the Working Cities Challenge
model offers valuable lessons.

The Core Purposes of Local Accountability

Thus far we have outlined the argument for local accountabil-
ity mostly in relation to the limitations of state and federal ac-
countability. However, the last thing public schools want is to
solve these problems with another level of bureaucracy. And
given what experience tells us about limited data literacy with-
in most school systems and the public at large (see sidebar, p.
13), there are also serious questions about how communities
build capacity to carry out this process. While addressing these
concerns will require considerable creativity and energy, local
accountability has three core purposes that make placing atten-
tion on improving the practice vital.

1. Local accountability aligns school
improvement efforts with local values.
Determining how well schools are performing requires value
judgments about what is desirable and most important in ed-
ucation. Because values are a product of local culture, as well
as social and economic conditions that can vary widely even
among neighboring communities, the taxpayers, businesses,
and families in any given school district may have different
perspectives on the student learning outcomes their commu-
nity should strive to influence.

Some districts may see the development of strong early learn-
ing systems as a priority; others may want to invest in voca-
tional education to help more students develop skills that can
carry them directly into the workforce after high school. At
a school level, parents and teachers may aim to help all stu-
dents become bilingual. Other school communities may want
all children to develop computer programming skills.

State and federal accountability do not prevent communities



from doing any of these things, but overreliance on the state to
measure school performance makes it very difficult to ensure
that the educational experiences communities offer beyond the
tested subjects are provided with quality. By delivering these
experiences in a manner that is subject to true quality controls,
alocal accountability system puts educators in a better position
to improve in areas that their communities value.

2. Local accountability places transparent and
commonly understood strategic objectives at the
unit of change: the school community.

One of the strongest lessons from the past two decades of
education reform is that change and innovation happen at
the school level. The widely cited 2001 annual report of the

Massachusetts Education Reform Review Commission un-
derscored this point, noting that “[t]he school is the most
effective unit of change, as it has the most direct impact on
student achievement. The move to create change at this level
must be systematic and must engage the entire school commu-
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nity [emphasis added]:

In effect, this is a call for local accountability because expe-
rience tells us that for data-driven change to succeed, stake-
holders must be able to trust the data and interpret it. To
meet these conditions, it is critical that members of a school
community (parents, teachers, and community stakeholders)
have a strong role in the selection and development of new
measures.”

Building a Culture of Data for Continuous Improvement

In a recent report looking at how ac-
countability has made educators more
data-driven, the national Data Quality
Campaign (DQC) outlines several grow-
ing pains. Foremost among them, they
note, “data were used as a hammer in-
stead of a flashlight.” While state and
federal investment produced a wealth
of data to comply with accountabili-
ty laws, they were put to use for ac-
countability purposes before teachers
and schools had grown accustomed to
these new data and developed an un-
derstanding of how to use them. They
also point out that parents were rarely
provided with tools to see their child’s
learning trajectory and information to
help them better support student prog-
ress, and educators were not provided
the conditions, capacity, and support
to use the data in ways that built a cul-
ture of continuous improvement.”

While the DQC report describes the ex-
perience nationally, MassINGC has seen

affirmation that these findings are just
as relevant in Massachusetts. In 2016,
MassINC convened an ESSA learning
community with Gateway City leaders
who expressed remarkably consis-
tent views about how data is used in
schools and the shortcomings of NCLB
in this regard.'®

Educators at these forums were par-
ticularly concerned that the public
lacked data literacy, which made it dif-
ficult for them to be empowered by the
available data. Public opinion polling
reinforces this view. In 2017, MassINC
found that a majority of registered
voters in Massachusetts believed they
had insufficient information on how
well public schools in their communi-
ties perform; most relied on their own
perceptions or word of mouth to form
opinions about school quality.'®

Between 2015 and 2017, in partnership
with BU and the Rennie Center, MassINC

supported efforts to evaluate college
and career readiness efforts in Gateway
Cities through researcher-practitioner
partnerships. The lack of capacity in
Gateway Cities for data-driven efforts
to develop and continuously improve
evidence-based programs was one of
the key takeaways from this project.?®

Likewise, a recent evaluation of the
Working Cities Challenge found that
while these collaborative efforts were
able to establish strong outcome mea-
sures for their projects, they struggled
to generate and interpret data for con-
tinuous improvement.?

As leaders think about local account-
ability, they must recognize both the
aversion to data-driven improvement
created by state and federal account-
ability, and the limitations of data lit-
eracy and infrastructure in these com-
munities.

LOCAL ACCOUNTABILITY: PART I
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3. As a process, local accountability can honor
the integral role schools play in nurturing the
civic health of their communities.

Public schools play a critical role in fostering personal rela-
tionships among adults and building their civic leadership
skills. Schools also give children their first appreciable expo-
sure to government institutions and democratic processes.
It has been noted that school reform lacks “a vocabulary for
how public education relates to place” (i.e., the communities
in which schools operate), and, as a result, appreciation for
the significance of the relationship between schools and civic
health is underdeveloped. **

Local accountability can help ensure that public schools have
“an orientation of care and consciousness” toward commu-
nity both in how they define and measure schools success,
and through the processes of determining school priorities
and working collaboratively to improve performance in these
areas.” Moving in this direction would be a departure from

state and federal accountability approaches, which have rarely
empowered struggling school communities to foster social
capital and build civic capacity.

Guiding Principles for the Design of Local
Accountability Systems

With the core purposes of local accountability in mind, we
must now consider basic design principles. Below we expand
on the extensive literature on designing state accountability
systems by fleshing out questions unique to local accountabil-
ity.* They include:

1. Structure: What kind of local accountability system will
position the community to meet its objectives?

2. Coherence: How will school and district accountability
policies complement and interact with the state’s account-
ability system?

States Are Using ESSA to Give Districts a Larger Role

In contrast with NCLB, ESSA provides
a clear opening to increase account-
ability at the local level. First, ESSA is
less proscriptive than NCLB, which es-
tablished a mostly formulaic approach
to school and district accountability.
This flexibility gives states room to
work with districts to develop innova-
tive accountability models. Second, as
noted previously, ESSA explicitly reach-
es beyond test-based accountability
systems by requiring states to include
broader measures of school quality and
student success. Finally, ESSA places
much of the authority and responsibili-
ty for school improvement on districts.
Districts are to develop and implement
comprehensive support and improve-
ment plans, including those schools
identified for targeted support.

States are beginning to use these flex-
ibilities to engage local school districts

in the development of accountabili-
ty indicators. California, for instance,
began to decentralize accountability
for public education, requiring com-
munities to develop Local Control Ac-
countability Plans (LCAP) in 2013. Each
district, county office of education, and
charter school must submit an LCAP
that describes the overall vision for
students, annual goals, and specific ac-
tions that will be taken to achieve the
vision and goals. The LCAP is developed
and reviewed each year in coordination
with the district’s annual budget cycle
through a process that requires strong
parent and community engagement.
California has used the flexibility af-
forded by ESSA to further position LCAP
development as the central component
of accountability in the state.

In 2017, Texas passed a law establish-
ing local accountability systems that
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allow districts and charter schools to
develop plans to conduct evaluations
using locally developed indicators and
combine these measures with three
state-mandated indicators to assign
overall A-F ratings for each school.
Currently, 20 school districts are de-
veloping these accountability systems,
which will go into effect for the 2018-
2019 school year.

Other states are using ESSA to encour-
age more subtle forms of local ac-
countability. In Vermont, for instance,
districts will be able to select from a
set of college and career readiness
measures, including SAT scores, scores
on AP tests, or the percentage of stu-
dents earning industry-recognized cer-
tificates. Other states, including Hawaii
and Oregon, plan to include local mea-
sures on school report cards.




3. Engagement and Communication: How will the school
and district engage the community in both the develop-
ment of the system and the response to the results?

Structure

Unlike a state accountability system, which has a relatively
standard structure, local accountability systems can range in
intensity. The most basic approach is a system built for goal
setting based on strategic objectives. For example, a commu-
nity may want to establish highly visible goals for recruiting
and retaining teachers of color district-wide. At a school level,
there may areas of learning unique to a school’s design that are
important to elevate and document (e.g., an arts magnet may
want assessments and goals for proficiency in a instrumental
music). By providing a formal framework for collaboratively
developing indicators and carefully evaluating performance
in these areas, a local accountability system can place addi-
tional focus on improvement across a broad set of learning
outcomes.

At the other end of the spectrum, communities may want a full-
blown local accountability system with a more well-rounded
set of measures built on innovative assessments that can detect
knowledge, skills, and dispositions that traditional standard-
ized tests have difficulty capturing. Such an approach would

Dimension Key Question

External Coherence Are connections among
multiple accountability
systems logically consistent?

help address concerns that state accountability is narrowing
the curriculum and provide a much more reliable indicator of
school progress across multiple dimensions of learning. While
more complex, systems that measure more indicators ensure
that gains in one area are not at the expense of another. And,
if the measures are combined correctly, a full-blown local ac-
countability system will also have far less measurement error
than a system that relies on only a handful of indicators, pro-
viding a stronger signal that school performance is trending in
one direction or another.

Whether opting for a limited approach or a complete account-
ability system, communities should have a sound theory of
action. Together, leaders must be able to clearly articulate to
each other and to the public why they are developing the sys-
tem and how the data will be used to achieve stated objectives.
One theory of action is that local accountability processes will
promote “social accountability” by empowering parents and
community leaders through increased awareness of school and
district goals and performance.” But simply generating infor-
mation is not sufficient. To serve this “social” purpose, parents
and community members must have an interest in accessing
data and the ability to both interpret it and act on it.

Another theory of action is that local accountability will pro-
mote a deeper understanding of school progress, position-

Examples

The outcomes that are rewarded in the local system either
support or extend (in a manner that does not inhibit) those
in the state/federal system.

Parent, family, and community partners experience and
articulate a strong sense of engagement and alignment
with local accountability policy and practice.

Internal Coherence Are the components within
the local system logically

related to one another?

Valued performance on one indicator will not detract from
performance on another indicator.

Efforts are not duplicated and are aligned with pre-existing
tools, methods, and priorities.

As students advance from
kindergarten to grade 12, are
the different levels of the
system logically connected?

K-12 Coherence

Incentives for performance in each grade address key
prerequisites for success in subsequent grades.

The desired outcomes in elementary and middle school are
selected to support success in high school and beyond.

LOCAL ACCOUNTABILITY: PART I
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IDEAS IN ACTION:
Student-Centered Accountability

The Student-Centered Accountability Program (S-CAP) is a
system of accountability designed by a group of Colorado
rural school districts. At the heart of Student-Centered Ac-
countability is a focus on the success of well-rounded stu-
dents using a system for continuous improvement. To ac-
complish this, districts use multiple measures of student
success to expand results beyond a single state test score.
Classroom assessments, as well as dispositions that char-
acterize a successful student, are used to provide more
meaningful and comprehensive data to describe student
achievement and growth. In addition to redefining student
results, S-CAP maintains that evaluating the capacity of
the systems that support student success is an essential
function of accountability. S-CAP uses an on-site audit of
districts to evaluate the system components needed to
support student success. With both comprehensive stu-
dent success data and ratings from on-site reviews, local
school boards are able to monitor performance and ensure
that the district continuously improves its capacity for cul-
tivating student success.?®

Ultimately, S-CAP represents a group of small rural dis-
tricts collaborating to create a more holistic and balanced
system. The S-CAP system also incorporates on-site peer
reviews to provide richer, more comprehensive feedback
about performance. Through peer support and engagement
with partners, S-CAP districts are strengthening capacity
to improve curriculum, instruction, and assessment.*

IDEAS IN ACTION:

Commitment to Communication

Metropolitan Atlanta’s Gwinnett County Public Schools
(GCPS), one of the nation’s largest school districts, devel-
oped a district accountability system that stresses com-
munication with the community: the Results Based Eval-
uation System (RBES). A component of the RBES requires
every school to communicate their performance and vi-
sion to the community via an annual online report. These
reports include a broad range of information that goes far
beyond “traditional” accountability metrics, highlighting el-
ements such as programmatic initiatives, strategic goals,
and measures of school climate and student engagement.
The practice underscores the value GCPS places on open
communication and collaboration with the community.®
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ing educators to problem-solve. This purpose is particularly
credible when schools and districts build their accountability
systems on locally developed assessments that provide more
actionable data than the end-of-year state summative assess-
ments. Or when, by selecting an area for accountability, they
commit resources and attention to working with researchers
and experts to devise an evidence-based strategy, and collect
reliable data to make more-informed decisions.

Theories of action are not mutually exclusive, and nothing pre-
vents communities from integrating several. However, like the
state and federal model, every local accountability effort should
include promoting equity as a core theory of action (see side-
bar, p. 17). To the extent that schools and districts can broaden
outcome measures with local accountability, they can work to
ensure that all students are thriving on all aspects of learning.

Coherence

Coherence refers to a system that is rationally connected. As
summarized in the table on p. 15, at least three dimensions of
coherence should be considered: external, internal, and K-12
coherence.

External coherence recognizes that while local accountabil-
ity systems are necessarily distinct from federal and state
initiatives, these systems can align in ways that are mutual-
ly beneficial. One way this is accomplished is by developing
a local system that helps districts and schools to achieve the
high-level outcomes called for by the state and federal system.
For example, a district that wants to focus effort on closing
subgroup gaps in the four-year graduation rate can develop a
local accountability system that emphasizes benchmarks and
indicators for the interventions it is putting in place to accom-
plish this goal.

Local accountability also provides a powerful opportunity to
achieve external coherence with other educational systems in
the community, such as efforts to ensure successful transitions
to kindergarten by partnering with private early education pro-
viders, or programs to align high school and community col-
lege curriculums to reduce the need for remedial courses when
students move on to these public educational institutions.

Internal coherence refers to design choices which help ensure
that all the elements within a given school’s accountability
system are working together to support intended outcomes.
Research tightly links a school’s capacity to improve student



Increasing Equity by Building Local Capacity

Some question whether giving urban
communities more power to determine
local education priorities will increase
equity. They raise the concern that fam-
ilies in these communities often lack in-
formation to make informed decisions
(using as an example parents without
college degrees who believe college is
not for their children), and note the many
historical examples of urban school dis-
tricts ridden with political cronyism and
outright public corruption.

Circumventing local control for these
reasons is not an appropriate response.
No matter how well-intentioned, such
reasoning can be fraught with racial

and ethnic stereotypes. And more to
the point, limiting the ability of under-
represented communities to act on
their values will not advance equity.
Experience suggests that the devel-
opment of successful
in these contexts requires deep local
engagement. Recognizing the power of
community collaboration, the fields of
urban planning and public health have
long histories of leading participatory
processes to empower and improve

interventions

communities.®®

These efforts have taken many forms,
but in general, they seek to increase
self-determination by building coommu-

nity capacity to identify problems and
“ask why,” nurture local leaders and
develop their self-confidence to act in
the interest of their communities, build
empowered organizational structures
and mechanisms to resolve local con-
flicts, and create more equitable rela-
tionships with external partners.®*

Using local accountability as an open-
ing to engage communities and build
their capacity in these ways could pro-
vide both educational benefits to stu-
dents and broader social and economic
gains for neighborhoods and cities that
have long suffered from disconnection
and marginalization.

learning over time to organizational processes that connect
and align work across the organization. In part, these pro-
cesses work by boosting collective efficacy, or teachers’ beliefs
about their faculty’s joint ability to advance student learning.*
To create this culture, communities can use local accountabil-
ity to empower educators to develop aligned assessments and
goals, as in the Student-Centered Accountability Program
(S-CAP) in Colorado (see sidebar, on p. 16).

Finally, K-12 coherence refers to efforts to align the system at
each level, from kindergarten to graduation and beyond. Deci-
sions about allocation of resources and instructional priorities
should be positioned to support success across grades, programs,
and schools. K-12 coherence has a cumulative beneficial impact
on students as they progress. For example, in a system that values
STEM outcomes in high school, strong mathematics, science,
and technology programs at the elementary and middle-school
levels ensure that students enter high school prepared to meet
high expectations for technical performance.

Engagement and Communication

A major limitation of state and federal accountability is the dif-
ficulty it has in engaging the broader community in developing
the system, and spurring action on the signals these systems

RESOURGCES:
Moving to a More Robust Definition of
Student Success

A growing body of resources is available to schools and
districts seeking to develop broader measures of stu-
dent success. The MyWays Student Success Framework,
offered by Next Generation Learning Challenges (NGLC),
is one example. Informed by cross-disciplinary research
and developed collaboratively with experienced educa-
tors, MyWays covers 20 competencies to strive for in
learning, work, and life. NGLC also offers a free online
MyWays toolkit that walks schools through the process
of defining success for graduates, and helps them map
their work to these goals.®® Another valuable resource
is Transcend Education’s Graduate Aims, a database
consisting of research-based summaries of expanded
learning-outcome programs. Graduate Aims sorts out-
comes into four interrelated categories (academic and
career knowledge, transferable skills, social emotional
factors, and global competencies), and points educa-
tors to more than 30 existing frameworks for evaluating
student progress in these domains.>
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send in a way that is beneficial to the larger community. Local
accountability can be far stronger in this regard.

Research clearly shows high-performance levels in schools
where teachers, union-building leaders, and management
plan and problem-solve together with a model of shared gov-
ernance that identifies strategic priorities for improvement.
Local accountability can further such work in places that have
established shared governance practices, and create an open-
ing to foster labor-management collaboration in places that
are not yet engaging in this approach.”

Similarly, research reveals a strong link between engaged
parents and school success. Local accountability offers a
unique opportunity to involve parents meaningfully in the
school community. The potential benefits are particularly
large in urban districts, where systemic solutions are needed
and educators often lack insight into the native language,
culture, and community context. However, engaging par-
ents in the development of accountability systems is a com-
plex proposition. Schools must find ways to revise a culture
whereby parents are their “clients,” and bridge the power
gaps that are often present between families and profession-
al educators.”

Communication is central to engagement. A major shortcom-
ing of state accountability is the technical nature of account-
ability regulations and policy, which makes them generally
inaccessible to the public. To be effective, education leaders
must be able to clearly communicate not only the purpose,
but also the content of the accountability plan and how every-
one is responsible for achieving shared goals (see sidebar, p.
16). From video and websites to mobile phone apps, informa-
tion technology opens up new possibilities to accomplish this
difficult task at relatively low cost.

Finally, in terms of both engagement and communication,
planners must keep in mind from the outset that account-
ability is not a single event that culminates performance re-
ports. Rather, it is a cyclical process that involves reviewing
the assumptions and conditions for reform and evaluating the
extent to which the system is incentivizing the right actions
and results (See sidebar, p. 9). By implementing an ongoing
system of monitoring, evaluation, and improvement, local ac-
countability systems can better fulfill their promise of helping
local leaders, parents, and other stakeholders improve out-
comes for students.
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Examples of What Communities Can Track with
a Local Accountability System

Every accountability system is built on a collection of indica-
tors or measures. Below we offer some examples of what com-
munities could track in their systems and how they would
generate the necessary data. (See table on p. 20 for a sample
of indicators and their sources.) However, as the aim of local
accountability is to position communities to think creatively
about what best meets their needs and aspirations, this infor-
mation is intended merely to stimulate thoughtful consider-
ation among those drawing up locally customized plans.

College and Career Readiness

State and federal accountability have been criticized for fail-
ing to include indicators that ensure students are ready for
success beyond high school.*

In 2016, the national Council of Chief State School Officers
(CCSSO) convened an Accountability Working Group to rec-
ommend measures for tracking college and career readiness.
The blueprint issued by the group includes measures relating
to co-curricular learning and leadership experiences, prog-
ress toward earning post-high school credentials, and, most
notably, transitions beyond high school.”

Building on the findings of a 2014 CCSSO Accountability
Working Group, they also recommended improving assess-
ments of readiness to evaluate the development of higher-or-
der skills that are essential to success in life.* Critical thinking,
problem-solving, communicating, working collaboratively,
leadership, initiative, and adaptability are all deemed essen-
tial in today’s knowledge-driven economy. While schools can
teach these skills and dispositions, current standardized tests
have difficulty isolating their acquisition.*

Performance tasks (i.e., assessments that ask students to
demonstrate their knowledge, understanding, and proficiency
by applying their skills in context) can assess the development
of this full range of higher order skills. Advances in the design
of performance assessments, including computer-based task
simulations and automated scoring, facilitate increased use of
performance assessments at the local level.*’

Weaving these alternative assessments into local account-
ability programs will require educators who are trained and
supported to develop common rubrics and auditing processes
for evaluating student work consistently. As previously men-



tioned, a number of Gateway City districts are already work-
ing to adopt this approach through the Massachusetts Con-
sortium for Innovative Educational Assessment (MCIEA).
Adopting a rigorous approach will give schools and school
communities meaningful information about their progress in
these areas.

Early and Out-of-School Learning

Although researchers have not reached a precise consensus,
they broadly agree that a disproportionate share of human
cognitive potential is established in the pre-K years. While in-
terventions during this stage of rapid brain development have
lasting impact on intelligence and behavior, current gover-
nance and accountability dis-incentivizes efforts to focus re-
sources and attention on this stage of life. Local accountability
measures could address this shortcoming by elevating a set
of performance measures capable of detecting the benefits of
early intervention.

Some meaningful data to inform outcome measures are readily
available. For instance, the state has developed a Quality Rat-
ing and Improvement System (QRIS) to monitor the quality of
family and center-based providers, and many districts have de-
veloped reliable kindergarten-readiness assessments.*’ Other
critical indicators of early intervention are less well established.
Data to measure efforts to deliver pre- and post-natal services
to high-risk mothers are particularly lacking. Local account-
ability could provide an impetus to monitor the success of these
early interventions, which would likely generate significant
long-term benefits for public school districts.*?

Similarly, local accountability could provide an impetus to
strengthen afterschool and other out-of-school learning pro-
grams operated by private providers. Efforts to improve the
quality of out-of-school learning have waxed and waned with
the availability of both public and private resources. But educa-
tors note that accountability has also played a role in the level of
support for these programs. Increasing focus on standardized
tests has reduced support for community organizations, some
educators claim, or has at least shifted these groups’ orienta-
tions from their traditional focus on promoting social-emo-
tional development to providing academic support.

With greater awareness of the importance of social-emotional
skills, communities are now beginning to partner with their
out-of-school providers to ensure that youth have more direct
access to enrichment activities, explicitly to nurture social

and emotional growth. Lawrence Public Schools has used ex-
tended learning time to weave enrichment opportunities of-
fered by community-based organizations into the school day
in order to make these experiences available to all students.*

Boston After School & Beyond provides a powerful mod-
el for how communities can establish and track measurable
goals for out-of-school programming, particularly in the
social-emotional development domain and the attainment of
“digital badges,” which represent competency determinations
aligned with the multi-state Next Generation Science Standards.
While Boston has considerable resources to undertake this work,
Gateway Cities integrating out-of-school learning into their local
accountability systems can glean a lot from the framework that
Boston has spent more than a decade creating and refining.**

Health and Wellness

Public schools have a critical role to play in influencing the
social determinants of health, which have profound implica-
tions for well-being over a lifetime.*® Unfortunately, evidence
suggests that accountability may have had a net negative health
impact over the past two decades.

Since the late-19th century, physical education has been a
central component of American public schools. The medi-
cal community has noted an alarming decline in the role of
schools in promoting physical education, which has been
partly associated with the rise of test-based accountability.*
Less physical activity has contributed to rising rates of child-
hood obesity, which is strongly linked to both earnings and
incidence of chronic illness in adulthood.” School districts
looking to improve physical education have many reliable
measures that local accountability can elevate, most notably
the age-based standards developed by the National Associa-
tion for Sport and Physical Education (NASPE).

Diminished physical education is certainly not the only cause
of the childhood obesity epidemic, and improving access to
these school programs is not the only response. But solving the
problem calls for the kinds of cross-sector efforts that schools
are uniquely positioned to lead, with local accountability strat-
egy as a guiding force. Successful childhood obesity prevention
initiatives rely heavily on public schools as providers of health
education, physical education, and nutrition. The national-
ly recognized program Shape Up Somerville exemplifies the
power of systemic community-wide public health approaches
to improve childhood health and well-being.*®
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Sample of Local Accountability Indicators and Sources

CATEGORY/INDICATOR
College and Career Readiness

DATA SOURCE/INSTRUMENT

Share of 9th grade cohort earning post-secondary credits while in high school District SIS
Share of 9th grade cohort completing work-based learning experience while in high school District SIS
Share of 9th grade cohort earning credential with labor market value District SIS
Share of 9th grade cohort enrolling in post-secondary studies without remediation DHE

Share of students entering the workforce directly earning more than $600 weekly DESE

Early and Out-of-School Learning

Percent of high-risk mothers enrolled in home visiting prenatally

Percent of family child care providers with Quality Rating and Improvement System Rating 3 or 4 EEC

Percent of children entering kindergarten ready to learn

Percent of students enrolled in high-quality summer program for at least 4 weeks

Health and Wellness

Local assessment
Local assessment

Incidence of childhood obesity

Percent of students who report being the victim of bullying during past year

Percent of students who report being physically active for 60 minutes, 5+ days per week
Percent of students who attain Red Cross Level 5 swimming skills

Percent of students meeting gender and age-group health-related physical fitness standard

Community Engagement and Civic Health

Local assessment
Climate survey
Climate survey
American Red Cross
NASPE

Percent of students who complete service learning project
Improvement on student voice index

Improvement on parent engagement index

Improvement on Civic Health Index

Educator Recruitment and Development

Local assessment
Climate survey
Climate survey
Community Survey

Percent of teachers who identify as nonwhite
Percent of teachers retained
Percent of principals retained

As noted earlier, a key theory of action for local accountability
is the ability to devise evidence-based strategy and data-driv-
en action through the process. A growing body of literature
suggests this approach is particularly effective when applied to
public health challenges. Randomly controlled studies show
that when researchers and community members in Gateway
City-scale settings identify a local public health challenge and
develop and test interventions collaboratively, they can make
considerable progress.*
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District
DESE
DESE

Community Engagement and Civic Health

A 2017 report by the Education Commission of the States makes
a powerful case for the role of accountability in ensuring that
schools clearly identify and fulfill their civic missions, noting that
schools must “cultivate students’ care and concern for their com-
munities and equip students with the knowledge, skills, and dis-

positions necessary to participate effectively in democratic life?®

Communities that want to position schools as generators of
social and civic capital can use local accountability to elevate
these objectives. Such measures would include indicators rang-



ing from student completion of high-quality service-learning
projects to school climate surveys that capture a school’s com-
mitment to incorporating student voices into decision-making.

School climate surveys can also assess levels of parent engage-
ment, not only as it relates to their children’s education but
also to their involvement in the broader school community,
from participating on committees and volunteering in the
schools to monitoring school performance data and acting
politically on behalf of their communities.

Educator Recruitment and Development

A strong local accountability system could help districts recruit
and retain talented teachers. Research shows that dissatisfac-
tion with accountability policies is a major driver of teacher
separations.” Moreover, recruiting and developing talented
teachers and principals is a vital community function. Lead-
ers across the community should ensure that the district has a
sound strategy, and contribute to its execution as appropriate.

Devising visible measures for educator recruitment and de-
velopment in local accountability systems is one way to en-
sure that community leaders jointly undertake this shared
responsibility. These measures could range from educator re-
sponses to school climate surveys to progress made toward a
more diverse educator workforce. Measures could also come
from local strategic plans, such as the yield of a “grow your
own” teacher pathway initiative, which structures a student
and paraprofessional pipeline for local teaching careers.™

Furthering Our Sense of What is Possible
Experience with state and federal accountability over the past
two decades shows that measuring student outcomes has
had profound impact on public education, both positive and
negative. We have learned a tremendous amount about the
strengths and weaknesses of state and federal accountabili-
ty systems. While the potential of local accountability to re-
spond to the challenges that remain has not been rigorously
tested, many strands of evidence suggest that it is a particu-
larly good time to pursue this line of inquiry and innovation.
As policymakers think about the function of accountability
in education reform moving forward, it is critical that they
consider strategies to strengthen the role of local leaders, in
schools and out.

The next two papers in this MassINC series will demonstrate
that district and community capacity to develop and govern
local accountability systems, with a few exceptions, is very
weak—particularly in Gateway Cities. While some might think
the status-quo reflects real-world realities destined to make lo-
cal accountability futile, we believe the current situation simply
illuminates conditions that leaders in Massachusetts—at every
level—must resolve to address.

A conversation about governance structures and other pro-
cesses necessary to make local accountability a success ulti-
mately reverts back to how you define local accountability.
Our goal with this paper has been to sketch out the rough
contours of what has been a rather amorphous concept. We
encourage readers to approach this first attempt as a work in
progress, and to join in the discussion. What is your vision for
local accountability? How would you describe your theory of
action and the principles that should guide design of an effec-
tive local accountability system?

While we always encourage readers to contact us with ideas,
our hope is that these conversations will occur foremost within
communities, particularly among school committee members
and those who sit on nonprofit boards and lead cross-sector
collaboratives. As noted at the outset, Gateway Cities are al-
ready innovating in this area and demonstrating what is pos-
sible. Their activity is laying firm groundwork upon which to-
gether we must continue to build.
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Introduction

The first paper in this series described how state and federal
education agencies have stepped up and assumed a stronger
role in holding local schools and school districts accountable
for improving student achievement. We argued that to make
further progress, Massachusetts must now focus attention on
the role of local communities in education accountability, and
presented policies to position schools and districts to lead col-
laborative, community-driven processes that set educational
goals consistent with their unique values and priorities.

In this paper, we examine Gateway City school and district
improvement plans, which are regularly produced for the
state Department of Elementary and Secondary Education
as required by state and federal accountability statutes (see
sidebar p. 6). Despite their genesis with higher levels of gov-
ernment, these plans actually tell us a lot about the current
condition of local accountability practice.

Foremost, school and district plans document the extent to
which communities complement and build upon state and
federal performance measures with their own measures of
student achievement. They also provide an important win-
dow into local leadership and governance. In contrast to state
and federal accountability—where the power to produce
change derives from formal sanctions for underperformance
that can be as serious as state takeovers—local accountability
generally relies on more informal mechanisms to create ur-
gency for change. The practice is particularly influential when
it provides more transparency, understanding, and coherence
about priorities and resource allocation, and whether strate-
gic objectives have been met.!

The pages that follow assess a selection of Gateway City school
and district improvement plans. We analyze the performance
measures in these documents, and contrast them with those
embedded in superintendent evaluations. Our evaluation
focuses on what is being measured and the degree to which
each plan creates transparency and accountability for produc-

ing results. This analysis is followed by a discussion of what
academic research suggests about our findings and how we
might act on them to strengthen local accountability practice
in Massachusetts.

Massachusetts’ Gateway City school districts face particular
pressure from state and federal accountability, for they educate
an outsize share of the historically underrepresented students
that state and federal accountability laws aim to protect. While
distinct in this regard, these urban communities still have
much in common with their peers and it is likely that the stra-
tegic planning challenges revealed in this paper are also present
in many other Massachusetts districts. It is our hope that this
analysis will be informative for a wide swath of educators and
education policy leaders in Massachusetts and beyond.

Findings

1. Most strategic plans for Gateway City schools
and school districts do not include measurable
goals for increasing student learning.

Every Gateway City school and school district has an improve-
ment plan (see sidebar, p. 6). State law requires the submission
of such plans annually for schools, and every three years for
school districts. According to guidance from the Massachusetts
Department of Elementary and Secondary Education (DESE),
these plans should include “SMART goals” that clearly define
the measureable outcomes they seek to achieve (see sidebar,
p- 26).2 In the Gateway City plans we reviewed, these outcome
measures were either conspicuously absent or presented in
ways that severely constrained their power to provide local
accountability by not making goals and progress toward them
clear and transparent (see sidebar, p. 28).

More than a third of the Gateway Cities in our sample (6
out of 16) produced district plans that did not include any
outcome measures.” In many cases, these districts prepared
documents that were otherwise very organized and strategic,
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making omission of measures that provide accountability
for delivering results particularly notable. Three districts—
Attleboro, Brockton, and Westfield—actually used an improve-
ment plan template provided by DESE, but they removed the
section on outcomes from the document.

Among the 10 district plans that did include outcomes, we
found three problems. The most frequent was that most mea-
sures simply did not meet the definition of a SMART goal.
Combined, the plans from these 10 districts included 165 items
described as outcomes or goals; however, only about one-third
of these measures were actually SMART. For example, Chel-
seas strategic plan includes two outcome measures labelled
“SMART Goals,” but the district did not establish baselines or
growth targets for them. Without this information, there is no
way to ascertain how much progress the district aims to achieve
within a predetermined time frame. From the local account-
ability perspective, this clouds transparency while significantly
lessening the value of the goals embedded in Chelsea’s plan.*

A second problem for transparency was the extremely tech-
nical nature of many outcomes measures. For instance, one of
Chicopee’s goals is worded:
Based on a 6 year target, Chicopee Public Schools will reach
Math CPI goal of 85.4% (2016 80.3) for all students (grades
3-8, 10). At least 2.1% gain in CPI for remaining years to
reach state determined goal.

What Makes a Goal SMART?

While guidance from DESE specifically discourages this prac-
tice—stating “it is imperative that [outcomes] are framed in
a way that helps make them meaningful to and easily un-
derstood by the public—in almost every instance of diffi-
cult-to-interpret goals, the district had simply incorporated a
complex accountability measure developed by the state.

Though less common, a final issue was the inclusion of too
many measures without assigning priority among them. New
Bedfords plan includes 60 “student learning” and “teacher
practice” goals. Establishing so many un-tiered goals is likely to
weaken accountability for targeted results. Even with less than
half this number, Fall River’s list of outcome measures (24) is
difficult to digest.

The Gateway City school improvement plans in our sample were
more likely to contain outcomes (15 of 16), but the same short-
comings limited their value for accountability purposes. These
15 school improvement plans included 169 items described as
outcomes or goals, but again, our review found that only about
one-third of these measures actually met SMART goal criteria.

If we look at our sample of schools and districts and ask what
percentage of their plans include measurable outcome goals
tied directly to the accomplishments of students, the answer is
disappointing. Two-thirds of district and half of school plans
do not contain measurable goals with respect to actual stu-
dent outcomes (Figure 1).

“SMART” (affixed to “goal”) is an acronym commonly used in the world of strategic planning, but with slightly varying
terms. The initials S and M generally refer to specific and measurable. The latter three letters often connote achievable,
relevant, and time-bound. The Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education, like many other
states, sets forth the acronym’s terms as Specific and Strategic; Measurable; Action-Oriented; Rigorous, Realistic, and
Results-Focused; and Timed and Tracked.

Since some of the terms in the Commonwealth’s definition are somewhat subjective, we focus on the acronym’s
Measureable and Timed and Tracked features to determine whether specific targets are indeed SMART. For instance, a
stand-alone goal such as “utilize core instructional program to drive small group instruction” is clearly not measurable
as constructed and therefore fails to meet the SMART standard. Likewise, an outcome measure such as “10% increase
in students scoring advanced in ELA” that does not specify the timeframe for achieving the result, also fails to meet

SMART goal objectives. Appendix A includes a full compendium of the goals we analyzed and whether we classified them
as SMART.
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2. Few Gateway City improvement plans create
local accountability for areas of student learning
that are not a part of the state’s accountability
formula.

The plans we reviewed demonstrated that Gateway Cities are
not exercising local control to create more well-rounded learn-
ing experiences for their students. To the contrary, school and
district plans document the extent to which state and federal
accountability has become the organizing focus of Gateway
City schools (Figure 2). The descriptive language in the out-
come section of Lynn’s district plan is telling. As if the com-
munity had no authority to set its own strategic priorities, they
write: “Our major goals have been established by the No Child
Left Behind (NCLB) Waiver Plan”

Only four Gateway City districts included measureable stu-
dent learning goals that were not already present in the state’s
accountability formula at the time the plans were crafted.’
And these measures had little relation to college and career
readiness (CCR), the most glaring weakness in the state’s
accountability formula. Chicopee did include a well-crafted
goal to increase the percentage of high school graduates who
have completed MassCore to 50 percent.® But this was an ex-
treme outlier. A few districts included CCR goals, but unlike
Chicopee, they did not establish a target. For instance, Salem
and Springfield both call for increasing the share of students
with Advanced Placement qualifying scores, but neither dis-
trict recorded a baseline or target for this measure.

The absence of CCR goals was particularly troublesome in the
school improvement plans. High schools comprised 7 of the 16
schools in our sample. Haverhill High was the only school to
mention student success in post-secondary education. But not
only did the plan fail to include a target, the language calling for
“greater participation in post-secondary admissions to higher
education” was rather confusing. Many of the school improve-
ment plans focused overwhelmingly on goals relating to in-
structional practices rather than to actual student outcomes.

3. A majority of Gateway City superintendents

are not evaluated on objective measures of
student learning.

Regulations established by the Massachusetts Board of Ele-
mentary and Secondary Education guide the development of
annual superintendent evaluations. These regulations specif-
ically call for superintendents to set SMART goals for them-

Figure 1:

Share of Gateway City District and School
Improvement Plans with Measurahble Student
Learning Goals

School Plans

District Plans

8,50%

8, 50%

I Plans without measurable student learning goals

Plans with measurable student learning goals

Figure 2:

Share of Gateway City District and School
Improvement Plans with Measurable Student
Learning Outcomes that are Not Included in the
State Accountability Formula

District Plans School Plans

11, 69%

Il Prlans without measurable student learning outcomes that
are not included in the state formula

Plans with measurable student learning outcomes that are
not included in the state formula
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selves related to student learning; school committees must
consider progress on these SMART goals in their evaluation
of superintendent performance.’

Our sample includes the goals set by 13 Gateway City super-
intendents. A majority (7 of 13) of these superintendents did
not establish any SMART goals for themselves.

Lack of measurable goals clearly makes it difficult for school
committee members to evaluate superintendent performance
objectively. Our review of superintendent evaluations shows
that school committees frequently submit reports with widely
varying appraisals among individual members as to whether
a superintendent has achieved his or her goals.?

However, goals established by a handful of superintendents
do provide models for how Gateway Cities can prioritize stu-
dent learning outcomes in areas that extend beyond state and
federal accountability. For instance, Salem’s superintendent
set a discrete number of SMART goals, some drawn from
state accountability and others established locally through
a strategic planning process (see sidebar, p. 31). Chicopee’s
exemplary measure to increase MassCore completion was in-
cluded in the superintendent’s self-determined goals. While
school committee members still assigned varying ratings
to the superintendent for performance on this objective
measure, at least the process of establishing the measure led
to greater transparency and accountability for results on a
student learning measure not included in the state ranking
formula.

DESE’s District Reviews Consistently Reveal Shortcomings in Improvement Plans

DESE conducts comprehensive district
reviews, generally focusing on lower
performing districts. The agency uses
these reports to establish priorities
for allocating its resources. Findings
contained in these reports, which are
publically available on DESE’s website,
are directly in line with our analysis of
the Gateway City improvement plans.®

The DESE team visiting Haverhill put it
most bluntly: “The district does not have
a current, comprehensive, actionable
District Improvement Plan.” Other dis-
trict reviews find an assortment of less
glaring problems. For instance, the 2016
Fall River report says that while the dis-
trict and schools have plans, the district
“has not designated staff with primary
responsibilities for planning and imple-
menting priorities.” The 2014 Brockton
report notes that the “link between
district goals and budget development
was unclear to the review team. Dis-
trict budget documents do not provide
comprehensive, transparent information
about how resources were allocated to
support district goals.”

DESE reviewers also find that districts
with seemingly strong plans, such as
Malden, often fail to implement them.
A 2017 report on Malden detailed a
host of troubles:

+ “The 2015 DIP is not driving planning or
decision-making at the district level.”

+ “School committee members had lit-
tle knowledge of the plan and most
members did not report a focus on
improving student achievement.”

- “Central office administrators, direc-
tors, and principals reported that
little attention has been paid to the
2015 DIP.”

- “The DIP does not appear on the dis-
trict’s website; instead, the ‘District
Strategy,” dated 2011-2012, is cur-
rently on the website.”

A 2017 review of the Pittsfield Public
Schools that was generally very positive
also raised concerns with the district
plan. In a high-level finding, the review
team writes: “The district’s District Im-
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provement Plan (DIP) and School Im-
provement Plans (SIPs) do not have mea-
sureable goals and are missing some
important components.” Interestingly,
they go on to note that the district’s pre-
vious planning process had produced a
DIP that was 140 pages long. Now Pitts-
field wanted a shorter plan that was “a
more realistic, meaningful, living docu-
ment understandable to educators, par-
ents, and community members.”

The most hopeful review is also the
most recent, and it contrasts sharply
with our analysis of Springfield’s dis-
trict plan, which found no measurable
goals. DESE’s 2018 report on Spring-
field glowingly describes the district’s
efforts to leverage data for improve-
ment: “The use of data is pervasive in
the district. The district has well-orga-
nized systems to collect, disseminate,
analyze, and use multiple sets of quan-
titative data to guide improvement,
monitor progress in a timely way, and
inform all aspects of decision-making
related to teaching and learning.”




Discussion

Academic research on local accountability is extremely lim-
ited. Most scholars approach the topic tangentially—that is,
indirectly through primary analysis of another research topic.
While there has been a recent uptick in studies on the efficacy
of strategic planning in education, even this body of litera-
ture is thin in relation to local accountability practice—which
is surprising given that most US public schools are required
by law to engage in school- and district-level improvement
planning on a regular basis. Nonetheless, some studies shed
light on the tight relationship between effective improvement
planning and robust local accountability practices.

Volumes of management research says strategic planning helps
leaders establish priorities and goals, develop intentional strat-
egies, and gain buy-in from staff and other key stakeholders."
Strategic plans provide an impetus to innovate or, put another
way, to help prevent organizational stagnation. Strategic plan-
ning can also alter power dynamics within an organization,
a process that could be crucial in Gateway Cities looking to
invent news ways of serving students and families in the 21*
century."" These findings suggest that strategic planning could
provide value to public education, particularly in urban schools
where leaders confront serious daily challenges and find it diffi-
cult to organize new initiatives with long-term focus.

Studies showing that strategic planning may not be an effec-
tive use of time and resources in education are equally plen-
tiful, however. School plans may simply codify practices that
are already common rather than pushing educators to pursue
new, unknown practices. Tenured faculty have strong job pro-
tections, so those who do not buy into the plan may not strive
to see it succeed. And in urban districts, high turnover of su-
perintendents and principals is often a major impediment to
implementing strategic plans.

Only a few studies have explored the connection between
strategic improvement planning and student achievement.
Using data from a large number of schools in Nevada, the
most rigorous study to date found that students in schools
with higher-quality plans had better test scores, controlling
for a variety of other factors. (More specifically, the Nevada
schools that established goals with clearly delineated time
frames and frequently monitored their progress tended to
have the most student test-score improvement).'?

But the literature suggests that such plans are rare. Numer-
ous studies, including several in Massachusetts, show that
educators view improvement planning as a routine exercise
in compliance.”* Reviews have found that school plans often
lack detail and are overly optimistic about results. At the other
extreme, many plans include a prodigious number of strategic
initiatives, overwhelming teachers.

From the perspective of local accountability, the most interest-
ing study we reviewed was a recent Harvard Graduate School
of Education doctoral dissertation by Bob Ettinger, who part-
nered with the Cambridge Public Schools. After a year in res-
idency experimenting with teams of Cambridge educators to
improve strategic planning processes, he concluded that these
efforts can only be productive when they are employed in an
environment where local accountability is strong.**

Ettinger notes that leading scholars of accountability have
found that increasing external accountability (i.e., state and
federal sanctions) can make schools more dysfunctional if
they do not have well-developed internal accountability struc-
tures (i.e., high levels of agreement on norms, values, and ex-
pectations). Conversely, increasing external accountability in
schools with high internal accountability can produce positive
results, giving them additional drive and focus."

Policy Recommendations

School and district improvement plans are a window into lo-
cal accountability practice. As detailed above, current Gate-
way City plans lack measurable student learning goals and fail
to build upon the limited set of measures established by state
and federal accountability. This is a strong indication that lo-
cal accountability is underdeveloped, which should come as
no surprise: Gateway City educators have been under intense
state and federal accountability pressure. For many local ed-
ucators, this oversight is a disincentive to formally commit to
achieving results in areas that are not components of the state
and federal formula. Our findings should serve as a wake-up
call. State policymakers must work to position communities
to exercise more robust accountability locally. Toward this
end, we conclude with three ideas for consideration:
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1. Incentivize high-quality school and district
improvement planning.

To build greater levels of internal accountability within schools
and districts, Massachusetts needs to structure incentives in
ways that challenge local educators to establish transparent, re-
alistic, and measurable goals. Ettinger advances this argument
by quoting Jim Liebman, former chief accountability officer for
the New York City Department of Education: “If we want the
lever of accountability to be as powerful as possible, we have to
provide ways for schools to build their capacity to be relatively
self-sufficient in evaluating themselves every day”

State incentives to improve planning practices could come in
the form of direct rewards. For instance, schools and districts
that submit strong improvement plans might receive relief
from other reporting requirements. The state could also offer
bonus points in its accountability formula for schools and dis-
tricts that take on extra responsibility for improving student
outcomes.

Alternatively, the state could incentivize stronger improvement
planning by focusing greater attention on these documents.
For example, the state could require public hearings on school
and district improvement plans to raise more awareness of
them. Or the state could simply work to make the documents
more accessible. (We were unable to retrieve one-third of the

district plans on the districts’ public websites. Annual school
improvement plans were even more difficult to locate online,
especially the most current versions of the document). While
DESE maintains an accountability webpage for every school in
Massachusetts, these plans are not included. Posting current
school and district improvement plans on this site, thereby
making this information more readily accessible to the public,
is a relatively simple way to heighten accountability.

To establish trust with schools and districts, the state should
proceed with caution before creating new mandates in this
area. However, to create local accountability and shared re-
sponsibility for school improvement, the community must
be aware of strategic priorities and progress toward meeting
them. Where appropriate, the state should facilitate efforts to
increase access to this information.

2. Invest in new models to help communities en-

hance school and district improvement planning

practices.

Even with strong incentives in place, Gateway Cities that
serve high-need student populations will have difficulty carv-
ing out time and resources to plan for change. The state must
develop a variety of models to provide support, striking a
careful balance between under-resourcing efforts to provide
technical assistance and over-mediating plan development.

School and District Improvement Plans in State and Federal Law

The requirement that all school princi-
pals work in consultation with school
site councils to develop annual School
Improvement Plans was a cornerstone
of Massachusetts’ 1993 education re-
form act.? Legislation requiring school
districts to produce District Improve-
ment Plans on three-year cycles came
a decade later in a bill whose primary
purpose was the reduction of munic-
ipal reporting. DIPs were a vehicle to
consolidate all planning requirements
established by previous state and fed-
eral laws.

Since their initial passage, these two

planning requirements have been re-
vised repeatedly, changing the role
of school committees in reviewing
and approving school improvement
plans, codifying the relationships be-
tween school site councils and other
parent advisory groups, and requiring
schools that serve high percentages
of English Language Learners to in-
clude provisions for improving learn-
ing outcomes for those students.?

At the federal level, the No Child Left
Behind Act (2001) required all schools
designated in need of improvement
to develop plans. The 2015 Every Stu-
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dent Succeeds Act (ESSA), NCLB’s suc-
cessor, calls on the lowest 5 percent
of schools, schools with consistently
underperforming subgroups, and high
schools with chronically low graduation
rates to work with their districts to sub-
mit an improvement plan to the state.

Under ESSA, schools and districts must
show that the strategies proposed in
their plans are evidence-based. States
are instructed to prioritize improve-
ment grants for schools and districts
whose plans demonstrate a strong
commitment to improving student
outcomes.




Experience shows that a planning process driven too heavily
by state-funded consultants is apt to result in a “pretty” docu-
ment that schools and communities do not own and will not
faithfully implement.

One model focuses on training principals to lead more dy-
namic planning efforts, helping them bring educators and
community partners together to develop concise plans,
monitor progress over shorter time horizons, and regularly
re-evaluate their strategies. School improvement fashioned
in this manner can enhance school culture by strengthening
collaboration between teachers, administrators, and com-
munity leaders. Boston has gained considerable experience
deploying this model in what it calls school-based inquiry
teams. State policymakers should tap learnings from Boston
and elsewhere to design models that could work in districts
that lack resources and capacity to provide schools leaders
with this level of coaching and support.

Another promising approach is to network schools so that
they can collaboratively identify objectives, and test and refine
strategies to meet shared goals. A recent meta-analysis found
that this model increases use of data, shared decision-making,
and the “efficacy of school systems”

3. Use additional Chapter 70 funds to support
innovation.

Reluctance to commit to measureable improvements in stu-
dent learning beyond that required by state and federal ac-
countability policy may at least partially be the result of re-
source limitations; if leaders believe resources are insufficient
to get all students to basic proficiency targets, they may well
see it as imprudent to push their systems to go beyond already
established core academic learning thresholds.

Schools and districts that want to go deeper may simply
lack the time and money to plan for the technically difficult
change required to bring about these outcomes. The state of-
ten provides grants for innovation in the public education
sector, but the timing of these funds has been unpredictable
and often misaligned with the school calendar. Many schools
and districts have invested time and energy developing pro-
grams only to see their grant funding eliminated through 9C
cuts. And too often the allotted funds are insufficient to craft
high-quality interventions in the first place.

Emerging Gateway City Models: The Salem
Public Schools

In 2016, he Salem Public Schools—working with New
Profit, a venture philanthropy that specializes in leading
innovation in public education—raised funds privately
to facilitate an intensive strategic planning process.
Seventy staff participated in half a dozen work teams.
They conducted focus groups and a survey to get ad-
ditional input from teachers. They also held three City-
wide Conversations, including one led in Spanish, and
solicited responses to a community-wide survey. All of
this effort led to 49-page plan to establish strategic
priorities for the district between 2017 and 2022.

The document did not include visible and transparent
performance goals, though it did include a set of out-
come measures to demonstrate success. What is most
notable is the superintendent’s commitment to being
held responsible for results. Her goals translate targets
for progress on the state’s accountability measures
into plain English (e.g., “decrease the performance gap
Salem Public Schools has with the state on the percent
of Meets and Exceeds Expectations in ELA, Math and
Science in grades 3-8 by at least 20%”). She also takes
responsibility for increasing college and career readi-
ness (e.g., “increase the enrollment and diversity in AP
courses by 10%” and “increase to 100% the number of
high school seniors who will apply to college and/or
have a postsecondary education plan.”)

While, on the whole, the measures Salem is employing
to evaluate success are still overwhelming oriented to-
ward state and federal accountability outcomes, it is
also notable that the city is now developing a much
broader plan in partnership with the Education Rede-
sign Lab at the Harvard Graduate School of Education.
This strategy spans beyond the public schools and into
the community to ensure that all of the youth-serving
systems are aligned and operating strategically to im-
prove student outcomes across multiple domains.
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The state should set aside a portion of the dollars it plans to
inject into the Chapter 70 formula for an innovation fund.
This dedicated financing would provide reliable multi-year
funding that is sorely lacking for schools and districts that
want to adequately resource and staff complex initiatives that
result in systemic change. Rather than limiting communities
to investments in a set of discrete practices determined by the
state, this fund should offer communities wide latitude to sow
innovation. To encourage local accountability practice, appli-
cations for these grants should be judged on both the merits
of the proposed intervention and the overall quality of the
school and district improvement plans.

One of the more noticeable shortcomings of current Gateway
City school and district improvement plans is that they are
devoid of information about resource allocation. Of all the
plans reviewed, only Haverhill’s included space to identify re-
source requirements for the plan’s strategic initiatives (and for
most initiatives, Haverhill’s planners left this column blank).

Combined with the incentive structures and practices de-
scribed in recommendations 1 and 2, and the funding to
seed innovation outlined here, state policymakers could
change the dynamic whereby schools and districts struggle
to identify resources and commit to demonstrable outcomes
in their improvement strategies. It is difficult to overstate the
transformative effects these policy changes could have on
communities, positioning them to adapt more rapidly to
change and to continuously improve student learning out-
comes. However, as described in the third and final paper in
this series, to take root these policy changes must be coordi-
nated with efforts to strengthen the school and district gov-
erning bodies that are ultimately responsible for providing
local accountability.

Methodology

MassINC requested school superintendent performance eval-
uations and goal-setting sheets (the template superintendents
use to establish district goals for school committee to review
when conducting their evaluations per state law and regula-
tion). These records requests were filed in 24 of the state’s 26
Gateway Cities (excluding two in state receivership). Sixteen
cities responded in whole or in part. For this sample of 16
districts, we searched online (i.e., visits to school and dis-
trict websites and Google keyword searches) to obtain recent
school and district improvement plans. In a few instances
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where these documents could not be located online, we fol-
lowed up with administrative offices to obtain them.

While most schools and districts use the improvement plan
template provided by DESE, they often leave the outcome
section blank. Several schools and districts place outcomes in
the strategic objectives and strategic initiatives sections of the
document. A handful use their own planning documents. In
determining what to cover in our analysis, we dealt with these
inconsistencies by including any item described as a “goal”
or “outcome,” or which used wording that clearly conformed
with SMART goal protocol.

As noted earlier, the Massachusetts Department of Elementa-
ry and Secondary Education defines SMART goals as Specific
and Strategic; Measurable; Action-Oriented; Rigorous, Realis-
tic, and Results-Focused; and Timed and Tracked. Since some
of the terms in this definition are subjective, we focused on
the Measureable and Timed and Tracked classifications when
determining whether measures were genuinely SMART.

Even with these narrower parameters, we often had difficulty
conducting a thorough comparative analysis, particularly with
regard to timeliness. For example, while the language of a given
goal may not have included a time dimension, in some cases it
was clear from the document that the intention was to achieve
the result within the plan’s time frame (e.g., by 2018 in a 2016-
t0-2018 plan) or with a time frame described elsewhere. As a
result, we were forced to infer some of this critical information.

The online appendix includes a full compendium of all of the
goals we analyzed and whether we classified them as SMART.
In addition, a file posted online with this report provides all
of the plans reviewed for this analysis.

Online Appendices
1. Improvement Plan Measures
2. School and District Improvement Plan Sample



Notes

1

10

11

12

13

The first paper in this series terms this theory of action “social accountabil-
ity” and reviews the underlying conditions that produce it in more detail.

See http://www.doe.mass.edu/research/success/setting-outcomes-tar-
gets.docx.

State law defines 26 Gateway municipalities; however, two districts
(Holyoke and Lawrence) were excluded from the sample because they
are currently under state receivership.

From Chelsea’s District Improvement Plan: “SMART Goal 1: By the end of
the 2017-2018 school year, Chelsea educators will effectively deliver MA
frameworks aligned lessons and purposeful teaching in order to impact
student growth and achievement. Growth will be measured through learn-
ing walks, observations and feedback, targeted professional development
offerings, and student performance. SMART Goal 2: By the end of 2017-
2018, Chelsea educators will use trauma informed practices to build
social emotional learning competencies. Educators will create safe and
supportive classroom climates and school environments in order to posi-
tively impact student growth and achievement. Growth will be measured
through learning walks, observations and feedback, targeted professional
development offerings, self assessment, and student performance.”

Interestingly, about half of these measures are now a part of state
accountability indicators: five-year graduation rates, English language
acquisition for ELLs, and chronic absenteeism.

Adopted by the Board of Education in 2007 and amended in 2018,
MassCore is a rigorous program of study intended to prepare students
for college and workforce expectations. MassCore requirements include
completion of four units of English, four units of math, three units

of a lab-based science, three units of history, two units of a foreign
language, one unit of the arts, and five additional “core” courses. Many
view MassCore as a stronger predictor of college and career readiness
than a student’s achievement on standardized tests.

See “The Massachusetts Model System for Educator Evaluation Part VI:
Implementation Guide for Superintendent Evaluation” (Malden, MA: Mas-
sachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education, 2012).

Even on objective measures, school committee members often voted
differently. This was the case in Chicopee.

See http://www.doe.mass.edu/accountability/district-review

C. Chet Miller and Laura B. Cardinal. “Strategic Planning and Firm Per-
formance: A Synthesis of More than Two Decades of Research.” Academy
of Management Journal 37.6 (1994).

A. Paul Spee and Paula Jarzabkowski. “Strategic Planning as Communi-
cative Process.” Organization Studies 32.9 (2011), 1217-1245.

Kenneth E. Fernandez. “Evaluating School Improvement Plans and Their
Effect on Academic Performance.” Educational Policy 25.2 (2011), 338-367;
David J. Huber and James M. Conway. “The Effect of School Improvement
Planning on Student Achievement.” Planning & Changing 46 (2015).

D.M. Dunaway and others. “Superintendents’ Perceptions of the School
Improvement Planning Process in the Southeastern USA.” Educational
Management Administration & Leadership 42.4 (2014); “Perceptions of

14
15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

the Purpose and Value of the School Improvement Plan Process.” The
Educational Forum 76.2 (2012); Robert Ettinger. “Shifting From a Plan to
a Process: School Improvement Plans in the Cambridge Public Schools.”
Ph. D. diss, Harvard Graduate School of Education, 2015. L. Bell. “Strate-
gic Planning and School Management: Full of Sound and Fury, Signifying
Nothing?” Journal of Educational Administration 40.5 (2002).

Ettinger (2015).

Specifically, Ettinger cites Michael Fullan. The New Meaning of Educa-
tional Change, 4th edition. (New York: Teachers College Press, 2007),
and Richard Elmore. “The Problem of Capacity in the (Re)Design of
Educational Accountability Systems” in M.A. Rebell and J.R. Wolff, eds.
NCLB at the Crossroads: Reexamining the Federal Effort to Close the
Achievement Gap (New York: Teachers College Press, 2002).

Another quantitative analysis of the Nevada data found that schools
that do not conform with outside pressure and build plans that show
true independence tend to have significantly higher student achieve-
ment than “prettier” plans that conform with external expectations. See
D.B. Reeves. The Learning Leader: How to Focus School Improvement for
Better Results (Alexandria, VA: Association for Supervision and Curricu-
lum Development, 2006).

T.E. Kaufman and others. Collaborative School Improvement: Eight Prac-
tices for District-School Partnerships to Transform Teaching and Learning.
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard Education Press, 2012): J.E. Talbert. “Collabo-
rative Inquiry to Expand Student Success” in J.A. 0'Day and others, eds.
Education Reform in New York City: Ambitious Change in the Nation’s Most
Complex School System (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Education Press, 2011).

K.0. Strunk and others. “The Best Laid Plans: An Examination of School
Plan Quality and Implementation in a School Improvement Initiative.”
Educational Administration Quarterly, 52.2 (2016).

Meghan Lockwood, Meghan (2017). “Refining the Art of Coaching: Organi-
zational Learning on a District Data Inquiry Team.” Ph.D diss, Harvard Grad-
uate School of Education, 2017. See also R. Gallimore and others. “Moving
the Learning of Teaching Closer to Practice: Teacher Education Implications
of School Based Inquiry Teams” Elementary School Journal 109.5 (2009);
and J.E. Talbert and others. Developing School Capacity for Inquiry-based
Improvement: Progress, Challenges, and Resources (Palo Alto, CA: Stanford
University Center for Research on the Context of Teaching, 2010. (Retrieved
from https://vwww.baruch.cuny.edu/spa/researchcenters/documents/NVPS-
SAMProgramEvalua tionNovember2010.pdf)

Bruna Barletta and others. “Networks for School Improvement: A Review
of the Literature” (New York, NY: Columbia University Center for Public
Research and Leadership, 2018).

See Chapter 71, Sections 29 (creating MGL Chapter 69, Section 11 per-
taining to school improvement plans); Chapter 71, Section 53 (creating
MGL Chapter 71, Section 59¢ pertaining to school site councils).

See Chapter 159, Section 148 of the Acts of 2000; Chapter 218, Section
13 of the Acts of 2002; Chapter 46, Section 82 of the Acts of 2003;
Chapter 255, Section 2 of the Acts of 2016; Chapter 138, Section 26 of
the Acts of 2017.

LOCAL ACCOUNTABILITY: PARTII 33



Part III:
Governing Local
Accountability

The Health of School Committees
and Councils in Gateway Cities

Part Three in a Series of Three Papers



Introduction

The first paper in this series called on communities to establish
local accountability practices that complement and augment
state and federal accountability frameworks. Using Gateway
City school and district improvement plans as our gauge, the
second paper argued that communities are not currently sup-
plementing state and federal accountability in this manner. In
this third and final paper, we trace the dearth of local account-
ability practice to fundamental weaknesses in our governing
institutions at both the school and the district levels.

Massachusetts law tasks school councils—governing bodies
composed of principals, teachers, parents, community mem-
bers, and students (in the case of high schools)—with devel-
oping school improvement plans that include measurable stra-
tegic goals. School commiittees are similarly tasked to approve
district improvement plans and to oversee superintendents
charged with meeting their objectives. In the second paper,
we analyzed both types of plans and found that they rarely in-
clude such goals, leaving school councils and districts lacking
in their performance of this critical governance function. The
absence of transparent and well-formulated goals in school and
district plans suggests that communities could do much more
to heighten accountability for improved performance both in
academics (the core of state and federal accountability policy)
and in other areas of student learning, consistent with local val-
ues and priorities.

To better understand why school committees and councils
struggle to provide this form of local accountability, we exam-
ine data from three sources: an online survey we conducted of
randomly sampled school council members, results from the
most recent Gateway City school committee elections, and
various bodies of academic research relating to school gov-
ernance and accountability. This three-dimensional approach
illuminates structural problems and provides perspective on
how education policymakers might better position Massa-
chusetts communities to respond to governance challenges
that undermine local accountability practices.

Findings

1. Survey responses suggest that most school
councils do not play a meaningful role in school
governance.

While Massachusetts has had school councils in place for over
two decades, there has been very little research examining their
function and performance.! To learn more, we collected 149
responses to an online survey we conducted of school council
members across the state.”

We found that fewer than one-third of respondents “agree”
or “strongly agree” that their councils have influence over the
hiring of principals, or decisions regarding the school bud-
get. Only 15 percent agree when asked if their school council
shapes curriculum, and just 12 percent report influence over
the hiring of teachers. Even in operational areas that seem par-
ticularly suited to school councils, such as engaging communi-
ty partners and communicating strategic priorities to parents,
less than half of members surveyed agree that their council per-
forms such functions (Figure 1).

Most concerning is the limited role school councils play as gov-
erning bodies charged with establishing strategic priorities. Con-
sistent with findings from the second paper in this series, less
than half of school council members report setting measurable
goals for academic learning in a school improvement plan. A
small majority (58 percent) “agree” or “strongly agree” that their
school councils produce improvement plans with nonacademic
measures of a well-rounded educational experience.

Two patterns stand out in this area of questioning. First, re-
sponses from urban districts diverge from answers provided by
others. While school council members from urban districts re-
port slightly more agreement when asked about their influence
in budgeting and hiring, they are significantly less likely to agree
that their plans include measures of academic learning (28 per-
cent of urban respondents vs. 46 percent of respondents from
suburban or rural districts) or goals related to nonacademic
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measures of a well-rounded educational experience (41 percent
of urban respondents vs. 57 percent of respondents from subur-
ban or rural districts). Second, as evident in Figure 1, respons-
es to these questions vary considerably between principals and
other school council members: over 80 percent of principals say
their improvement plans include measures of a well-rounded
education, compared with just 42 percent of the teachers, par-
ents, and community members surveyed.

Comments provided to open-ended questions suggest school
council members have real role confusion, with little agree-
ment or understanding about what function these bodies
serve. Several principals suggested that councils are adviso-
ry bodies, not actual boards with responsibilities for shared
decision-making in establishing strategic priorities. Many

parents felt that principals see the councils as less-than-use-
tul advisory bodies, as “window dressing” without real value,
necessary only for compliance purposes. One parent wrote:

I always wondered about our role. I asked our principal,
but never got a response. Nor did we read anything about
our role. We never shared the info we received with any
parents, unless it was just one on one, with friends, etc.

While overall the survey results indicate that most Massachu-
setts school councils are not performing their statutory func-
tions, a handful of respondents report that their councils are
effective collaborative bodies. Several principals took time to
underscore their belief that school councils can serve import-
ant purposes. For example, one principal shared:

Figure 1:
Percent Who “Agree” or “Strongly Agree” that School Councils Perform Each Function
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As a principal, I work very hard to maintain a strong School
Council. I think this has been successful, but it seems
somewhat unusual. I don't think that state or district forces
have been very helpful in supporting or maintaining these
groups—it really falls almost 100% on the principal.

2. The current weak state of school councils has
implications for parent engagement and leader-
ship development.

Any discussion about the value of school councils as govern-
ing bodies must also consider the important role these insti-
tutions could play engaging parents and developing them as
civic leaders.

School councils clearly struggle to identify parents willing
and able to serve. Only about one-third of parent members
responding to the survey report obtaining their seat through
a competitive election. Recruitment challenges surfaced re-
peatedly in open-ended comments; several respondents sug-
gested that finding parents to serve is especially difficult in
urban districts with high enrollment churn. Others noted
that their school councils struggle to recruit a diverse mem-
bership, and they see the resulting imbalance as a source of
institutional racism within their community.

As school councils function presently, the time commitment
of membership alone does not appear to be the most formida-
ble barrier to parent participation. About two-thirds of par-
ent members report spending less than an hour per week on

school-council-related matters, and generally councils meet
just once a month (70 percent) during the school year.

The failure to provide a formative and meaningful experience
might contribute to lack of participation. The vast majority of
parents (71 percent) on school councils indicate that they sought
council seats in order to help improve their schools, as opposed
to helping to keep an already strong school healthy (18 percent)
or out of a desire to get involved in the community (5 percent).

In addition to expressing frustration with the limited role of
their councils, two-thirds of parents say they had no training
to prepare them for serving. To the extent that training did
occur, which about one-quarter of the parents received, it was
largely limited to learning about school council functions. Far
fewer received training in how to build valuable skills in ar-
eas such as budgeting (8 percent), parent engagement (5 per-
cent), or strategic planning and goal setting (3 percent).

3. With few candidates vying for seats, Gateway
City school committee elections are extremely
uncompetitive.

In Gateway Cities with limited leadership pipelines, lack of
leadership development at the school council level means that
fewer citizens are prepared to seek seats on school commit-
tees. While competition is not always a positive for improved
school performance, as we will discuss in the next section,
many Gateway Cities have a critically low number of candi-
dates seeking school committee positions.

Figure 2:
Competitiveness of At-Large School Committee Elections, 2017
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In 2017 elections for at-large school committee seats in Gate-
way Cities, on average, there were just 1.5 candidates per seat
(Figure 2). With 185,000 residents, for example, Worcester
fielded only seven candidates for six at-large seats. In more
than one-quarter of Gateway Cities (6 of 22), the number
of at-large candidates equaled the number of at-large seats,
meaning that each person running automatically won a seat.

Competition was equally low in school committee ward races
in 2017 (see Figure 3). Only one of six and two of nine ward
seats in Attleboro and Chicopee, respectively, were contested.
In Chelsea, none of the eight ward seats saw a competitive
election. In fact, two of the wards drew no candidates until
concerned citizens stepped forward at the last minute and
sought the positions as write-in candidates.

In the 44 ward races where incumbents sought to retain their
seats, only 13 faced a challenger, which means fully 70 percent
of incumbents on Gateway City school committees ran unop-
posed. And among the incumbents with challengers, only two
lost. Overall, 95 percent of incumbents held on to their seats.

4. Gateway City school committees lack both
racial and ethnic diversity, as well as gender
balance.

Structural challenges that make it difficult to achieve racial and
ethnic balance on Gateway City school committees are particu-
lar cause for concern. Figure 4 shows that, on average, the stu-
dent population of Gateway City school districts is nearly two-
thirds (64 percent) nonwhite. Just 14 percent of full-time staff in

Figure 3:

Gateway City schools are nonwhite. Research presented in the
next section reveals a strong link between the racial and ethnic
composition of staft and school committee members. Our analy-
sis of Gateway City school committees finds nonwhite members
hold only 11 percent of seats; more than half of Gateway Cities
(13 of 24) have no nonwhite school committee members.

Gender disparities are also prevalent. Less than 40 percent of
Gateway City school committee members are women, yet
women comprise 80 percent of staff in Gateway City school
districts. Several Gateway City school committees are
extremely unbalanced by gender. No women at all sit on Fall
River’s seven-member school committee. Everett’s nine-mem-
ber board and New Bedford’s seven-member board each has
just a single woman. And just two of seven school committee
members in Haverhill, Lowell, Lynn, Peabody, Pittsfield and
Quincy are women. Highlighting these extremes further, not
one Gateway City school committee is as unbalanced by gen-
der in the opposite direction.

Discussion

Our data show little evidence of local accountability practices
in Gateway Cities, and academic research on education gov-
ernance helps to explain why. Beginning with school-level
governance and working our way up to school-committee
and district-level governance, we explore and contextualize
this literature below.

Competitiveness of School Committee Ward Elections, 2017
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Figure 4:

Percentage of Nonwhite vs. White Representation
in Gateway City Student Bodies, School Staff, and
School Committees, 2017

I students
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Il school

Committee
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Source: Authors’ analysis of data from Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary
Education

1. Increasing local accountability through school
autonomy initiatives.

Perspective on the functioning of school councils in Massa-
chusetts can be found in closely related research on school
autonomy initiatives across the United States. For decades,
education reformers experimented with granting more deci-
sion-making authority to individual schools. Although it has
been underappreciated, research on this period of experimen-
tation reveals that the success of these autonomy initiatives
ultimately hinged on their ability to foster a stronger culture
of accountability within the school community.

The first iteration of efforts to provide individual schools with
greater autonomy began in the 1960s and ’70s, and accelerated
through the ’80s. A variety of forces precipitated the move to
what educators at the time called school-based management.
Civil rights-era political leaders wanted to empower commu-
nities to take ownership of their local schools, and, much like
today, they hoped to redirect central office spending back into
the classroom. Education policy leaders believed that allow-
ing school communities the freedom to innovate might help
them overcome constraints that make education inherently
difficult to change from the top down.*

The History and Function of School
Councils in Massachusetts

The 1993 Massachusetts Education Reform Act (MERA)
required all schools to form school councils.® Principals
co-chair school councils, and membership must include
teachers, parents, community members, and, in high
schools, at least one student. While schools can deter-
mine the number of members, the council must have an
equal number of parents and teachers, and the law calls
upon the school to see to it that the body is “broadly
representative” of the racial and ethnic diversity of the
school. The law also encourages the local Parent-Teach-
er organization to be the vehicle for electing parent
members to the school council. Teachers are selected
by a vote of the faculty.

The law describes four main areas of responsibility for
councils. They include assisting the principle in:1) Adopt-
ing educational goals for the school that are consistent
with local educational policies and statewide student
performance standards; 2) identifying the educational
needs of students attending the school; 3) reviewing
the annual school building budget; and 4) formulating a
school improvement plan. Matters related to collective
bargaining are the only are where the law specifically
prohibits school council involvement.

Massachusetts was not the first state to require par-
ent involvement in school governance. California, Flori-
da, Kentucky, and South Carolina all passed legislation
establishing school-based improvement councils with
parent participation before Massachusetts added the
requirement in the 1993 Education Reform Act. Feder-
al law also has a long tradition of involving parents in
school-level governance. In the 1970s, the federal El-
ementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) was
amended to require Title I schools to create parent ad-
visory councils. While the 1981 reauthorization of ESEA
eliminated this requirement, the 2001 No Child Left Be-
hind Act (NCLB) contained a number of provisions re-
lating to family involvement and parent participation in
school improvement.
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Researchers carefully followed these school-based manage-
ment efforts. By the 1990s, it was clear that the model had
not produced much improvement. Too often, school-based
management initiatives focused on governance rather than
improving teaching and learning, and most schools lacked
sufficient capacity to use their new authority constructively.®

In the 2000s, borrowing from the success of independently
governed charter schools, educators and education policy-
makers responded with a new wave of autonomy initiatives
that focused explicitly on driving improvement in instruc-
tion. Many of these efforts had baked-in accountability pro-
visions: if schools did not show demonstrable improvement,
they could lose their autonomy. Rather than making the ob-
jective simply to decentralize governance, these initiatives
concentrated on providing more flexibility in hiring, curric-
ulum, and scheduling. To the extent that these new forms of
autonomy included alternative approaches to school-level
governance, most often the innovation sought to facilitate
more collaboration between teachers and school administra-
tors. Drawing further from the lessons of the past, districts
also provided much more capacity building in order to posi-
tion their autonomous schools to thrive.®

While the evidence to date is still quite limited, it indicates
that many autonomous schools in the latest wave of experi-
mentation have risen to the challenge, producing substantial
gains in student performance.”

2. Increasing local accountability by engaging
families in school governance.

Family involvement in school governance is an established
component of state and federal law (see side bar) and the fo-
cus of several long-term research-practice partnerships.® This
gives us a large body of evidence to draw from as we think
about how local accountability practices activate parents to
advance school improvement by creating a culture of “social
accountability;,” as discussed in the two previous papers.

Research findings on family involvement in school governance
is mixed. In part, evaluators note that in many places the estab-
lishment of school governance bodies that include parents has
been extremely weak.® While the results are often disappoint-
ing, the literature reveals important lessons about the barriers
to successful engagement of families in school governance.
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First, if parents are to coalesce and contribute productively to
school improvement, inter-parental relationships are key. In
many urban districts, these relationships are severely limited
for a variety of reasons. Cities simply have more residential
churn, which disrupts relationships and makes it difficult for
many parents to justify an investment of time and energy
in new ones that are also likely to be short-lived. Also, city
schools often draw families from many cultural backgrounds.
This diversity enriches the school community but also makes
it less likely that parents will enter the system with established
relationships, and having less in common, they often encoun-
ter more difficulty forming new ties.'* In urban districts with
schools that are also socio-economically diverse, there are
real and perceived power differences between parents, which
creates yet another impediment to the formation of bonds."

Establishing trusting relationships between teachers and par-
ents is also more challenging in urban districts for reasons
similar to those stated above. Studies consistently find that
low-income parents often have difficulty interacting with
teachers and other school professionals due to status differ-
ences. This barrier may be compounded in schools with high
percentages of African-American parents, who often have
deep reservations stemming from their own youthful school
experiences with racial discrimination and conflict.'?

Schools that effectively engage parents in governance often begin
by first establishing trust. They ask and listen to parents to iden-
tify their concerns, rather than allowing the priorities of school
leaders to frame the relationship. In high-poverty neighbor-
hoods, schools also work to help families access basic services,
creating understanding and nurturing rapport before discussing
higher levels of parent involvement in school governance.

Schools that succeed in attracting parental participation in
school governance also provide a variety of types of involve-
ment, so that every parent has an opportunity to contribute and
form relationships. Ultimately, only a small number of parents
will likely participate in leadership activities. But with the ap-
proach outlined here, those who do become involved in school
governance will have more relationships with the larger body of
parents, who will in turn have a more meaningful connection
to the school community at-large. Together, these school com-
munities work to co-design and continuously improve new
programs with the full support of parent advocates."



3. Increasing local accountability through
high-functioning school committees.

Given the prevalence of school committees and their central
role in providing accountability for school performance, re-
search on their effectiveness in this area is surprisingly limited.
Still, several recent studies have drawn a clear line between how
school committees execute their accountability functions and
student achievement in the schools they oversee.'* Most nota-
bly, these studies suggest that school committees that produce
strategic plans with measurable goals do increase their district’s
performance on test scores and graduation rates.” Moreover,
they find, it is not the specific goals the school committee estab-
lishes that is most important, but rather finding unity of pur-
pose to provide strategic direction. Districts where commit-
tee members agree on the accountability outcomes they want
schools to produce are more successful at generating improve-
ments in student learning outcomes.'

Political scientists have researched the barriers democrati-
cally elected school committee members encounter in reach-
ing agreement on outcomes. These scholars note that charter
school boards do not face such constraints and are therefore
much more likely than traditional public school boards to de-
fine accountability goals based on student achievement gains."”
They also point to an intense disconnect between account-
ability outcomes and superintendent contracts. Similar to the
findings reported in the second paper in this series, academic
research shows that the contracts school committees negotiate
with superintendents rarely include accountability measures,
particularly measures related to narrowing achievement gaps
between student subgroups, which has been the central focus
of state and federal accountability efforts since NCLB.'®

Many scholars have probed the relationship between elect-
ed membership and school committee performance to bet-
ter understand why school committees have not assumed a
stronger role in providing accountability. Studies show that
citizens are more likely to vote and have more information
about the issues when school committee elections take place
at the same time as general elections.”” Similarly, students
have better learning outcomes in communities that select
school committee members in even-year, higher-turnout
elections.?” There is also evidence that school committees are
more responsive to citizens in the face of electoral competi-
tion, although studies do not find that such competition leads
directly to increases in test scores or graduation rates.”

4. Local accountability and school committee
diversity.

School committee diversity is an urgent topic in the context of
local accountability in most Gateway Cities, especially in view
of a significant body of evidence that school committees with
diverse membership heighten accountability and improve
student learning outcomes.

Studies show that parents of color feel better about the per-
formance of their schools when they live in districts with mi-
nority school committee members.?? Other research suggests
that they have good reason for such confidence: students of
color who attend schools in districts with minority school
committee members are less likely to be suspended, expelled,
or enrolled in special education, and more likely to take
higher-level classes.”

At least in part, these impacts stem from the connection be-
tween governance and hiring. School committees with more
diverse members seem to hold their systems accountable for
hiring more diverse administrators, and in turn, districts with
more diverse administrators hire more diverse educators.”

This pathway of diverse school committee membership lead-
ing to more diverse staffing patterns appears to be critical to
improving learning outcomes. Numerous studies show that
minority students fare better in schools with more minority
teachers, even when individual students do not themselves
have a minority teacher. Moreover, school districts with more
minority teachers have fewer minority students in special ed-
ucation, as well as lower rates of suspension and expulsion,
higher enrollments in upper-level classes, and higher gradua-
tion rates among students of color.”

Studies show that the composition of school populations of-
ten changes much faster than the demographic makeup of
school committees. From a fundraising perspective, the bar-
rier to entry is generally lower for candidates seeking these
seats compared with other elected positions, however, a va-
riety of other factors limit the ability of racial and ethnic mi-
norities to win school committee elections. Most prominent
among them is the all at-large structure, which is employed
in nearly two-thirds of Gateway City school districts.?® (In at-
large elections, candidates run citywide in multi-seat contests
and voters are allotted as many votes as there are seats. This
math allows one large neighborhood or cohesive voting block
to garner all of the seats).
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Lessons from Local School Councils in
Chicago

In 1988, the Illinois state legislature passed the Chica-
go School Reform Act, which replaced centralized con-
trol of the city’s schools with strong decision-making
power at the local level. The act created parent-dom-
inated local school councils, with power to hire and
fire principals and to approve the school budget. At
the same time, it increased the power of principals to
manage personnel, and enlarged the role of teachers
in decision-making, primarily by providing them with
seats on the council.

This reform initiative was the subject of a highly re-
garded seven-year study led by the University of Chi-
cago Consortium on School Research. The study found
that, on average, the reform led to significant improve-
ments in student learning outcomes. However, when
trust was lower among members of the school com-
munity, schools struggled to improve. The researchers
pointed to the role of principals. Schools with principals
who were able to build trust among all parties so that
they were in a position to use the power they gained
through decentralized decision-making saw the most
improvement.?’

Policy Recommendations

For local accountability to thrive, a strong focus on strength-
ening school and district governance is undoubtedly in order.
Educators have long understood the fragility of these gov-
erning institutions and have sought to find ways to manage
around this fundamental weakness, rather than addressing it
directly. This will no longer do. We need governance systems
with less friction so that they can respond to the constant
social and economic change in the world as we know it to-
day, and create more vertical and horizontal alignment across
communities, so that high-quality teaching and learning oc-
curs in a variety of settings and students can make successful
transitions from one stage to the next. Toward this end, we
conclude with three policy ideas for consideration:
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1. Make schools a breeding ground for civic
leadership.

Leadership development is absolutely essential to the fate
of Gateway Cites. Small urban communities that face com-
plex challenges in increasingly turbulent times depend on a
bullpen of leaders with a large stock of mutual trust. From
the research evidence behind the Working Cities Challenge’s
collaborative leadership for systems-change model to the
Lawrence Partnerships demonstrated impact, the power-
tul connection between leadership, resiliency, and sustained
progress merits a considerable push for making Gateway City
schools breeding grounds for civic leadership.?®

No other system in the community is better positioned to
contribute to the leadership pipeline and the development of
social capital than the public schools. This potential remains
largely untapped. Although most school council members
believe that more training would make their councils more
effective (Figure 5), they currently receive little to no train-
ing. New school committee members must attend trainings
offered by the Massachusetts Association of School Com-
mittees, but preparing members to serve in urban districts,
where the assignment is far more difficult and complex than
elsewhere is challenging. Research suggest school commit-
tee training programs often struggle to impart the necessary
skills.

Positioning schools to develop leaders is largely a communi-
ty responsibility. However, there are relatively simple ways the
state could assist. For instance, DESE could support efforts to
better prepare school council members by developing core
online training modules. Completion of this limited training ses-
sion should be required to give parents and community mem-
bers serving on these bodies a common understanding of the
state policy framework under which school councils operate.
More importantly, by requiring such training, the state could
create a central list of school council members. Contact informa-
tion for school council members would certainly provide value
to researchers seeking to learn about their experiences.

Even more important, this information would allow both
statewide and local groups to invite council members to ap-
propriate trainings and convenings. The Mel King Institute
for Community Building offers a wide variety of community
development trainings that are extremely relevant for urban
school leaders. And Gateway City chambers and other com-
munity-based organizations that offer leadership training



Figure 5:

Percent of Respondents Who Think the Following Changes Would Contribute a “Great Deal”
or “Fair Amount” to the Effectiveness of Their School Council
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would be better positioned to market to parent leaders with
easily accessible lists of school council members.

Training and coaching models for school committee mem-
bers are equally critical. Survey data from the National Asso-
ciation of School Boards show that most members need more
training, and that, on average, it takes two years before they
feel knowledgeable enough to perform the job well.* Given
the complexity of governance in urban districts and the fre-
quently high turnover on urban school committees, finding
more training opportunities is crucial.

Lastly, the decline of local newspapers leaves a leadership void
and a major obstacle to the development of strong local ac-
countability practices. While social media can fill this void to
a degree, too often citizens take to the medium with strongly
felt positions on an issue. We can take steps to prepare mem-
bers of our schools communities to serve as citizen journalists
so that they can learn about the issues from all vantage points
and follow them with objectivity.

More authority

More authority More authority

to engage over curriculum over the hiring
community of teachers
partners

City Bureau, which trains and pays “Documenters” to attend
school committee meetings and gather unbiased information
in Chicago and Detroit, is one emerging model.*! Not only is
this a high-potential strategy for filling the information void,
studies show that those who engage in citizen journalism may
be more likely to take the leap and run for school committee
themselves in the future.” This is an area where modest state
funding could leverage dollars from small community foun-
dations and play a significant role reinforcing our democratic
institutions for the long term.

2. Reinvigorate and empower school councils.

The notion that school councils should serve an important
function, as envisioned in the 1993 education reform law, re-
mains promising yet elusive. We should redouble efforts to pro-
duce more high-functioning school councils with three aims:

o Creating more transparency around school goals and
progress toward them

« Engaging parents in school governance and preparing
more residents for civic leadership, as described above; and
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« Finding balance between school autonomy and proper
alignment with state and district goals

Strengthening school councils will require both efforts to
clarify their function and powers, and strategies to prepare
principals to work cooperatively with school councils.

While the function of school councils will vary to some de-
gree across contexts, we must empower more school coun-
cils to develop strategic goals (aligned with state and district
learning priorities), and to communicate these priorities and
progress toward meeting them to their school communities
and community partners. Above all, involving school coun-
cils in principal selection and school budgeting seems fun-
damental to fulfilling their core strategic planning function,
and such actions are entirely consistent with current law and
DESE guidance.

Some experienced school leaders believe that principals can
work with school councils effectively if it is a priority for the
district. They suggest making the school council relationship
a component of the principal’s evaluation to underscore the
significance of this component of the job. However, others
feel that urban principals are stretched too thin to work ef-
fectively and cooperatively with their councils. They point
to the charter school leadership model, which often deploys
two full-time employees: one responsible for instructional
leadership and a second to cover administrative duties. This
arrangement positions school leaders to work in partnership
with an empowered board.

The “Network of Schools” approach is one model that merits
further exploration. It calls for unifying a group of schools
under one governing body and a single executive officer. This
model could make sense if a school community embraces the
same design principles as others in the district or region. A
common model in the charter landscape, the network ap-
proach could provide an efficient structure for governing
traditional public schools in a manner that maximizes local
accountability.

Springfield’s Empowerment Zone takes this form, and it is has
produced a “Roadmap to Student Success,” a multi-measure
performance framework that provides a holistic snapshot of
school performance. The High School of Commerce, which
falls under the Empowerment Zone governance structure, led
a process to develop a “graduate profile” that articulates the
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full range of outcomes stakeholders want students to achieve.
Their efforts to understand local context and future trends,
and how they related to learning and development embody
the principles and practices of local accountability.

3. Support efforts to develop new governance
models at the community level.

Structural challenges that undermine the performance of school
committees must be addressed. At a minimum, we should pur-
sue changes that allow these bodies to reflect shifting diversity in
school populations. We should also explore ideas for more radi-
cal change to school committee governance.

An important governance debate with bearing on the issue of
school committee performance concerns whether these bod-
ies should be elected or appointed. Currently, school com-
mittees oversee K-12 instruction. While this focus is critical,
instruction is complex and does not lend itself to direction by
an elected body. The evidence is pretty clear that voters do not
follow pedagogical debates, and few lend their support to a
school committee candidate based on his or her track record
on improvements to teaching and learning.

Some use this evidence to argue for moving to mayoral con-
trol of local school districts. While some research suggests
that the mayoral-appointment approach may have benefits,
especially in large difficult-to-manage cities with a history of
dysfunctional governance, on balance the track-record for
mayoral appointment of school committees is mixed. Fur-
thermore, removing public education from the electoral pro-
cess reduces the visibility of education issues and eliminates
the invaluable social capital that elections generate.”

Gateway Cities should consider inventing new governance
structures that are more akin to children’s cabinets (see side-
bar p. 45). Cities could provide these bodies with jurisdiction
over youth-serving systems and services from birth through
the transition into college and career. This model would
promote public discussion about investments and strategic
priorities for youth development more broadly, leading to
accountability for outcomes such as kindergarten readiness,
social-emotional development, and college and career suc-
cess, which are currently very difficult to ascribe to any one
actor in a community’s child development system.

A children’s cabinet model may well function best as a hybrid
governing body, made up of both elected representatives and



those who hold key positions, such as presidents of local com-
munity colleges, community health centers, early learning, and
afterschool providers. Such a body would undoubtedly have a
larger store of political capital, and the ability to pair significant
school system resources with those in local government and
private nonprofits.

The move to a radically different approach to education gov-
ernance is supported by a large body of research that shows
electoral coalitions are unstable and rarely broad enough to
have influence over all of the systems that contribute to the
performance of students in urban districts. Successful urban
school reform initiatives are led by cross-sector governing co-
alitions that include childcare and human service agencies,
health providers, and community-based organizations that
are able to establish mutual trust through efforts to enhance
the welfare of underrepresented groups in the community.*

Combined with stronger school-level governance (or gov-
ernance provided by networks of schools), a hybrid body
for district-wide oversight would allow communities to re-
think the function of its central office. The superintendent
of schools, one of the highest-paid professionals in an urban
community, would be a CEO responsible (and accountable)
for developing strategy, building connectivity, and improving
outcomes across systems.

Finally, this shift in responsibility might lead to less effort on
delivering administrative services at the district level. With
schools free to seek this support competitively from regional
providers, a more efficient delivery model could emerge, one
that the Center on Reinventing Public Education, the Massa-
chusetts Business Alliance for Education, and many other edu-
cation-policy thought leaders have recommended in the past.*®

Learning from the Design and Function of
Children’s Cabinets

Although children’s cabinets originated as state-level
efforts to coordinate policy, the practice is increasingly
common at the local level.®® In particular, many cities
use children’s cabinets to create integration between
early-learning centers, the public schools, and other
service providers. These initiatives seek to align the
efforts of families, educators, health care and human
service providers, the private sector, and city depart-
ments. Generally they have appointed governing boards
with members representing both the public and private
sectors, who provide general oversight and leadership
on resource development, policy, and advocacy.*”

Harvard’s Education Redesign Lab has worked to sup-
port a broader mission for children’s cabinets. Their ap-
proach relies heavily on mayoral leadership, often with
the school district playing a central role as the “hub of
services” provider and the superintendent co-chairing

the governance structure. This reworking of children’s

cabinets strives to ensure that all participants of the
governing body have decision-making authority so that
the cabinet is able to provide high-level leadership,
align resources, and produce systems change. Consul-
tants serve as honest brokers, facilitating the work of
the cabinet to keep it moving.®®
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