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Abstract

Many states use a statewide assessment strategy to evaluate districts on common

measures. Because districts in Nebraska are not measured on common instruments, comparisons

of district performance are difficult. The accountability model described in this paper contains

three components related to school district performance on academic content standards. Student

performance on district assessments, technical quality of district assessments, and challenge

adjustments based on district demographic characteristics comprise the three components of the

Nebraska model. A study was conducted that examined the appropriate component

contributions of the model; the utility of creating composite scores for accountability; and the

stability of district classification decisions. The current accountability model does not include a

component for improvement over time and is suggested as a strategy for low stakes

accountability systems.
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Evaluating district performance without a common assessment:

Nebraska's accountability model

Educational accountability is a common topic discussed among educators and

administrators nationwide. It has become evident, though, that control over methods of

accountability has shifted from the local jurisdiction (school districts) to the state jurisdiction

(state departments of education and legislative entities). The shift is not surprising because

popular media have given increased attention to educational accountability. One reason may be a

general belief that public education has not lived up to the lofty expectations that have been

placed on it.

Although it has received renewed attention, research on accountability systems is not

new. Scholars have historically focused on outcome measures and the decisions that are generally

associated with higher stakes accountability systems (Tyler, 1973; Dyer, Linn, & Patton, 1968).

The validity information provided by those measures represents a critical element in evaluating

district performance. Whether using norm- or criterion-referenced instruments, the alignment and

proper use of those instruments relative to the desired educational objectives is essential to an

equitable accountability system.

Additional problems arise when the scores are reported and schools' or districts'

performance is compared. With a common assessment, states have rank ordered school districts

based on test performance at individual grades and content areas (e.g., Georgia) or on a composite

index of district performance that considers demographic characteristics (e.g., Kentucky) or one

that does not (e.g., Texas). The rank ordering may not be meaningful, though, without also

considering some of the other characteristics that may affect performance (Guskey & Kifer, 1990).
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This paper describes an accountability model that was designed without a common

assessment and is used to evaluate district performance on content standards in Nebraska.

Components of the model include: 1) estimates of student performance on district assessments;

2) ratings of the technical quality of district assessments; and 3) challenge adjustments that give

credit to districts that possess student characteristics that present high levels of challenge to

district success.

The Nebraska Accountability Model

As part of the Assessment and Accountability Plan adopted by the Nebraska Board of

Education, school districts will be evaluated on how well they are meeting state adopted content

standards. A study was conducted that focused on the development of Composite Scale Scores

(CSS) underlying the School Performance Ratings (SPR) that will be used to classify school

districts on the desired evaluation criteria and to disseminate the results of the evaluation to

appropriate stakeholders in a clear, understandable fashion. It was important that the

components of the CSS and subsequent SPR classification system be related to the goals of the

evaluation, contain components that were related to measuring student achievement, and

provided all school districts an equivalent opportunity to perform well on the classification scale.

According to the Nebraska Department of Education, the SPR will initially contain three

components with a fourth component added after the model has been in place for more than a

year (Christensen, 1999). Each component was selected to be consistent with the adopted state

assessment model and the relevance of each in measuring and explaining district performance on

the state content standards. Another important consideration in the development of the CSS and

SPR was a need for school districts to have equivalent opportunities to succeed within the
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proposed framework. This is why a rating system, rather than a rank ordering system, was

chosen. If a numerical index that ranked districts was created, differences among those rankings

may not be meaningful, yet could be erroneously interpreted as such. The following sections

briefly describe the three components of the Nebraska accountability model.

Component 1: Student Performance on District Assessments

Districts will provide information to an external review body describing student

performance relative to the district's assessments. The specific strategies that districts use to

determine the percentage of students meeting content standards will be provided in their

assessment plans. Student performance described in a district assessment report (defined as the

percentage of students meeting or exceeding a collective set of standards) represents the first

component of the SPR.

The inclusion of student performance in a school or district evaluation model is common.

Currently, forty-one states use assessment scores of some type as part of their accountability

system (Mather, 1999). The assessments from which these scores are procured range from

norm-referenced (Florida Department of Education, 2000) to criterion-referenced (Connecticut

Department of Education, 1999) to a combination of norm- and criterion-referenced assessments

(Louisiana Department of Education, 1999). In contrast to other states, Nebraska's model is

district-specific, meaning that it is possible for each district to have a different combination of

norm-referenced, criterion-referenced, and other assessments as part of its plan. Each of

Nebraska's 550+ district plans may be unique.
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Component 2: Technical Quality of District Assessments

School districts will also be required to provide documentation to an external review body

that describes their overall assessment plan and contains information about the technical quality

of their assessment strategies for measuring student performance on Nebraska's content

standards (Nebraska Department of Education, 1999). These assessment strategies will initially

measure student performance in Language Arts (reading, writing, speaking, and listening) for

grades 4, 8, and 11. The review body will use a variety of indicators and criteria for assessing the

technical quality and adequacy of the district's assessment plan and instruments.

The review body will evaluate the districts' assessments and rate the technical quality of

the assessments into one of five categories. A technical quality rubric developed by the Buros

Center for Testing specifies the psychometric characteristics necessary to achieve a given

technical quality classification (Plake, 2000). The technical quality of district assessments as

evaluated by this rubric represents the second component in the SPR.

The rationale for including technical quality in the SPR is that it is necessary for districts

to demonstrate the psychometric soundness of the methods they are using to measure student

performance. Because the Nebraska Assessment and Accountability model does not rely on a

single statewide assessment, each district will be responsible, in part, for the technical quality of

the assessments they are using. If districts were only asked to provide student performance

estimates without some assurance that the strategies or instruments they are using to measure

performance meet technical standards, it would be difficult to meaningfully interpret the results.

The technical quality criteria in the rubric represent characteristics of high quality

measurement that are applicable in a school district (see for example, Traub, 1994; Anastasi,
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1988; Ebel, 1979). Psychometric characteristics such as alignment to standards, opportunity to

learn, bias review, developmental appropriateness, consistency in scoring, and appropriate

mastery levels provide evidence of the technical quality of school districts' assessments. It

follows, then, that higher technical quality assessments will produce student performance

estimates that will likely be more credible than estimates produced from lower quality

assessments. However, students' performance on a district's assessments and the technical

quality of those assessments by themselves may not adequately represent a district's

performance on the content standards. Therefore, additional factors that may affect district

performance were considered in Nebraska.

Component 3: Challenge Adjustments

The technical quality of districts' assessments and student performance relative to those

assessments do not consider other demographic factors that may have a negative impact on

students' academic performance. Acknowledging the potential effects of these factors allows

that school districts are not be able to control all factors related to its performance in the

accountability model. To explain the potential impact these factors may have on student

performance, adjustments will be made to a district's composite scale score. The indicators for

the adjustments were selected following discussions with the Nebraska Department of Education

and a review of relevant literature regarding indicators of educational performance (Mather, 1999;

Reeves, 1998; Nelson, Ysseldyke, & Thurlow, 1998; Jaeger, 1979; Irvine, 1968; Cohen, 1968;

Bauer, 1966).
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The challenge adjustments are determined in a normative fashion, meaning that they can

be used to describe the relative position of a district based on its proportion of students with

specified demographic characteristics that may suppress scores on achievement tests. A

majority of states that have incorporated some demographic characteristics into their

accountability systems have chosen ones such as parents' level of education, dropout rate,

student expenditures, student behavior, teacher/student ratio, learning or other disabilities,

language barriers, mobility, and socioeconomic status (Mather, 1999). Because many of these

indicators are difficult to measure, researchers use variables that may serve as proxies for each. A

proxy variable is one that is believed to represent the construct to be measured. For example,

teenage birth rate has been used as a proxy for the emphasis a community places on education

(Reeves, 1998). The proxy variables that were selected for this model were as follows:

1. Percentage of students in free or reduced meal programs proxy for socioeconomic

status (SES).

2. Percentage of students with an Individual Education Plan (LEP) proxy for learning or

other disabilities.

3. Percent of students classified as Limited English Proficiency (LEP) or receiving English

as Second Language (ESL) services proxy for language acquisition barriers.

4. Ratio of average daily membership to enrollment proxy for mobility.

Of the four factors selected for the Nebraska accountability model, three were common to

many states (King & Mathers, 1999; Cornett & Gaines, 1997). Only mobility was not a widely

used variable nationally. Mobility was operationally defined here as a district's ratio of average

daily membership to enrollment. Only four states currently collect data on student mobility
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(Mather, 1999). In an accountability system, the collection of student mobility information may

be important when districts are evaluated on their students' performance. If students have

enrolled in a district, but are not currently on the roster; they may have dropped out or left the

district. Conversely, new students who have not been taught in the school or district will not

have had an opportunity to learn the content on which they are tested. This potential influx of

students may have an adverse affect on a district's evaluation if these students perform poorly

because of the lack of control the district has over a student's learning opportunities'.

The goal of the adjustment is to recognize and reward districts that have demographic

characteristics in their student populations that represent challenges to the district's ability to

meet or exceed the content standards without penalizing districts that do not have similar student

populations. Only districts that are classified above the state average in any of the identified

challenge areas had the opportunity to receive adjustments on the composite scale score. The

challenge adjustment is intended only to benefit districts with challenging populations by making

an adjustment to their CSS and potentially the subsequent SPR.

The intent is not to sanction districts that do not have a large number of challenging

students. Because the scale is normative, though, some districts will benefit from an adjustment

from this scale while others will not. However, because districts are classified into rating

categories, not rank ordered, districts within rating categories are not compared. All districts have

an equal opportunity to be classified in any rating category whether or not they receive an

adjustment.

i It should be noted that the proxy variable for mobility does not consider within district mobility. Because the
evaluation system considers district performance, a district level proxy variable was used.

10
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Caution is urged when interpreting a scale that makes adjustments to an overall scale or

rating based on uncontrollable variables. One problem when adjusting district ratings based on

demographic characteristics is that such adjustments may confound interpretation of results

because a district with lower test scores but a higher performance rating due to an adjustment

may be classified above "satisfactory." "Students can't read any better because of the

adjustment" (Irvine, 1999). Additionally, because the adjustment involves variables that districts

cannot control, adjusted scores should not be rank ordered because the scores do not have the

same meaning for all districts (Reeves, 1998). As stated above, the Nebraska accountability plan

uses a rating, not rank ordering procedure for evaluating the performance of districts.

Future Component 4: Improvement over Time

The fourth component of the SPR will be a district's improvement over time. The

improvement component is sometimes called a district's Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP). In

many states it is examined as a two or three year block as opposed to a single year. This is done

because individual class differences from one year to the next may account for slight variations in

a district's performance. By aggregating over time, the estimates that result from this analysis are

likely to be more stable. At the outset of Nebraska's accountability system this component

cannot be measured and therefore a discussion of the component is not included in this paper.

Combining the Components

The general mathematical model that describes the combination of the three components

is as follows:

(A x B) + CI + C2 + C3 + C4
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In this model, "A" represents a district's student performance and "B" represents the

technical quality rating of a district's assessments. Challenge adjustments for each of the

demographic variables are made when districts are eligible to receive adjustments. The interaction

between student performance and technical quality was selected because of the dependent

relationship that exists between the quality of a district's assessments and the performance on

those assessments. In a state that uses common assessments for all districts, technical quality is

essentially the same. Nebraska's assessment system allows districts to create and/or select their

own assessments, therefore an additional measure of quality is needed. Variations of this model

were considered in a study that compared appropriate contributions of the model components,

utility of creating the composite scores, and the stability of model classification decisions prior to

recommending this model.

Conclusions and Implications

In a state that relies on district level assessment strategies to measure student

performance on state adopted content standards, comparing districts' resultant performance is

difficult. This paper described a strategy for a low-stakes state accountability system that does

not rely on common statewide assessment strategies. Two additional considerations beyond

traditional student performance measures are also included in the accountability model.

Given the uniqueness of districts' assessment strategies, the technical quality of a

district's assessments is related to the student performance in that the assessment strategies must

be sound for performance on them to be credible. This technical quality component represents a

key contribution of this accountability model to practice. So, too, student performance is related

to the demographic characteristics of the student population. Consideration of these

"1
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characteristics through challenge adjustments allows for a more equitable comparison of district

performance in the state.

The current accountability system does not consider improvement over time in the

general accountability model. This will need to be updated when at least one year has passed and

another study is conducted to determine the appropriate contribution of this fourth component.

Another assumption under which this model was developed was that there would be no rewards

or sanctions beyond the school performance rating (SPR) and subsequent public opinion

regarding that rating. By maintaining a low-stakes environment, less pressure will be placed on

district administration and educators from sources outside their district to succeed on the state

assessment at all costs. It is with this philosophy in mind that may allow Nebraska to avoid the

pitfalls of other accountability systems that have placed greater consequences on performance.
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