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Georgia’s Evolving Assessment and Accountability Landscape:
Three Pilot Consortia Emerge

By Margaret Ciccarelli, Director of Legislative Affairs

A handful of Georgia school districts are hoping to escape 
the state’s mandatory standardized testing requirement by 

substituting their own exams.
Last year, lawmakers approved SB 362, which directed the 

State Board of Education to create a competitive innovative 
assessment pilot program. Participating school districts were 
authorized to design and implement alternate accountabil-
ity programs that included cumulative year-end assessments, 
competency-based assessments, performance-based assess-
ments, or other designs approved by the SBOE. The measure was 
sponsored by then Senate Education Committee Chair Lindsey 
Tippins (R-Marietta) on behalf of former Lt. Gov. Casey Cagle.

Since then, several consortia have emerged as part of the 
innovative assessment pilot. One group, including Calhoun 
City, Cook, Dougherty, Evans, Fayette, Floyd, Liberty, McIntosh, 
Oglethorpe, Pike, Putnam and Vidalia City school districts will 
pilot the use of an assessment program called Navvy devel-
oped by University of Georgia professor Dr. Laine Bradshaw 
in collaboration with Putnam County. The Navvy assessment 
is designed as a test of learning rather than as a predictive test. 
The emphasis is not on who is higher than whom, but on who 
has learned what and is intended to provide a way to track 

student-level standards competency.
Navvy merges 10 years of work by educators in Putnam 

County who were designing formative tests for student learning 
with evidence-based research. As a result of this research-prac-
tice partnership, school districts have access to the data-element 
that is necessary to make the information readily accessible to 
teachers and instructional staff in a format that allowed them to 
make corrections at the student level in real-time. 

The formative assessments based on Georgia’s standards 
occur throughout the year as students complete units of study. 
Putnam County Superintendent Eric Arena said that his district 
will not take Milestones tests this year and will rely on Navvy to 
represent student learning for the test-based portion of the state’s 
accountability program. 

Another consortium, the Georgia MAP Assessment 
Partnership (MAP stands for Measure of Academic Progress), 
includes Clayton, Dalton City, Floyd, Gilmer, Haralson, Jackson, 
Jasper, Marietta City, Polk and Trion City school districts. 
Partners will begin the pilot with MAP Growth, and then transi-
tion to a new interim assessment solution that preserves MAP 
Growth functionality and access to national norms, while also 

Continued on page 8

A n accountable person offers a 
full account of one’s task, takes 
responsibility for the findings 

and acts accordingly.¹ An accountable 
organization behaves similarly. All good 
leaders and quality organizations use 
some form of accountability as the basis 
for their efforts. An exception, however, is 
American educational policy. It assumes 
that a complete educational accounting 

isn’t possible, and thus we must rely on a 
tiny window into the process in the form 
of a test score. It assumes that the view 
through that tiny window is sufficient to 
judge the quality of a school, assign sanc-
tions or awards, dictate property values 
and make educational policy.

The educational community largely 
agrees that this tiny window is inad-
equate. At best, it provides a narrow 

view of what happens in a school, and, at 
worst, it provides a completely inaccurate 
picture.² And while policymakers have 
begun to acknowledge educator concerns, 
it is troubling that their approach is not 
to question the system, but rather, the test. 
With the right test, so the thinking goes, 
the accountability issue will resolve itself 
once and for all. Let’s call this “better test” 
thinking what it is: the Better Test Fallacy.



In education, accountability is synony-
mous with testing. But while education 
testing is useful, it has critical limitations. 
To illustrate this point, it helps to parse 
testing into two categories: tests that are 
about teaching and learning and tests that 
predict future performance. While both 
are useful, they have different, often con-
tradictory, purposes.

Tests about what was taught and 
learned, such as those often created by 
teachers, distinguish between students 
who learned the material and those who 
did not.³ Even if every student mastered 
the material and answered every test 
item correctly, the test would still signal 
something about the quality of teaching 
and learning.

In predictive testing, however, 
researchers design narrowly focused test 
items for their ability to rank students 
from the furthest below average to the 
furthest above average.⁴ Such ordering 
reveals underlying patterns related to 
factors such as gender, ethnicity or socio-
economics. Such a test would be useless 
if all students answered all the items cor-
rectly (or incorrectly) because it would 
fail to order students. 

A predictive test usefully creates an 
expectation that wherever a student falls 
in an ordering today, we can reasonably 
predict that the student will be in about 
the same spot tomorrow, the next day and 
a year from now. If a student’s position 
in the order changes significantly, we can 

infer that something happened to cause 
a shift, though we would need to investi-
gate to understand the cause. Tests about 
teaching and learning don’t result in such 
consistency because teaching and learning 
are dynamic processes and rarely linear.⁵

Still, researchers are careful to point out 
the limitations of predictive tests.⁶ While 
they reveal patterns worthy of further 
exploration, the cause for any pattern 
or why a student is at any point in the 
ordering has to be found outside the test. 
Judgments must be limited to what the 
researcher finds after causes are explored. 
A judgment made prior to knowing the 
cause would be made without evidence, 
which would render it invalid.
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Georgia Districts Prepare 
Alternative Tests for Federal 
‘Innovative Assessment’ Pilot 
Program
•  The 12-district Putnam County 

consortium comprises Calhoun 
City and the counties of Cook, 
Dougherty, Evans, Fayette, Floyd, 
Liberty, McIntosh, Oglethorpe, Pike, 
Putnam and Vidalia. The consortium 
has developed a test in partnership 
with a company called Navvy 
Education. Putnam hopes to use 
its Navvy tests this school year; the 
other nine districts plan to follow 
later.

•  The 10-district Georgia MAP 
Assessment Partnership is using 
the MAP (Measure of Academic 
Progress) test developed by the 
Northwest Evaluation Association 
(NWEA). Marietta City and the 
counties of Clayton, Floyd, Jackson, 
Jasper and Polk are starting 
this school year; Dalton, Gilmer, 
Haralson and Trion plan to follow 
later.

•  Cobb County is using its own test, 
called Cobb Metrics, beginning this 
school year.

Evans
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Unlike tests of teaching and learn-
ing, predictive tests produce con-
sistent scores over time. They do 
this not through magic, but math. 
Understanding this is simple when you 
consider the different starting points. 
In a test of teaching and learning, the 
starting point is a zero, and with each 
correct response the student adds to 
his or her score by demonstrating that 
he or she learned more of what was 
assigned. With a predictive test, it is 
more accurate to think of the start-
ing point in the middle, at average. 
Then the purpose of the test items is 
to determine how many steps above 
or below average each student falls. 
The fact that predictive tests start from 
average is what makes the scores stable 
over time.

A test of teaching and learning is a 
useful but limited window into teach-
ing and learning. Predictive tests nar-
row that window even further to enable 
ordering and to identify patterns to be 
explored, but they sacrifice observations 
on teaching and learning. This is why 
testing is a technical rather than philo-
sophical issue: Tests are designed to do 
different work and cannot transform into 
something they are not. 

A Series of Critical Mistakes
Those responsible for educational 

accountability have made a series of criti-
cal mistakes.

The first was allowing just a part 
of the educational effort to stand 
in for overall school accountability. 
Policymakers looked at the complexity 
of the educational process, and rather 
than attempt to understand what a true 
accountability system might look like, 
they decided that a part could stand in 
for the whole.

The second mistake was accepting a 
summative indicator of what students 
learned in key content areas as the part to 
stand in for the whole.

The third mistake was selecting predic-
tive testing as the summative indicator, 
while inserting language that suggested 
they were thinking they were selecting a 
test of teaching and learning. 

It is illogical to think that a partial 
Continued on page 10

measuring student performance relative to 
the Georgia Standards of Excellence.

A third stand-alone assessment pro-
gram pilot by Cobb County Schools has 
also moved forward. Cobb Metrics are 
formative student assessments intended 
to provide teachers with real-time access 
to information regarding students who 
are not making progress toward state aca-
demic content standards.

The Georgia Board of Education 
passed a resolution last fall support-
ing the state’s application to participate 
in the federal Innovative Assessment 
Demonstration Authority. IADA enables 
up to seven states to establish and operate 
an innovative assessment system in public 
schools. As of this writing, Louisiana and 
New Hampshire have been approved, and 

By implementing the Navvy innovative assessment system,  
the Putnam Consortium aims to:

•  Transition to a learning-focused assessment system that integrates 
statewide assessment with teaching and learning.

•  Flexibly administer on-demand assessments as needed to sync 
naturally with classroom teaching and learning.

•  Efficiently provide diagnostic information that is both actionable 
and reliable so that teachers can confidently act upon feedback to 
inform personalized instruction for students.

•  Provide timely feedback via through-year assessments to identify 
student’s specific needs for personalized instruction.

•  Transition to a competency-focused accountability system — 
away from rank-ordering students’ general abilities and towards 
diagnosing students’ competencies of our state’s standards.

•  Improve student achievement for all students in Georgia.

Standardized

Testin
g

In a test of teaching and learning, the starting point 
is zero; a student score improves with each correct 
response. With a predictive test, the starting point is 
in the middle, at average; responses determine how 
many steps above or below average the student falls.



Predictive Tests Tests of Teaching and Learning

Purpose of test Predict future performance on similar tests. The initial test 
serves as a baseline

Determine what was learned and the 
effectiveness of teaching

Why you would want to 
do that

When the future score is other than what was predicted it 
can serve as a signal to explore further

You need to determine what was learned and 
the effectiveness of teaching

Proper uses Explore patterns that need to be disrupted and over time, 
determine if the disruptions worked

Check on whether what was taught was 
learned

Greatest misunderstand-
ing about the tests

They offer little if any insights regarding teaching and 
learning

If passing is assigned to a score, it will be impossible for all 
students to pass the test because predictive tests are always 
zero-sum games

Because the scores are assigned by a teacher, 
they are presumed to be subjective — but 
that can be overcome through training and 
calibration among teachers

Source for test content State content standards State content standards

Criteria for content
Statistical: Only test items that operate within a narrow sta-
tistical range are included — all others are rejected, or the 
test would fail to be predictive

Curricular: if it was taught it is fair game, 
regardless of the statistical properties of the 
resulting test item

Who makes them Test publishers and test professionals Teachers

How do they work

Predictive tests start with average and then use the items 
to determine how far above or below that average a 
student is. When that relationship to average for a student 
or a group of students changes, it can be inferred that 
something happened to cause that change and a search for 
reasons can begin

The combination of correct responses serves 
as a demonstration of what was learned

Primary purpose prior to 
test-based accountability

• Norm-referenced testing programs to identify patterns 
that needed to be disrupted and the success of selected 
disruptions

• ACT/SAT

• Check on the what was learned

• Assign grades

Primary purpose under 
test-based accountability

• State testing programs/school quality determination
Check on what was to have been learned

• ACT/SAT
Assign grades

the three Georgia consortia, Navvy, MAP, and Cobb Metrics, 
submitted applications to the U.S. Department of Education’s 
on Dec. 17. If accepted, the Georgia school districts partici-
pating in the consortia could substitute alternate assessments 
and would not be required by USED to administer Georgia 
Milestones. 

Some Georgia Schools Are Rated More Harshly 
Congressional passage of the federal Every Student Succeeds 
Act (ESSA) acknowledges the harm of overemphasis on 
assessment-based school accountability (an overemphasis 
demonstrated by ESSA’s predecessor, No Child Left Behind). 
For its part, Georgia struggles to achieve balance with regard to 
its test-based accountability system — the College and Career 
Ready Performance Index (CCRPI) — which is heavily reliant 
on student assessment scores. The Governor’s Office of Student 
Achievement (GOSA) uses CCRPI scores to assign Georgia 
schools A-F letter grades. The assignment of such grades is a 
discretionary function on the part of GOSA. A Georgia law 

mandating the assignment of A-F scores never went into effect 
when the proposed Opportunity School District amendment 
failed in a 2016 statewide referendum.

A November 2016 study conducted by Richard O. Welsh, 
Ph.D., of UGA in conjunction with development of Georgia’s 
ESSA plan, compared CCRPI to accountability systems in 
other states. Welsh found that, though Georgia’s accountabil-
ity system appears to identify the tails (A and F) of the school 
performance distribution fairly accurately, using nation-
ally normed measures adjusted for student demographics, 
Georgia appears to rate some schools in the middle of the 
distribution more harshly.

Due to potential changes in GOSA’s function resulting from 
a new gubernatorial administration and prospective acceptance 
of Georgia into USED’s innovative assessment program, changes 
in Georgia’s assessment and accountability landscape may be on 
the horizon in coming months. It is also possible that the role 
of GOSA could be scaled down to that of the agency’s original 
auditing mission. n
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accountability could ever be valid.⁷ An 
accounting from one part of an organi-
zation — even an important part — will 
always be invalid when extended to the 
entire organization. No rational person 
would invest in a company that released 
only one month’s worth of financial 
records from one division because infor-
mation needed to make an informed 
judgment would be lacking. A partial 
accounting always leaves you in a posi-
tion of not knowing the overall truth.

Furthermore, an end-of-year test of what 
was learned cannot be bluntly interpreted. 
Students start at very different places, learn 
at different rates and have different needs. 
And while it is appropriate to view a student 
where he or she is versus where you need 

him or her to be, interpretations regarding 
why a student is at some point at the end of 
the year must take a great deal into consid-
eration or risk being wrong. 

There is no excuse for the third mistake; 
predictive test scores, which by design 
cannot directly signal the quality of teach-
ing or learning, were positioned by law 
as the primary accountability indicator, 
effectively making school accountability 
about something other than teaching and 
learning. Had policymakers listened to the 
testing profession,⁸ policymakers would 
have quickly concluded that their preferred 
policy tool for school accountability was 
the wrong tool for the job. However, poli-
cymakers hate uncertainty, and the only 
type of test that could guarantee them a 

predictable outcome each year was and 
remains a predictive test,⁹ which is what 
they chose. A test of teaching and learning 
can make no such promise.

The policymakers’ declared need for 
predictability leaves us trying to use the 
wrong tool for the job. It isn’t like needing 
a screwdriver and being handed a wrench; 
it’s more like being handed a telephone to 
drive a railroad spike. As a result, a tool 
designed to reveal patterns, such as the 
pattern we regularly see of wealthy kids 
tending to have greater literacy or numer-
acy skills than their poorer counterparts, 
has been transformed into a tool that 
assigns a judgment of success or failure 
onto those patterns. The predictable result 
in this case is an inaccurate and biased 

By Jim Hawkins and George Thompson

True Accountability is a statewide initiative led by 
PAGE to help educators and community members 

develop an accountability mindset to inform citizens 
about the quality of their schools — far beyond what a 
partial snapshot, a test, can provide. True Accountability 
provides a full and honest accounting to the students 
and communities for whom educators and schools are 
accountable.

For years, PAGE has engaged educational leaders state-
wide to help answer the question “For what am I account-
able and to whom?” PAGE believes that answer must 
involve the community, students, parents and educators, 
and that the solution is not a test-based accountability sys-
tem with A-F grading used to rank schools and districts. 

To assist communities in developing a true account-
ability mindset, PAGE has partnered with national 
thought leaders John Tanner of Test Sense and George 
Thompson with the Schlechty Center. Events have 
included a speaking tour by John Tanner in five locations 
around Georgia and the first of two symposiums last fall, 
with another planned in February. Educators have also 
shared their beliefs about true accountability and how 
those beliefs drive actions that benefit students and the 
community.

This year, the initiative will produce an accountability 
framework to identify key questions, an evidentiary system 
and a communication matrix. This work will be framed 

with the understanding that leaders — especially super-
intendents, community leaders and those who influence 
policy — are faced with a dilemma: How does a district 
balance the need to create a true accountability mindset 
and system with the constraints posed by the current 
accountability system that is designed to serve the needs 
and interests of the state as opposed to those of students, 
parents and communities?

The next PAGE True Accountability symposium will 
be held on Feb. 4 in Macon at Middle Georgia State 
University. The purpose of the symposium is to encour-
age educators, community members and education 
policy leaders to learn more about and discuss True 
Accountability. For information or to register for this free 
event, please visit http://bit.ly/TrueAccountability or con-
tact Beverly Treadaway at 770-216-8555 or btreadaway@
pageinc.org

Jim Hawkins, a PAGE practitioner supporting the True 
Accountability Initiative, recently retired from Dalton Public 
Schools with 45 years in public education and 20 years as a 
superintendent in Texas and Georgia.

George Thompson is president of the Schlechty Center, a 
private, non-profit organization committed to partnering 
with education leaders interested in nurturing a culture of 
engagement in their organizations, with the ultimate goal of 
increasing profound learning for students. n

Statewide True Accountability Initiative Aims to Measure 
School Effectiveness Far Beyond a Test Score or A-F Ranking

SPECIAL REPORT:  Assessment & Accountability
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judgment of failure on poorer children 
and their schools, prior to considering 
what the evidence actually says.

A Complete Accounting Is Needed
The misuse of predictive testing has 

very serious consequences for how we 
view schools. It should go without saying 
that being behind as a result of dimin-
ished opportunity is not a signal of school 
or student failure, but a signal of being 
behind. To misname it is to mistreat the 
issue; addressing the needs of a student 
who is behind requires a very different 
approach than addressing the needs of a 
child who has truly failed at something 
they should be able to do at that moment. 
The mistake of selecting predictive test-
ing as a judgment tool is the source for 

such inappropriate labels and the damage 
they do.

If being truly accountable requires 
offering a complete and accurate account-
ing for an assignment, taking full respon-
sibility for the findings, and then acting 
appropriately, then what we have in 
test-based accountability isn’t worthy to 
be called accountability, given how far it 
takes us from being able to do that.

The Better Test Fallacy assumes that 
while the current school accountability 
system is adequate, it could be improved 
with a better way to do the testing piece. 
But that’s a fallacy because it will be a 
partial accounting. Selecting a predictive 
test as the lens into schooling compounds 
that mistake because that selection holds 
schools accountable for something other 

than teaching and learning.
The Every Student Succeeds Act 

(ESSA), passed in 2015, is fraught with 
the Better Test Fallacy. Its writers cite 
the opportunity to build different (they 
use the term “innovative”) tests. A few 
have already been accepted into a pilot 
program.¹⁰ Nowhere in ESSA is there 
an opportunity to pilot a better account-
ability system.¹¹ The ESSA requirements 
clearly favor the stability in a predictive 
test. ESSA accepts the simplistic theory 
that a partial lens into schooling should 
serve as the basis for accountability, and 
that lens must be a test. 

The Better Test Fallacy hides the real 
issue that the accountability system is 
fundamentally flawed. No matter how 
much effort and energy you put into try-
ing to build better tests, those tests won’t 
solve the problem, but the process will 
keep you busy.

For educators that find themselves 
caught up in the Better Test Fallacy, please 
consider the following. First, avoid try-
ing to build “better” predictive tests. Just 
because a test has a different name or 
label, or is done more frequently, or uses 
different item types, does not mean it is 
automatically a test of learning. If the goal 
is to produce a summative score at the 
end of the year to predict an end-of-year 
score, or to create comparisons, you are 
operating within the predictive test meth-
odology. You can certainly use such tests 
for identifying patterns to explore, but the 
instant you use them for accountability, 

An end-of-year test cannot be 
bluntly interpreted. Students 
start at very different places, 
learn at different rates and 
have different needs. While 
it is appropriate to examine 
where a student is versus where 
you need him or her to be, 
interpreting “why” must take a 
great deal into consideration.

Student portfolios

Personalized learning

Project-based learning

Teacher-created
tests

Student
engagementSoft skills

Creativity

Community
values

Game-based
assessments

Workforce outcomes

Grit

Continued on page 13

Two Views of a Predictive Test
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Footnotes

1. This definition is derived from a number of dictionary descriptions of the term.

2. A great deal has been written with this notion as the thesis. Two of the 
more notable recent efforts are Ravitch, D., (2010). The Death and Life of the 
Great American School System, New York, NY: Basic Books, and Koretz, D., 
(2017). The Testing Charade, Chicago, IL: The University of Chicago Press.

3. Tanner, J., (2014). The Pitfalls of Reform: Its Incompatibly with Actual 
Improvement. Lanham, MD: Rowman and Littlefield. See in particular the 
chapter on testing. 

4. Predictive testing is frequently referred to as standardized testing, but this 
is somewhat misleading. Standardization refers to the need to have all stu-
dents take a test under similar conditions, either in the name of fairness or so 
that results can be compared. Any type of test can be standardized, so to bet-
ter distinguish between the types of test I find tests of teaching and learning 
and predictive tests the more useful terms.

5. Something that creates a great deal of confusion between tests of learning 
and predictive tests is that they both rather obviously contain content relative 
to a domain that to the untrained eye may be indistinguishable. Here is the 
best way to see the difference: If I am a teacher and determined you need to 
know 10 concepts, I can build a 10-item test that covers those 10 concepts and 
give it to you to check your learning. If I am building a predictive test, how-
ever, I will only take the items that about half the students answer correctly, 
since I am only interested in items that discriminate between above and below 
average. If only three of the items from the test of learning fit that criteria, I 
will take those and reject the rest, even though they are perfectly valid—even 
essential—for understanding what was learned. For the purpose of building a 
predictive test, however, those other items, which are valid and necessary for a 
test of learning, will actually hurt my ability to order students consistently.

6. The most authoritative source are the standards produced by the testing 
profession for how to do this sort of work: American Educational Research 
Association, (1999). Standards for Educational and Psychological Testing, 
Washington, DC: American Educational Research Association, American 
Psychological Association, and the National Council on Measurement in 
Education.

7. I addressed this issue in this very publication. See, Tanner, J., (2017). “The 
False and Damaging Premise of School Accountability,” PAGE One, (Aug/
Sep), pages 18-22.

8. Two brief examples of what policymakers have ignored: See the testimony 
of Linda Darling-Hammond at the House Committee on Education and 
Labor in 2007 (https://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/CHRG-110hhrg37638/html/
CHRG-110hhrg37638.htm), and for a state example, The Texas Observer 
did a nice summary of Dr. Walter Stroup’s testimony to the Texas Legislature 
where he made it clear what state policymakers had done (https://www.
texasobserver.org/walter-stroup-standardized-testing-pearson/). What is par-
ticularly interesting about Dr. Stroup’s testimony is the degree to which the 
testing industry attacked his testimony, and the fact that then Commissioner 
of Education of Robert Scott—once a firm supporter of test-based account-
ability—agreed with him and later lost his job for doing so. See Stanford, J., 
(2014). “Mute the Messenger,” The Texas Observer, Sep 3, 2014 (https://www.
texasobserver.org/walter-stroup-standardized-testing-pearson/). 

9. The fact that accountability is placed squarely on predictive test scores is 
largely forgotten, misunderstood, or ignored. This can be easily proved by 
asking the following questions:

1. Are the results comparable from one year to the next? If yes, then the 
test is predictive.

2. Do students tend to do about the same from one year to the next? If 
yes, then the test is predictive.

3. Are items selected based on their ability to discriminate above and below 
average students as of a moment in time (P-value), on their ability to dis-
criminate in a consistent fashion (point biserial), and/or on the item’s corre-
lation to the rest of the test (or the sub-test) to ensure the dimensionality of 
the test (item-test correlation)? If yes, then the test is predictive.

Note that every state test currently in use answers yes to each of these questions.

10. The states that have applied and been accepted so far are New 
Hampshire and Louisiana. Georgia has applied as well.

11. The rules and regulations for the pilot can be found here: https://
www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/FR-2016-12-08/pdf/2016-29126.pdf, and make it 
clear that this is a testing effort. Whatever states do, it must be such that it, 
“Produces an annual summative determination of each student’s mastery of 
grade-level content standards aligned to the challenging State academic stan-
dards under section 1111(b)(1) of the ESEA.”

12. For the details in the New Hampshire effort, see https://www.education.
nh.gov/assessment-systems/pace.htm.

you are asking the tool to do what it was 
never designed to do, with all the conse-
quences that follow the misuse.

Second, if you are trying to build tests 
that attempt to get at teaching and learn-
ing (like New Hampshire is doing ¹²), rec-
ognize that even if successful, such a test 
is still only a partial lens into what hap-
pens in a school; you still lack sufficient 
understanding to make a judgment about 
the quality of a school. 

What is truly needed is a new 
accountability, one that can provide a 
complete accounting so that the actions 
of school leaders can actually move the 
school system where it needs to go. The 
Better Test Fallacy risks pushing that 
very real need of a better accountabil-
ity system to some future date, which 
our children and the system of public 
schooling can ill afford.

John Tanner is a San Antonio, Texas-
based educational writer and consultant 
specializing in educational structures and 
systems. He is the executive director of 
Test Sense, an educational consulting firm, 

and the director of the Texas Performance 
Assessment Consortium, a project in which 
40+ school districts have joined forces to 
build a community-based accountability 
system for their schools. n

The misuse of predictive testing has serious 
consequences for how we view schools. Being behind 
as a result of diminished opportunity is not a signal of 
school or student failure, but a signal of being behind.
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T raveling across the state and talking 
with teachers, one thing is clear: 
teachers want to teach and help 

students learn what they need to know and 
be able to do. Barriers exist however, in the 
form of district, state and federal guide-
lines. Valuable time is spent on testing and 
programs that offer little support. 

Principals spend much of their time in 
district meetings learning about programs 
adopted by the district, or trying to fol-
low state mandates that might not be the 
best fit for their students. Testing students 
and evaluating teachers is high stakes 
for all involved: administrators, teachers 
and students. Wouldn’t schools be better 
places if district and community needs 
served as the foundation for decision-
making? What if state tests were designed 
by teachers instead of testing companies? 
What if teachers were “coached,” not “eval-
uated,” and there were no “ratings and 

rankings” but rather dialog and collabora-
tive decisions on how to improve? What 
if school districts and schools could agree 
on goals that are focused on students and 
their academic needs and not soley based 
on test scores?  

As leaders in an honorable profession, 
we could identify people who might be 
able to help us begin making small changes 
in how decisions are made. All educators 
— administrators and teachers alike — 
should work together to make this happen. 
Additionally, engaging in conversations 
with parents, the superintendent, central 
office staff, the school board and com-
munity members is a great starting point. 
Invite local and state elected officials to 
schools, or make an appointment to engage 
in a discussion about change. Spending 
a significant part of a day in a classroom 
may help people catch a glimpse of what 
teachers are expected to do and accomplish 

each day.  Attending a meeting with your 
leadership team, staff or advisory council 
also provides an opportunity for critics 
and supporters to better understand the 
challenges facing schools today. Regardless 
of the format of your conversation, strive 
to make known all that you can about the 
school and district, including needs, fears, 
frustrations and why students need more 
of your time and attention. Frame ques-
tions to help others see why investing more 
time and attention is becoming more unre-
alistic due to the pressure to perform and 
achieve on a single state test.

Initiating these conversations may 
sound a bit bold, yet how else will others 
understand your passion for teaching and 
the disappointment of not being able to 
fulfill it to the best of your ability? With 
persistence and time, and with the help 
of parents and others, perceptions of 
schools could begin to change. It might 
seem unfair to put the burden on teach-
ers who are already doing so much, but 
if we don’t tell our stories, there’s a good 
possibility that nothing will change. Let 
your community know what is going 
well in your school or district! Let them 
know how even small changes have great 
impact. Solicit and encourage their support 
as those small changes become realities.  
Margaret Mead said, “Never doubt that a 
small group of thoughtful, committed citi-
zens can change the world; indeed, it’s the 
only thing that ever has.”  Likewise, educa-
tors can absolutely make a difference if we 
reach out to the right people. 

I Used to Think ...
In the PAGE Principal Teacher Leadership 
Network, a culminating activity at the last 
session prompts “I used to think but now 
I know … .” Early in the first year of these 
professional learning sessions, participants 
have not always considered some of the 
potential changes that they can control. 

High-Stakes Testing and Evaluations 
Provide Little Insight

By Angela Garrett, PAGE Professional Learning

SPECIAL REPORT:  Assessment & Accountability
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By thinking differently, learning from 
one another and applying new ideas, cul-
tural change in schools can occur. A few 
examples of responses from teachers and 
administrators follow:

I used to think compliance was what 
I was looking for but now I know I want 
engagement.

I used to think that students should do as 
they are told, but now I know that lessons 
should be designed to meet their needs.

I used to think that work should be 

designed around state standards, but now I 
know that work should be designed around 
what engages students, while fulfilling the 
requirements of state standards.

I used to think teachers weren’t leaders, 
but now I know I have the power and intel-
ligence to do just that in my classroom and 
beyond.

Educators must discover the power 
of their voice and reconnect with why 
they became teachers in the first place. 
If teachers are to be able to do the best 

for their students, principals and 
other leaders must empower 
them to do so. Principals are 
leaders of the school and set 
the tone for a culture focused 
on meaningful learning and 
a healthy, positive climate.  
Principals should work together 
with the school staff to develop 
shared beliefs, set a common 
direction and establish a clear 
vision for student success.

PAGE values the diligence, hard 
work and long days that teach-

ers experience.  PAGE works to improve 
Georgia schools every day, but we need 
your voice.  Start with something small and 
grow it into something you never thought 
possible. Reach out to parents and other 
stakeholders to begin these important con-
versations. Fight to save our public schools! 
Continue making a positive difference in 
the lives of all students, making sure the 
community knows the good things that are 
happening in classrooms every day. Our 
students are worth it. n

In appreciation of all you do to 

expand the hearts and minds of 

our students, the Alliance Theatre 

is thrilled to provide Georgia 

educators with FREE tickets to 

select early performances of all 

Alliance Theatre productions. 

Upcoming productions include Ever 

After, based on the hit film, and a 

new play by Pearl Cleage.TICKETS 
for  

TEACHERS For more information about the program 
and how to reserve your tickets, visit 

alliancetheatre.org/ticketsforteachers
*Subject to availability. Restrictions apply.

Wouldn’t schools be better places if district and 
community needs served as the foundation for 
decision-making? What if state tests were designed 
by teachers instead of testing companies? What if 
teachers were “coached,” not “evaluated,” and there 
were no “ratings and rankings” but rather dialog and 
collaborative decisions on how to improve?



  

This issue of PAGE One concludes a three-part 
series on school accountability. In the following 
pages, we examine several issues related to the 

state’s accountability plan:

•  Georgia’s submission of a new state 
accountability plan to satisfy federal Every 
Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) requirements

•  A University of Georgia researcher’s take on the 
design of accountability systems

• A-F ratings of schools

•  How one district is taking steps toward developing 
a community-based accountability system

The first part of the three-part series on account-
ability (PAGE One, May-June 2017) addressed 
the frustration of educators and administrators in 
addressing student needs and planning instruction 
while meeting the dictates of a complicated and 
ever-changing accountability system.

The second part of the series (PAGE One, Aug.-
Sept. 2017) dealt with the fallacy of test-based 
accountability systems and the limitations of those 
tests as indicators of school quality. Testing expert 
John Tanner described the basis for considering 
school quality measures determined by community 
stakeholders beyond high-stakes tests. 

You may view those articles at www.pageinc.org/
magazines.

Special Report:

SCHOOL 
  ACCOUNTABILITY

October/November 2017 PAGE ONE 7
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Georgia’s ESSA Plan: 
Educators and Other Stakeholders 
Drive Improvements to School 
Accountability System

By Craig Harper, PAGE Director of Communications

Educators nationwide celebrated in 
December 2015 when the highly 
unpopular No Child Left Behind 

Act (NCLB) faded to history with the 
adoption of the broadly supported, bi-
partisan Every Student Succeeds Act 
(ESSA).

ESSA acknowledged that NCLB man-
dates became unrecognizable due to 
wholesale waivers and manipulations 
through Race to the Top and other state 
requests for flexibility. NCLB was a leash 
attached to a choke collar; ESSA showed 
promise as a broad path through the park.

In the breakdown of NCLB, Georgia 
adopted its own waiver accountability 
system: the College and Career Ready 
Performance Index (CCRPI). Because 
ESSA allows more flexibility and fewer 
tests — innovations already adopted 

by states — Georgia was poised to roll 
forward with what it implemented as 
a waiver, while seeking further adjust-
ments. The changes promised to answer 
consistent complaints from educators, 
parents and other stakeholders:

•  Too many high-stakes tests that 
changed mid-stream.

•  Too many criteria within complicat-
ed formulas to derive a single score.

•  Sometimes-nonsensical methods to 
earn challenge points.

•  Lack of clarity on the entry and 
exit point for schools that might, 
or might not, be identified for state 
intervention.

Because ESSA required states to 
develop new accountability plans to meet 
the goals of the law rather than rollover 

existing waivers, the Georgia Department 
of Education seized upon its chance to 
listen to as many voices as were willing to 
share. And share they did — by the thou-
sands — in numerous feedback sessions 
all across Georgia, through emails and 
through conversations with the six com-
mittees established to formally represent 
education advocacy groups, parents, stu-
dents, higher education, business and gov-
ernment. More than 250 people served on 
the committees and actively participated 
in their work, as well as in many of the 
feedback sessions. 

In preparing to rewrite the state 
accountability plan, the GaDOE asked 
the University of Georgia to analyze the 
CCRPI. (See article on next page.) The 
research, by Richard O. Welsh, assistant 
professor of the Department of Lifelong 

Special Report: 
SCHOOL ACCOUNTABILITY
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Education, Administration and Policy, 
concluded that using nationally normed 
measures adjusted for student demo-
graphics, Georgia appears to rate some 
schools more harshly. Welsh reported 
that “Georgia’s accountability system 
appears to identify the tails of the school 
performance distribution fairly accu-
rately (schools rated “A” and “F”), how-
ever, the middle of the distribution (“B,” 
“C,” and “D” schools) appear to be the 
school(s) that would trend higher on the 

other states’ accountability models (espe-
cially Southeastern states).”

Furthermore, none of the five high-
performing states examined in the study 
assigns A-F grades to schools based on 
test scores; three of the five Southeastern 
states do — including Georgia. [See A-F 
Grading of Schools article on Page 15.] 
Welsh noted that “Compared the other 
Southeastern states (Florida, Louisiana) 
with a school (letter) grading scale, 
Georgia has a more stringent grad-

ing scale. For instance, an “A” school in 
Florida and Louisiana needs roughly 
two-thirds of the points, whereas in 
Georgia, an “A” school needs about four-
fifths of the points.”

Welsh recommends creating a balance 
between proficiency and growth. He sug-
gests recalibrating the letter grading scale, 
including equity factors such as school 
discipline in the measurement of school 
performance, and prioritizing subgroup 

Designing Accountability Systems
A Conversation with UGA’s Richard O. Welsh
By Craig Harper, PAGE Director of Communications

Designing an appropriate K-12 
accountability system is chal-

lenging, says Dr. Richard O. Welsh, 
assistant professor of the Department 
of Lifelong Education, Administration, 
and Policy at the University of Georgia. 
In this article, Welsh, who authored 
a recent report titled “Comparisons 
and Systems Research of States’ 
Accountability Measures,” updates us 
on the current state of accountability 
systems. (His responses have been 
edited for length and clarity.)

Q: What have you learned about 
state accountability measures since 
your report was published last year?

A: There is a trend toward the 
increased use of science, social 
studies, school climate and chronic 
absenteeism in developing school 
accountability measures. There’s also 
a greater emphasis on post-secondary 
success at the high school level. We’ve 
also seen more focus on subgroups, 
and some states are forming “super Richard O. Welsh

Continued on page 10

Continued on page 10
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Because ESSA required states to develop new accountability plans to meet the goals of 
the law, the Georgia Department of Education seized upon its chance to listen to as many 
voices as were willing to share. And share they did — by the thousands — in numerous 
feedback sessions all across Georgia, through emails and through conversations with 
the six committees 
established to formally 
represent education 
advocacy groups, 
parents, students, higher 
education, business and 
government.

performance to ensure adequate focus 
on high-needs students. “A school perfor-
mance measure that prioritizes achieve-
ment levels may be capturing contextual 
factors and student demographics rather 
[than] the quality of schools or the poli-
cies and practices that schools may employ 

to produce student achievement,” Welsh 
reported. “This also disadvantages schools 
with challenging and harder-to-educate 
students who enter schools with low 
achievement levels, even if these schools 
are making growth similar to schools with 
students with high achievement levels.” 

Governor Insists On Focus on 
Outcomes

Welsh’s research underscored stakehold-
er feedback at numerous public sessions. 
The resulting ESSA plan was submitted 
to Gov. Nathan Deal in August. That plan 
incorporated many of the prevailing ideas 

subgroups” combining traditionally 
disadvantaged groups or combining 
English-language learners and special 
education students. One of the over-
arching takeaways I’ve had so far from 
examining the other states’ plans, as 
well as Georgia’s, is that the design of 
accountability systems in this ESSA 
era is a work in progress. For the next 
two to three years, I think it’s going to 
be very fluid. Some of the plans we’re 
seeing right now are basic roadmaps 
where a lot of the details are going to 
be fleshed out in the coming years.

Q: Has Georgia’s ESSA addressed 
the most critical findings and recom-
mendations in your report?

A: Some of the recommendations 
have been incorporated, but there’s a 
lot of flesh to be put on the skeleton 
that is there now. There is intent to 
consider progress at the same or even 

greater level than proficiency. There is 
more attention to the context in which 
schools are operating. Those changes 
provide incentive for continuous 
improvement, and I think it bodes well 
for schools. There also is some focus on 
subgroups to make sure those who are 
further behind are expected to make 
greater annual gains, which I think 
is a positive; and there’s greater con-
sideration of student attendance. The 
emphasis on post-secondary success 
and the attempt to broaden the indica-
tors at all levels is a positive. And from 
what I’ve seen, there is a greater focus 
on trying to clarify and streamline the 
CCRPI. We’ll see how it goes over the 
next few years as we continue to design 
this system.

Q: If starting from a blank slate, 
how would you recommend states 
design an accountability system?

A: This is a very tough task. To 
my mind, the primary challenge is 
really getting the right balancing act of 
outside-of-school factors: how outside 
factors may affect what happens in the 
classroom and how do we fairly hold 
schools accountable for things that are 
under their control (rather than outside 
factors that may influence their work 
but that are not sufficiently accounted 
for). I don’t have all the answers, but 
there are some things that I’m a fan of. 
First, including equity measures, such 
as chronic absenteeism and student 
mobility, to really get a better under-
standing of what schools face and 
how we deal with school performance. 
Second, the work that Jack Schneider 
is doing in Massachusetts. I’m a pro-
ponent of a broad set of indicators 
to measure school quality, similar to 
PAGE’s initiative to look to community 
stakeholders to really get a sense of 

Special Report: 
SCHOOL ACCOUNTABILITY

Designing Accountability Systems
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shared with GaDOE. It provided room 
for districts to be flexible in scheduling 
instruction; recognized challenges faced 
by communities of poverty, students with 
disabilities and English language learners; 
and encouraged students to take more 
rigorous core content, identify a career 

pathway and engage in content beyond 
the core. Additionally, there was flexibility 
to pilot innovative assessments. And, of 
critical importance to many school and 
district leaders, it simplified the CCRPI 
calculation into five categories and provid-
ed specific entry and exit points for strug-

gling schools rather than an arbitrary and 
moving target of the five percent of lowest 
performing schools based on a three-year 
rolling average. 

Gov. Deal’s office responded to 
GaDOE’s ESSA plan with a compre-

what good schools do and what parents 
and stakeholders prioritize the most, 
and trying to incorporate that into the 
indicators of school quality. Third, I 
would consider having an inspectorate 
that can complement the use of test 
scores and provide a more granular 
understanding of how learning occurs 
in schools. 

An inspectorate is a strong quali-
tative component that adds to the 
quantitative information. It can get 
into schools and provide more than 
a number or a test score. It provides 
a rich description of the context, the 
interactions in schools between teach-
ers and students. My philosophy would 
be to bring more lens to bear on what 
schools do — not simply to penalize 
a school or reduce a school to a single 
number. Those numbers are a good 
starting point for us to have a con-
versation and compare schools, but I 

think we can better detect the context 
and circumstances of what schools are 
doing and provide a richer description 
of how learning is taking place.

Q: PAGE is exploring the idea of 
community and stakeholder-identi-
fied factors as measures for account-
ability that go beyond standardized 
assessments. As you mentioned, 
you’re familiar with this concept. 
What are your thoughts about this 
idea?

A: The conceptualization of school 
quality can be broader. The challenge is 
to make it a feasible and present basis 
for comparison. The more I look at 
community-based assessment systems, 
the more I think they’re worth pursu-
ing. Shifting the design of account-
ability to a more local level can be an 
incubator for experimentation. Feasible 
alternatives to test-based accountability 

have been hard to come by. This may 
bring new energy and thinking with 
substantial implications on how we 
measure school quality. I think it will 
engage and involve community stake-
holders in school improvement. There 
is support for local control. A big part 
of sustainable improvement and lifting 
the quality of schools is going to fall 
on the community playing a larger role 
in how schooling is produced, so to 
speak. Teachers and school leaders may 
respond favorably to these account-
ability measures. There’s a prevailing 
sense that those closest know best, 
so accountability systems that can be 
tailored with the intent of benefitting 
students is a good thing.

However, there also are pitfalls. 
Increased variability across localities 
makes it hard to compare. It’s already 
hard to compare across states. If there 

Continued on page 12

Continued on page 12



12 PAGE ONE October/November 2017

were a multitude of account-
ability systems across differ-
ent local and regional levels, 
we would need some way 
to make those comparisons. 
The effectiveness hinges on 
the capacity at the local or 
regional level. There may be 
variation in the skills and 
resources to manage this 
design process to ensure it’s 
representative of all stake-
holders, especially parents of 
traditionally disadvantaged 
students who tend to be 
concentrated in schools we 
care most about improv-
ing. Making sure that the 
accountability system is truly represen-
tative is a key challenge. One can see 
how this effort could lead to further 
inequality across districts, as districts 
and regions come up with their own 
accountability systems, thus making 
comparison more difficult and increas-

ing the potential of inflating how well 
schools are doing.

I do support this effort and it’s very 
worthy; it makes sense to start small 
and to transfer the best practices and 
the learning to other districts. Once you 
accentuate the pros and try to mitigate 

the cons, it’s a very worthwhile idea.

Q: Is there a way to design a system 
that fairly accounts for other com-
munity factors, such as poverty, while 
still providing a basis for evaluating a 
school’s effectiveness with students?

hensive and detailed letter to the DOE 
requesting significant changes that 
essentially stripped away any account-
ability factor not connected to a high-
stakes test. As Deal states in his letter, 
GaDOE should “refrain from incentiv-
izing inputs. … More succinctly, there 
should be clear and strong focus in 
CCRPI on student outcome measures 
instead of input measures.”

The changes the governor requested, 
if they had been accepted by GaDOE in 
its final submission, would have undone 
the progress evident in the original 
ESSA plan. Many of the recommenda-
tions ran counter to the broad, statewide 
stakeholder feedback and the intent of 
Senate Bill 364 (2016 session) and House 
Bill 338 (2017 session). Those measures 
sought to lessen the effect of high-stakes 
testing; provide more flexibility to dis-
tricts; recognize community factors that 
affect school readiness and success; and 
partner with struggling schools with 
well-designed interventions. Perhaps the 

most disappointing revision made in the 
final submission to the U.S. Department 
of Education on Sept. 18 was the loss of 
the clear entry and exit criteria in defer-
ence to the Governor’s Office of Student 
Achievement’s moving “target” — a mis-
nomer as it’s more like roulette in that it 
might hit you even when a school makes 
progress above the indicator. [A review of 
the revisions made to the submitted plan 
are available on the PAGE website in the 
news section.] 

Woods Calls it ‘A Huge Step 
Backward’

State School Superintendent Richard 
Woods indicated in his response to the gov-
ernor that most of the requested changes 
would not be incorporated in a revised plan.

“Your requested changes to the 
CCRPI model — which was developed 
by a widely representative committee 
of Georgians and vetted by national 
experts — would remove or adjust all 
indicators that do not incorporate test 

scores,” Woods wrote. “This would lead 
to a CCRPI measure based nearly 100 
percent on test scores, which is essen-
tially no different than AYP. The AYP 
system failed to result in meaningful 
improvement in student outcomes. The 
state should be extremely cautious about 
adopting an accountability system that 
returns to a disproportionate emphasis 
on test scores and the unintended con-
sequences associated with such a system 
— this would be a huge step backward 
for our state.”

PAGE Executive Director Allene 

Special Report: 
SCHOOL ACCOUNTABILITY

Designing Accountability Systems

‘My research team has been paying attention to the 
politics of education. I think if there continues to 
be a dissatisfaction — especially at the parent and 
community level — with how we are measuring school 
performance and the efforts to improve schools, 
there’s really going to be more funding, more attention 
and more participation in state and local elections in 
education. Voices will be heard at the ballot.’

The ESSA Plan process, 
committee structure, 
feedback data, ESSA plan 
and other information can 
be reviewed on the GaDOE 
website. gadoe.org/essa.
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Magill concurred with Woods’ conclu-
sion. “We know from the ESSA stake-
holder feedback, as well as state and 
national polling data, that high-stakes 
tests are not the primary indicator of 
a quality school experience. The ESSA 
plan proposed by the DOE more closely 
aligns with stakeholder expectations for 
what makes a quality educational experi-
ence. Georgia should be moving forward 
in alignment with those expectations, 
not going back to the test-and-punish 
mindset of No Child Left Behind.”

Magill, along with several PAGE 
professional staff, served as a member 
of one of the ESSA committees. While 
PAGE did not agree with every compo-
nent of the plan, Magill said, it is evident 
the GaDOE has thoughtfully crafted 
an accountability plan informed by the 
voices of people from around the state 
who understand the fallibility of the old 
model of accountability by testing. The 
ESSA plan moves in the right direction 
with opportunities for flexibility; consid-
eration of other quality factors in helping 

challenged students learn and grow; and 
supporting career and technical educa-
tion pathways.

State Board of Education 
Challenges Woods and GaDOE

The GaDOE’s ESSA submission with-
out incorporating all of Gov. Deal’s rec-
ommendations was called into question 
by some members of the state Board of 
Education at its late September meeting. 
Among the comments directed at Supt. 
Woods during the tense exchange was 
that Secretary Betsy DeVos would surely 
note that Gov. Deal did not sign the sub-
mission, indicating that its absence might 
cause the plan to be rejected. However, 
ESSA does not require a plan submission 
to be approved by a governor, only that he 
or she have opportunity for review with 
the option to sign the plan in support.

“Under Section 8540 of ESSA, the 
SEA (state education agency, GaDOE) 
must consult in a ‘timely and meaning-
ful’ manner with the governor in the 
development of the consolidated state 

ESSA plan and allow the governor 30 
days to review the final plan and con-
sider signing on before the SEA submits 
to USED,” said Peter Zamora, director 
of federal relations membership and 
outreach for the Council of Chief State 
School Officers. “Under the express 
terms of the ESSA statute, though, if the 
governor does not sign the plan, the SEA 
‘shall submit’ the plan to USED without 
the governor’s signature, which is not 
required.  While there is a space in the 
ESSA consolidated state plan application 
package for the governor to sign, if he 
or she does not do so it should not be a 
consideration in USED’s evaluation of 
state plans in the approval process.”

Other states that submitted plans in 
April without the governors’ signatures 
have been approved, Zamora said.

Supt. Woods and GaDOE did provide 
Gov. Deal the appropriate review and 
response time and made some revisions 
based on his recommendations before 
submitting the plan on the due date of 
Sept. 18. n

A: This is the ultimate goal of an 
accountability system and the biggest 
challenge we face. There is perhaps even 
a crystallizing consensus that we do 
need a broader conceptualization and 
definition of school quality and student 
success that goes beyond the test scores. 
The way we’ve attempted to do this so 
far in the literature is to include more 
equity measures to take into account 
the conditions that schools face. One of 
the ways to ensure that we don’t hold 
schools accountable for things outside 
of their control — such as demographic 
composition — is to shift toward growth 
measures rather than proficiency mea-
sures, which tend to be highly correlated 
with student characteristics. There’s also 
a debate about the role of expectation 
and using student demographics in val-
ue-added measures. Using different tar-
gets for growth based on different base-
lines eventually will create more space 
between demographic composition and 
school quality measures. Community-

based measures also have the potential 
of helping account for out-of-school 
factors. But it remains a challenge. We 
haven’t totally answered the question of 
how we are going to account for poverty. 
We’ve seen in polling data — and I’ve 
heard anecdotally from speaking with 
teachers, school leaders and stakeholders 
in Georgia — that there is this emerging 
consensus that wrap-around services 
will play a key part in moving forward. 
Once that enters the conversation, then I 
think we can have an even more fruitful 
conversation about how we’re going to 
include poverty and community factors 
in how we measure school performance.

Q: Please share any additional 
thoughts you have on these issues.

A: It’s an interesting time. My 
research team has been paying atten-
tion to the politics of education. I think 
if there continues to be a dissatisfaction 
— especially at the parent and commu-
nity level — with how we are measur-

ing school performance and the efforts 
to improve schools, there’s really going 
to be more funding, more attention and 
more participation in state and local 
elections in education. Voices will be 
heard at the ballot. It’s really something 
we try to track and pay attention to.

Q: Do you believe in A-F grading of 
schools? 

A: Most states have some variation 
of A-F school grading, or they place 
schools in a strand or level. I think 
it’s unavoidable to have some form of 
system like this, but we must think 
carefully about the bands and get them 
right. My thought is to try to really 
incorporate that mindset of broader 
measures into that band, whether it’s 
subgroup performance or other factors. 
While I do think parents are demand-
ing measures outside standardized   
assessments, I also think there is some 
support for these rating systems and 
the need to get them right. n



14 PAGE ONE October/November 2017

Earn Your
Advanced Degree
in Education
Online 
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In Rejecting Amendment 1, Voters Rejected  
A-F Grading of Schools

Should GOSA Have the Authority to 
Assign A-F Grades?
By Margaret Ciccarelli and Meg Thornton

The introduction of A-F letter 
grades of Georgia’s schools by 
the Governor’s Office of Student 

Achievement (GOSA) is surprising con-
sidering the recent history of legislative 
and voter rejection of the A-F grading 
system. The agency appears to be acting 
at its own discretion, without legal or 
legislative authority directing GOSA to 
assign A-F grades, and in the absence of 
binding authority specifically prohibiting 
it from doing so.

When asked why GOSA began assign-
ing letter grades to schools, GOSA 
Executive Director Martha Ann Todd told 
PAGE One that the school grades “simply 
reflect the CCRPI scores for schools and 
districts in a format that is familiar and 
readily understood by parents and other 
community stakeholders. … GOSA has 
a broad legal mandate to establish and 
report indicators of performance for 
schools and school systems and does not 
require a specific legal mandate to use the 
A-F reporting format.”

Background On A-F Grading
Last fall, Georgia voters said no to 

allowing the state to take over chronically 
failing schools. Amendment 1 read:

Shall the Constitution of Georgia be 
amended to allow the state to intervene in 
chronically failing public schools in order to 
improve student performance?

The proposed constitutional amend-
ment (Senate Resolution 287) was 
designed to trigger the implementation of 
Senate Bill 133, which outlined governance 
models of schools under an “Opportunity 
School District.” SB 133 also contained a 
provision requiring GOSA to assign A-F 
letter grades to Georgia schools: 

The office shall annually, for 
purposes of this article, deter-
mine a rating of A, B, C, D, or 
F for each public elementary 
and secondary school in this 
state based on student achieve-
ment, achievement gap closure, 
and student growth. Such rat-
ings shall be based on the state 
accountability system approved 
by the State Board of Education.

 
SB 133 contained other 

notable language as well 
(emphasis added):

This Act shall become effec-
tive on January 1, 2017, only 
if an amendment to the 
Constitution is ratified at 
the November, 2016, general 
election expressly allowing the 
General Assembly to autho-
rize the establishment of an 
Opportunity School District to 
provide for state intervention 
for failing schools. 

If such an amendment to the 
Constitution is not so ratified, then this Act 
shall not become effective and shall stand 
repealed by operation of law on January 
1, 2017. 

Because voters rejected the proposed 
constitutional amendment, its com-

panion legislation, SB 133, which required 
the assignment of A-F grades to Georgia 
schools, was not enacted. Nevertheless, 
as of the start of 2017, GOSA has been 
assigning A-F grades to each Georgia 
school. (The grades are published online 
at www.schoolgrades.georgia.gov.) 
According to GOSA, the grades are based 
on “school performance and other use-
ful information about the school, such as 
performance on statewide assessments, 

the make-up of the school’s student body, 
the graduation rate, and additional aca-
demic information.”

In past years, the Georgia legislature had 
considered and rejected the mandatory 
assignment of A-F letter grades to public 
schools. In 2012 Sen. Tommie Williams 
(R-Lyons) sponsored legislation regarding 
GOSA’s school report card, SB 410. Senate 
iterations of the bill contained language 
mandating the assignment of letter grades 
to Georgia schools, but the House rejected 
the mandate, and the bill was ultimately 
signed into law without the A-F language.

This history of debate and lack of 
authorizing legislation by the General 
Assembly casts doubt on whether GOSA 
should have the authority to implement 
an A-F grading system. n

At least 17 states have or are 
developing some form of A-F 
grading system for their schools. 
Proponents say the format 
makes it easier for the public to 
understand where schools stand 
academically. Critics say the 
letter grades oversimplify the 
picture of student success and 
school quality.
Source: Education Commission of the States
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Calhoun City Schools hosted a lun-
cheon in September in the new STEM 
Works Engineering Learning Lab and 
Online Learning Academy on the 
Calhoun College and Career Academy 
Campus at Calhoun High School. But 
beyond showcasing the new learning 
space, Michele Taylor, superintendent 
of schools, took the opportunity to 
speak with the many business and 
community leaders, parents and part-
ners in education in attendance about 
the district’s mission to develop a com-
munity-based accountability system. 
Here are excerpts from her message:

For us, success or the measure-
ment of success is far more 
than a single test score. We have 

many areas of which we can be proud. 
Calhoun City Schools was recently named 
Charter System of the Year and ranked as 
the fifth-best school district in the state 
for 2018 by Niche (Niche.com). In 2016, 
the district held the fourth-highest dis-
trict graduation rate out of 180 districts. 
Calhoun High School has consistently 
been recognized by the College Board as 
an AP Honor School and repeatedly been 
named among the best high schools in the 
nation by U.S. News & World Report. The 
district also has experienced great success 
on the stage and playing field, with more 
than 18 Georgia High School Association 
state championships in the past decade.

While we’ve seen great success in many 
areas, we continually seek to improve. We 

don’t want to rely on a state performance 
index to tell us if we’re doing well; we’d 
rather meet and exceed the standards that 
our stakeholders identify as indicators of 
local accountability.

According to John Tanner, author of 
the book “The Pitfalls of Reform, “The 
judgments from end-of-year test scores 
in key subject areas are asked to represent 
the entire school in terms of its quality.” 
However, he adds, “State test scores have a 
surprisingly limited amount of interpre-
tive power, which never included judg-
ing school quality. Judgments of school 
quality must be made, but they should be 
made based on evidence capable of rend-
ing that judgment,” he adds.

According to Tanner, standards-based 
state testing does not provide 
the data that policymak-
ers and many others think it 
does. “Testing constructs are 
designed to find an average 
that does not exist in the real 
world of children and learning. 
Furthermore, multiple studies 
confirm that only about one-
third of testing results can be 
attributed to school influence,” 

he states.
PAGE invited Tanner to several com-

munities in recent months, and as he 
circulated through Georgia to address the 
misuse of standardized testing for grad-
ing schools and school districts, Calhoun 
took notice. His message was simply that 
community-designed accountability sys-
tems created by local stakeholders provide 
the most meaningful accountability.

Our quest to develop a community-
based accountability system to measure 
quality in all areas began today. Calhoun 
City Schools will continue to encourage 
and promote student learning at profound 
levels, as opposed to simply learning what 
is needed to pass standardized tests. Our 
mission to inspire all students to become 
lifelong learners in the pursuit of excel-
lence will be measured by many indica-
tors of success identified by our commu-
nity. While we can boast of a 97-percent 
graduation rate, we still have work to do 
until we reach our goal of 100 percent. 
Every day is an opportunity to make a 
difference in the life of our students. We 
are preparing them for college, careers 
and life, and we need our community’s 
help to get it right.  n

Calhoun City Schools Commits to 
Community-Based Accountability
By Michele Taylor, Superintendent of Calhoun City Schools

Special Report: 
SCHOOL ACCOUNTABILITY

During the opening of a new learning academy, the superintendent of Calhoun City 
Schools addressed the need to develop a community-based accountability system.

We don’t want to rely on a state 
performance index to tell us if 
we’re doing well; we’d rather 
meet and exceed the standards 
that our stakeholders identify as 
indicators of local accountability.
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O
ne who is “accountable” 
provides a complete, objec-
tive accounting, and then 
accepts responsibility for 
the findings. Educators 

who are accountable for schools owe 
such an accounting to their communities 
and the students they serve, and sound 
educational policy should support them 

in doing so. We are, after all, talking 
about a key institution for the preserva-
tion of American democracy. Judging it 
accurately should be a priority.

But educational accountability occupies 
an odd space in the American political 
psyche. Our schools are subjected to a 
policy approach typically reserved for 
dangerous industries, whereby we “hold 

their feet to the fire” because they cannot 
be trusted to be accountable on their own. 
The primary objective of such polices is 
to punish those who fail to comply.

In 1983, the bombshell report “A 
Nation at Risk” made headlines with 
its claim that American education was 
in such a sorry state that, had a for-
eign country been involved, it would 

By John Tanner

The False Premise of  
School Accountability
John Tanner is the executive director of Test Sense, an educational consulting firm, and the director of the Texas Performance Assessment 
Consortium, a project in which 40 school districts have joined forces to build a community-based accountability system for their schools.

 

John Tanner Addresses Testing and  
Accountability in Statewide Tour

Georgians Learn about the Misuse of 
Standardized Testing for Grading Schools
By Craig Harper, PAGE Director of Communications

Testing and accountability 
researcher John Tanner circu-

lated through Georgia in May to 
address the misuse of standardized 
testing for grading schools and 
school districts. In a statewide tour 
sponsored by PAGE, Tanner shared 
his message in Dalton, Macon, 
Valdosta, Camilla and Waynesboro. 
In Dalton, he drew more than 200 
educators, community members and 
business leaders.

“The topic of school accountabil-
ity measures is so important right 
now,” said Dr. Allene Magill, PAGE 

executive director. “This conversa-
tion is especially timely as our state 
leaders prepare to implement the 
First Priority Act to address strug-
gling schools. And it is critical for 
educators and communities to 
understand how to respond to the 
letter grade rankings of 
their schools.”

According to Tanner, 
standards-based state 
testing does not provide 
the data that policymakers 
and many others think it 
does. Testing constructs 

are designed to find an average that 
does not exist in the real world of 
children and learning. Furthermore, 
multiple studies confirm that only 
about one-third of testing results can 
be attributed to school influence.

Standardized tests really function 

“Tell me a child’s poverty level 
and I can tell you within a 
narrow range how that child will 
perform on a standardized test.”

Special Report
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be tantamount to an “act of war.” That 
claim helped institutionalize the idea 
that education in the United States was 
an abysmal failure. Despite the basis 

for the report’s claims being thoroughly 
debunked a few years later, the avalanche 
of distrust it triggered has persevered, 
justifying the policy approach used since. 

That approach presumes educators’ feet 
must be held to the fire, along with serial 
polluters and dangerous industries, and 
each generation of accountability since 
has presented an iteration of that thinking.

The tool selected for holding schools 
accountable is primarily end-of-year test 
scores in key subject areas, the results of 
which are then used to pass judgments 
on schools. Those judged negatively are 
deemed non-compliers and subject to 
sanctions. 

In creating the school accountability 
system, policymakers committed two 
errors based on two critical misunder-
standings. The first involved test scores. 
Policymakers saw that averages from 
standardized tests matched their bias 
regarding what they considered “good” 
and “bad” schools. They then codified 
that misunderstanding into laws that 
insist no schools should have low test 
scores. The second is that they presumed 
it acceptable for a judgment made about a 

 

to reveal a student’s socio-economic 
status, said Tanner. “Tell me a child’s 
poverty level, and I can tell you 
within a narrow range how that child 
will perform on a standardized test.”

Standardized testing results are 
further misused when they are the 
primary measure for success and 
failure of schools, Tanner added. A 
particular disservice to schools is the 
use of testing data to grade schools 
using an A-F ranking.

“Someone once asked me why I 
hate school grades or labels,” Tanner 
said. “It’s because no one can be 
accountable to a label or a grade. It 
reduces the complexity and diversity 
in a school to the label, which then 
misrepresents most of the students 
and teachers in that school. It is not 
actionable. It is not useful. It is politi-
cally convenient and that’s it.” 

Tanner’s key message is that 
community-designed accountability 
systems created by local stakehold-
ers provide the most meaningful 
accountability.

Educators See a 
Disconnect

Tanner’s message res-
onated with educators 
who see a disconnect 
between the learning 
they observe in students 
and standardized test 
scores. Tanner’s words 
also challenged non-
educators to reconsider 
what they believe tests 
are telling them about a 
student, school and dis-
trict’s achievement.

Tanner is encouraged that the use 
of standardized testing to the detri-
ment of education is increasingly 
becoming understood. “It is remark-
able to me how the dialogue around 
school accountability is shifting here 
in Georgia and across the country,” 
he said. “There is a recognition that 
for 20 years we’ve been responding 
to a definition of school success that 
is anything but. The excitement is in 
the possibility of breaking out of an 

unhealthy paradigm and moving to 
something infinitely better for our 
students and the schools that serve 
them.”

Tanner also noted that he appreci-
ated the response from Georgia edu-
cators. “I’m impressed at how rarely 
Georgia educators said, ‘this isn’t 
doable,’ because in most places with 
a similar demographic that would be 
a common refrain. Instead, it was just 
the opposite.” n

“Someone once asked me why I hate 
school grades or labels. It’s because 
no one can be accountable to a label 
or a grade. It reduces the complexity 
and diversity in a school to the label, 
which then misrepresents most of the 
students and teachers in that school. 
It is not actionable. It is not useful. It is 
politically convenient and that’s it.”

John Tanner addresses about 200 educators, education stakeholders and community 
members in Dalton at his first stop on a statewide tour sponsored by PAGE.

Continued on next page 



portion of an organization to serve as the 
basis for judging the entire organization.

Gaping Holes in Understanding
Researchers developed standardized tests 
to help analyze hard-to-observe human 
characteristics. Literacy or numeracy 
within a population, for example, is much 
trickier to analyze than, say, height. To 
analyze height, a researcher could sim-
ply measure a group of people. Or, if 
no measuring stick existed, a researcher 
could line people up from the shortest to 

the tallest and use the relative differences 
between them as the basis for the analysis. 
Statistics don’t require knowing how tall 
anybody is; they just need to know the 
relative positions in the data set.

But some traits, such as literacy and 
numeracy, lack both a measuring stick 
and the ability to directly observe differ-
ences. Test items selected against a very 
narrow, specific set of statistical criteria 
form a test that shows the relative posi-
tions of test takers to each other: The 
results show a continuum from the stu-

dent who is furthest below average to the 
student who is furthest above average.

Such information is useful for analysis 
so long as it is presented alongside other 
data, i.e., “multiple measures.” It is espe-
cially useful for signaling patterns. But 
like any tool, its usefulness is limited by 
its design, which is why a carpenter has 
both a hammer and a saw. For example, 
at no point along the continuum of stu-
dents do we measure what was learned, 
so the amount of learning at any point 
can’t be known. Knowing the cause for 

a student’s score also can’t be 
known: Was it good or bad 
teaching, a good or challeng-
ing home life, or something 
else entirely? None of that 
can be gleaned from simply 
knowing a student’s posi-
tion relative to others: Those 
things need to be understood 
through tools specific to 
those purposes. Nevertheless, 
enamored with the underly-
ing statistics, policymakers 
selected the methodology 
as the basis for educational 
accountability.

Policymakers then com-
pounded that mistake with 
the presumption that some-
where along the continuum 
of test scores exists a special 
score that can signal whether 
a school is doing a good job. 
While the student at the top 
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In creating the school accountability system, 
policymakers committed two errors based on 
two critical misunderstandings. The first involved 
test scores. Policymakers saw that averages from 
standardized tests matched their bias regarding what 
they considered “good” and “bad” schools. They then 
codified that misunderstanding into laws that insist 
no schools should have low test scores. The second is 
that they presumed it acceptable for a judgment made 
about a portion of an organization to serve as the basis 
for judging the entire organization. 

Dr. Allene Magill, executive director of PAGE, talks to participants at the Dalton event about Georgia’s accountability 
system and the importance of John Tanner’s research on the misuse of A-F grading systems.



of the continuum can be said to pos-
sess a greater amount of the thing being 
analyzed than the student at the bottom, 
what cannot be known without looking 
is what caused either to possess what 
they do. Perhaps the student at the top 
acquired what he or she has entirely 
from educated parents, and the school 
had nothing to do with it. Or perhaps 
the student at the bottom came to school 
from very difficult circumstances and 
has made significant progress entirely 
due to a dedicated teacher.

Literacy or numeracy levels can only 
be understood for complex reasons that 
lie outside the test score. The same is 
true for measuring school quality.

Compounding the issue is that such 
tests reveal a highly specific pattern: 
Literacy and numeracy, at any age, exist 
in greater degrees in wealthier popula-
tions than in socioeconomically disad-
vantaged populations. That in no way 
means that students in the disadvan-
taged category can never catch up, but 
rather, that they need the time, support 
and resources to do so. It also does not 
automatically mean that schools serv-
ing poorer populations are worse than 
schools serving wealthier populations, 
which is a bias many people (and poli-
cymakers) share. Rather, a quality school 
is one that knows what its students need 
and then executes accordingly.

In that vein, high-quality schools that 
effectively serve low-scoring students, and 
low-quality schools that underserve high-

scoring students surely exist, and a valid 
accountability program would identify 
them as such. But a very different result 
emerges if the patterns of literacy and 
numeracy are asked to serve an account-
ability role: The result will correlate with 
the socioeconomics of the school and 
ignore the actual work being done.

Policymakers nevertheless chose to 
assign quality labels to schools and stu-
dents based on the levels of literacy and 
numeracy signaled by test scores, not on 
why that level of literacy or numeracy 
exists. The result of that decision was 
easily predictable: Teachers in poorer 
schools are now highly likely to be 
judged as ineffective and their schools 
as failing, while teachers in wealthier 
schools are now highly likely to be 
judged as effective and their schools 
successful, regardless of the underlying 
reality.

A Little Knowledge Can Be 
Dangerous
The judgments from end-of-year test 
scores in key subject areas are then asked 
to represent the entire school in terms of 
its quality. That such tests are incapable 
of signaling why any level of literacy or 
numeracy exists doesn’t seem to matter: 
Those in a policy position seem com-
fortable presuming that good schools 
cause high test scores, and bad schools 
cause low test scores, despite their selec-
tion of a testing methodology that can 
signal neither.

But the problem goes much deeper. 
A judgment of one part of an organiza-
tion — even if valid — if extended to the 
entire organization must be viewed as 
invalid, because it is a judgment made 
without evidence.

Imagine rising one morning with a 
goal of tending to a large lawn. To know 
the proper actions to take, you need 
an understanding based on a complete 
accounting: Does it need to be weeded, 
fertilized, mowed, watered, reseeded or 
some combination of all the above? Do 
different spots require a different treat-
ment? Do you need expert advice? With 
organizations, let alone most lawns, the 
proper treatment is complex, with dif-
ferent areas requiring different types of 
attention. Only a complete accounting 
can address that complexity. Extending 
judgment from a partial accounting 
to an entire organization — whether 
a lawn, a business or a school — risks 
vastly inappropriate judgments.

In its current form, educational 
accountability is a partial accounting 
extended to the entire organization. In 
fact, end-of-year test scores designed 
to signal the distribution of literacy or 
numeracy across a grade level always are 
a partial accounting. When extended to 
the whole of each domain, and then to 
the whole of the school, it creates an edu-
cational accountability based on a partial 
accounting of a partial accounting.

Continued on next page 

Literacy and numeracy exist in greater degrees in 
wealthier populations than in socioeconomically 
disadvantaged populations. That in no way 
means that students in the disadvantaged 
category can never catch up, but rather, that they 
need the time, support and resources to do so. It 
also does not automatically mean that schools 
serving poorer populations are worse than 
schools serving wealthier populations, which is a 
bias many people share. Rather, a quality school 
is one that knows what its students need and 
then executes accordingly.
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Partial accountings create ineffi-
ciencies. If a school is judged as fail-
ing when it is not, acts accordingly, 
and changes what is working, it 
risks harm to the students it serves. 
If a school is judged as succeeding 
when it is not, acts accordingly, and 
does not change, a false message of 
success is sent at the expense of its 
students.

The current system of partial 
school accountability drives ineffi-
ciency in   schools through “feet-to-
the-fire” judgments made prior to 
having the evidence to make a valid 
judgment. Schools are assigned a 
judgment based on the amount of 
literacy or numeracy in a school 
as of a date during the school 
year, regardless of cause, and then 
required to act as if that judgment 
is true. 

All this has a particularly chilling 
effect on schools that serve impover-
ished students. Students in such schools 
tend to have developed fewer literacy 
and numeracy skills as of a moment in 
time than their wealthier peers, with the 
primary difference being that the poorer 
students have had a different experi-

ence. A complete and proper accounting 
would demand that the school demon-
strate an understanding of the unique 
needs of its students, have a plan to serve 
them and then aggressively execute that 
plan to its fullest. Those that do should 
be applauded.

Instead, poverty is equated with fail-
ure, the school is told to act accordingly 

and the children suffer.
An impoverished school is highly 

likely to be judged negatively year after 
year. Repeated judgments of that ilk 
cannot help but create inefficiencies, 
hurt the most vulnerable of our stu-
dents and then insist that the process 
be repeated year after year.

A True Accounting
Lest anyone presume I’m arguing for 

an easier way, my argument is for 
true accountability. True account-
ability requires a greater, not a lessor, 
accounting. Virtually every educator 
I’ve had the chance to work with has 
said they would embrace such an 
accounting. It would allow them to 
avoid specious judgments, manage 
from the truth and more effectively 
attend to the challenge of educating 
each child.

Complex issues often are best 
remedied through simple solutions. 
That is the case here. First, school 
leaders should make decisions only 
from a true and complete account-
ing, and recognize the harm to a 
student and a school caused when a 
partial accounting pretends to rep-
resent the truth. Second, recognize 
that state test scores have a surpris-
ingly limited amount of interpretive 

power, which never includes judging 
school quality. Judgments of school qual-
ity must be made, but they should be 
made based on evidence capable of ren-
dering that judgment.

Finally, don’t wait for a better set of 
educational policies. You don’t need them 
to do what is right, and students don’t 
have that kind of time. n

A complete and proper accounting would demand 
that the school demonstrate an understanding 
of the unique needs of its students, have a plan 
to serve them and then aggressively execute 
that plan to its fullest. Those that do should be 
applauded. Instead, poverty is equated with failure.

John Tanner’s guiding question is “For what are you accountable and to whom?” The October/
November issue of PAGE One magazine will present research by University of Georgia professor 
Richard O. Welsh analyzing Georgia’s accountability system in relation to other states. We will 
also look at how the various state agencies responsible for accountability are connected.

  How Accountable is Georgia?
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PAGE appreciates the work that the 
GaDOE invested in preparing the 
state’s proposed plan for ESSA. The 

involvement of stakeholders at every level 
of public education, including many PAGE 
members and PAGE leaders on several 
planning committees, ensured that the 
voices of those closest to the work in class-
rooms, schools and districts were heard.

The new plan makes evident that 
GaDOE listened to pleas for more sim-
plicity and transparency in the College 
& Career Readiness Performance Index 
(CCRPI), more realistic expectations for 
growth based on where a school or sub-
group began measurement for improve-
ment, and more clarity regarding the fac-
tors that cause schools to enter or exit state 
interventions. Consistent with our feed-
back on HB 338 during the 2017 legislative 
session, we urge clarity regarding how 
CCRPI scores trigger state intervention 
under the First Priority Act. Schools need 
advance notice and incentive to improve 
their trajectory over time. 

Because of the involvement of so many 
experienced educators, the ESSA plan 
addresses a number of concerns under 
the current plan written as a waiver to 
NCLB. The CCRPI factors are divided 
into five categories using clear language 
and performance considerations. The 
baseline and growth expec-
tations for each subgroup 
and school begins with the 
baseline for each with realis-
tic improvement goals above 
that baseline rather than 
a benchmark baseline and 
growth expectations that are 
disconnected from reality. 
GaDOE prepared a helpful 
comparison document (side 
by side) of CCRPI under 

the NCLB waiver and the new plan that 
highlights the many changes.

We are pleased to see that student 
achievement and progress are weighted 
under the proposed plan. We recommend 
that Closing the Gaps scores also should 
be weighted for English learners and eco-
nomically disadvantaged students. 

Additionally, the plan makes a sig-
nificant departure from a “blaming and 
shaming” approach based on compliance 
and checkboxes to one of identification of 
deficits that are a cause of low performance 
while also providing support to make real 
improvement. GaDOE makes it clear it has 
higher expectations for its role in school 
improvement and providing the kinds of 
resources for struggling schools that have 
been absent in past efforts. PAGE recog-
nizes this intent and believes it is critical 
that our professional educators and our 
organization do their parts to hold the 
state accountable to this declaration.

The plan supports Move on When 
Ready initiatives already under way in 
Georgia with strong support for allowing 
middle school and high school students 
to access more rigorous content as soon as 
they are capable.

The plan recognizes and incorporates 
charter district and strategic waiver system 
flexibility contract cycles into long-range 

student performance recalibration expecta-
tions. However, in accordance with exist-
ing state law, the ESSA draft continues to 
chip away at certification requirements for 
Georgia educators and does not require 
gifted certification for districts receiving 
gifted funding. Georgia should not lose 
sight of the importance of teacher certifica-
tion and its impact on student learning. 

In areas where work still is being done 
on curriculum or assessment alignment, 
the plan indicates that GaDOE will revisit 
and rewrite the plan as necessary to incor-
porate improvements.

PAGE looks forward to implementa-
tion of the new plan and to working 
with state leaders, local educators and 
schools to improve outcomes for all 
Georgia students. n

The Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) was signed into law 
in 2015. The bill, which earned bipartisan support in Congress, 
freed states from their No Child Left Behind (NCLB) waiver 
agreements and entrusted them with the responsibility to develop 
their own plans to support education. The ESSA significantly 
scaled back the authority of the U.S. Secretary of Education and 
U.S. Department of Education.

The Georgia Department of Education (GaDOE) will submit 
Georgia’s plan in September. The plan was developed following 
extensive input from the public, educators and other stakeholders 
through listening sessions and a State Advisory Committee. The state 
committee has five working committees whose members include stu-
dents, parents, teachers, school leaders, state agencies, nonprofit and 
civic organizations, business and education advocacy groups.

The new plan makes evident that GaDOE listened to pleas 
for more simplicity and transparency in the CCRPI Index, 
more realistic expectations for growth based on where a 
school or subgroup began measurement for improvement, 
and more clarity regarding the factors that cause schools to 
enter or exit state interventions.

A GaDOE web resource 
presents Georgia’s ESSA 
plan and the work behind its 
development, 
including a 
video overview. 
Scan the 
barcode to visit 
the page.

Every Student Succeeds Act

Georgia Plan Proposes More Realistic 
Growth Measures
By Margaret Ciccarelli and Craig Harper
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A dozen educators from north 
and south Georgia, from city 
and county districts, recently 
gathered in a conference 
room at the PAGE office in 

Atlanta. While some have known one 
another for years, for many it was a 
first acquaintance. Yet, they displayed 
such a level of familiarity and comfort 
as colleagues that even the introductory 
conversations were relaxed and accept-
ing. As each greeted the other and 
found a seat, an observer could believe 
they all worked together regularly and 
were just settling in for another staff 
meeting. The cohort came together 
at the request of Dr. Allene Magill, 
PAGE executive director, to talk with 
Joan Richardson, editor-in-chief of 
Phi Delta Kappa’s Kappan magazine, 
who sought their views on recent and 
potential shifts in education. The con-
versation also focused on key forces 
that impact public school educators.

Each participant is a current or past 
participant in a PAGE Professional 
Learning initiative or network. 
Representing six school districts in 

Georgia, they are teachers, academic and 
instructional coaches, department leads, 
athletic directors, assistant principals 
and principals. Their accounts are based 
on years of addressing common chal-
lenges with collaborative solutions. 

As the dialogue unfolded, areas of 
expertise surfaced. Whether the issue 
was accountability metrics, standard-
ized testing, poverty or graduation rates, 
someone in the room addressed the 

topic with clarity and pragmatism.
One example is the College and 

Career Ready Performance Index 
(CCRPI), Georgia’s single statewide 
accountability system. LeAnne McCall, 
principal of Lowndes High School, said 
that while some components of the 
CCRPI are valid and useful, propor-
tionate values of the sections should be 
adjusted. However, because the index 
appropriately touches upon multiple 

Educational Leaders Provide 
a Practitioner Perspective  
on Topics Ranging from 
Accountability Metrics to 
Standardized Testing to Poverty

By David Reynolds, PAGE Impact Project

PAGE Professional Learning

(l-r, clockwise) Dr. Allene Magill (PAGE), Kevin Strickland (Rome City), Dr. Phillip 
Brown (Rome City), David Reynolds (PAGE), Dr. Peter Coombe (Calhoun City), 
Brock Holley (Calhoun City), Dr. Marc Feuerbach (Cartersville City), Dr. Treva Gear 
(Lowndes), LeAnne McCall (Lowndes)
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areas — course offerings, reading levels, 
support for specific groups of students, 
school climate, test scores and gradu-
ation rates — adjustments are needed 
with respect to balance, weighting, valid-
ity and continuity. 

To provide her community with a 
cogent picture of her school’s CCRPI 
performance, McCall supplants 
resources from the Georgia Department 
of Education and the Coastal Plains 
Regional Educational Service Agency 
with Lowndes High School data. The 
clear graphics, verbal delivery, print 
material and question-and-answer 
opportunities combine to communicate 
clearly.

The educators said they welcome the 
accountability that comes with CCRPI, 
but they also addressed challenges 
associated with this tool. Even as they 
faithfully align their efforts with exter-
nally mandated requirements, educators 
seek to place more emphasis on helping 
each child succeed. Toward that end, 
they analyze data for ways to enhance 
student achievement. Yet, with some 
student groups, maintaining the pace 
of desired improvement can be a slip-
pery goal. For example, between FY15 
and FY18, performance targets will 
have nearly doubled for Students with 
Disabilities (SWD). Even if expectations 
for this subgroup remain the same, the 
year-to-year gauge of a school’s CCRPI 
progress often looks at static grade-level 
figures, as opposed to following the 
same students, because the students who 
earned the test score in the previous year 
have advanced to the next grade and 

its corresponding courses and 
exams. Consequently, overall 
school scores may advance, but 
progress may not occur quickly 
enough or with the specified 
number of students. If the pres-
ent “n” were 25, for example, the 
CCRPI score of a school with 25 
students in one subgroup (e.g., 
SWD) can be affected differ-
ently than a school where only 
24 students enrolled are in that 
same subgroup. Therefore, due to sub-
group calculations, the categories that 
apply to a student can ultimately deter-
mine a school’s score, and, as a result, 
its ranking. Such grading and ranking 
structures fail to communicate what 
schools are truly accomplishing.

The CCPRI appropriately takes into 
account important measures such as 
career, fine arts and world language 
pathway completion; Lexile reading 
scores; absenteeism; graduation rates; 
STEM and STEAM certifications; 
as well as innovative and research/
evidence-based practices. However, 
the improper focus on a very few tests 
(along with changing tests, curriculum 
shifts, decreased funding and increasing 
student poverty) means that the CCRPI 
is still a work in progress. 
Regardless of how we gauge 
the quality of student learn-
ing, it is critical that the state 
provide the resources needed 
to comply with mandated 
reporting, and, more impor-
tantly, to support the student 
and teacher interactions that 
underlie the data.

Georgia public school teach-
ers strive for every student 
to graduate ready for college 
or a career. What begs to be 
resolved is how to avoid reduc-
ing such noble aims to the least 
common denominator of a test 
score, or some other piece of 
standalone evidence. Serious 
thought must be given on how 
to best honor the efforts of 
educators and recognize stu-
dent growth, while capturing 
only the most meaningful and 
useful data.

One problem, said Dalton 

Middle School Assistant Principal 
Nancy Zahn, is that changes — some-
times complete replacements — occur 
soon after new processes and tools are 
developed and implemented. (Dalton 
Middle School serves nearly 200 English 
learners and student enrollment is 80 
percent economically disadvantaged.) 
Teachers, who have spent innumerable 
hours learning about new guidelines, 
standards, curriculum, tests and the lat-
est teacher evaluation instrument, must 
shift their efforts midstream, even before 
having an opportunity to assess patterns, 
trends, benefits or drawbacks. 

Recently instituted Student Learning 
Objectives (SLOs) were developed for 
multiple content areas, but were then 
scaled back from six tests to one or 

“What really matters, who really 
matters, rather, is that particular 
child, and whether he or she 
had a chance to truly do his or 
her best that day. Schools are 
not a business in the traditional 
sense, and we are talking about 
people … not a product that 
doesn’t care, can’t care, about 
how it is processed, or where it 
ends up. We must think about 
how we, and our students, 
impact others’ lives.” 

— Dr. Marc Feuerbach, 
Cartersville High School Principal

Continued on page 8

(l-r) Brandi Moore and Nancy Zahn (Dalton City)
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two in an attempt to rein in the state’s 
over-reliance on testing. This provided 
a respite from testing, and it supported 
the belief of Georgia’s superintendent of 
schools, Richard Woods, who promotes 
a personalized approach to education. 
Yet, regardless of where one comes down 
on SLOs, or any other standardized test-
ing process, when work is done to com-
ply with requirements, or to voluntarily 
exceed expectations, and then that work 
is no longer required, the time and effort 
to create that “system” can be viewed as 
wasted. When progress made becomes 
progress forgotten or replaced, that 
progress doesn’t “count,” and schools and 
teachers are incorrectly seen as failing 
to meet minimum levels of proficiency, 
failing to “earn the points,” or failing to 
produce a successful, achieving school. 

Educators know that students are the 
focus of all that is done in schools, and 
good schools use the following ques-
tion as a filter for decision-making: How 
might this decision (e.g., the identifica-
tion of instructional materials, moving to 
block scheduling, considering the flipped 
classroom, etc.) lead to higher student 
engagement and learning? At the best 
schools, teaching and learning practices 
are regularly informed by student voice, 
feedback, talent and interests. Programs 
and policies are frequently examined, 
and those that detract from learning 
are altered or abandoned. Since it can 
be argued that a school’s most precious 
resource (other than people) is time, 
at successful schools, time is not casu-
ally earmarked for purposes that do not 
advance learning. Consider, for example, 
the time involved in answering the 121 
questions that make up Georgia’s high 

school survey for the School Climate 
Star Rating. This is just one example 
of an expectation that takes time from 
teaching and learning. The educa-
tors who met with Kappan magazine’s 
Richardson repeatedly expressed con-
cerns about the effective use of their 
time in meeting student learning needs.

The Reality of Poverty’s Impact
The economy of Georgia and of our 

individual communities also impacts our 
schools. If jobs are lost, wages are slashed 
or shifts change, problems are created 
with transportation, childcare and pro-
viding for basic needs. And, according to 
the Georgia Budget and Policy Institute, 
one out of four Georgia children live 
in poverty. This harsh reality, however, 
does not prevent Georgia educators 
from meeting students at their respective 
points of need. Georgia’s teacher-leaders, 
and those who work alongside them, are 
experts at coalescing efforts to provide 
the most effective mix of resources to 
increase each child’s chance for gradua-
tion and success thereafter.

Despite these myriad challenges, an 
objective and even hopeful tone marked 
the group’s reflection on the work of 
the state’s educators. For example, at 
Rome High School, a majority-minority 
site, 55 percent of students qualify as 
economically disadvantaged, yet the 
school’s graduation rate outpaces the 
state’s rate by more than 13 percentage 
points. Dr. Phillip Brown, the school’s 
former principal, reminded the group 
that students do not have the means to 
change their family’s poverty status. And 
such problems (chronic food insecurity, 
inconsistent income, lack of transporta-

tion, underemployment, inhibited access 
to health care, etc.) have been shown to 
create a state of continual stress, which 
in and of itself adversely impacts aca-
demic performance. The very obstacles 
for which schools attempt to compensate 
are the same issues that suppress the 
scores of the schools most affected by 
these challenges. Nevertheless, impres-
sive results are possible and occur more 
frequently than might be readily evident, 
though they are not typically reported. 

Red Bud Middle School Principal 
Jennifer Hayes relayed that “teachers are 
teaching their hearts out,” an observation 
seconded by her peers. She added that 
her Gordon County colleagues always 
look first at what students need (60 per-
cent of RBMS students are eligible for 
free or reduced-price meals), and second 
at what is best for teachers. Schools and 
teachers are addressing “virtually every-
thing these days,” a reality confirmed by 
author Jamie Vollmer (“Schools Cannot 
Do It Alone”), who has produced an eye-
opening document and video titled “The 
Ever Increasing Burden on America’s 
Public Schools.” In addition to designing 
lessons and school activities, teachers, 
counselors, administrators and support 
personnel often assist with basic needs 
(clothing, food, hygiene), life skills, such 
as conflict resolution, and traumatic 
personal and family issues. These types 
of vital interventions and acts of com-
passion are not — indeed cannot — be 
adequately captured and communicated 
to those who are not in the schools, day 
in and day out. 

Red Bud sixth grade math teacher 
Christy Martin concurred, echoing 
the inconsistency that has become the 

norm for imperatives placed 
on schools. Expectations for 
academics, wellness, counsel-
ing/guidance and more are 
now a continually morphing 
and moving target. The tradi-
tional teaching of subject-area 
content (what is taught, and 
when) also changes frequently. 
The concept of independent 
and dependent variables, for 
example, has been introduced 
to students in varying degrees 
over the years anywhere from 
grades six to nine. Literacy 
skills also are more often 
needed in mathematics to 

PAGE Professional Learning

(l-r) Dr. Marc Feuerbach (Cartersville City), Nancy Zahn (Dalton City), Beverly 
Treadaway (PAGE) Dr. Treva Gear (Lowndes), LeAnne McCall (Lowndes), Brock 
Holley (Calhoun City), Christy Martin (Gordon), Jennifer Hayes (Gordon)
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respond to word 
problems rather 
than just working 
equations. This is 
not necessarily bad, 
but it changes how 
teaching and learn-
ing exchanges are 
designed.

Martin’s men-
tion of mathematics 
sparked a discussion 
that cycled back 
to assessment. For 
example, one articu-
lates the answer to a 
geometry problem 
differently when responding online ver-
sus pencil and paper.

Dr. Treva Gear, a Lowndes High 
School instructional coach with a sci-
ence and special education background, 
agreed that there are problems inherent 
to over-testing. Tests are being used, 
for example, to assess students who do 
not do well on standardized tests. The 
educators also agreed that the test that 
“counts” greatly determines what must 
be done in the classroom and, as a result, 
some very meaningful learning experi-
ences (e.g., thematic long-term projects) 
must be condensed or skipped altogeth-
er. Also, remember that the overwhelm-
ing majority of “school-score testing” 
occurs well before the school year ends. 
This further restricts the teaching time-
line. Yet, because of the current testing 
regimen, additional impetus was provid-
ed for teachers to talk with one another 
about individual students, which led to 
teachers developing common assess-
ments. This is viewed as a beneficial out-
growth of the requirements connected to 
metrics, such as those reported via the 
CCRPI.

Collaboration Is a Great Resource
Another topic of conversation was the 

heavy weighting of test scores on teacher 
evaluations; Georgia’s instrument is the 
Teacher Keys Effectiveness System, or 
TKES (pronounced “teaks”). The educa-
tors also honed in on TKES’ focus on 
teaching and learning interactions, best 
practices, etc. Because collegial cul-
tures are not yet fully established in all 
schools, TKES’ emphasis on creating a 
robust learning environment, through 
attention to meaningful standards, helps 

leverage educator efforts for positive 
change and can help thriving, learning 
communities maintain their trajectory. 
In instances where different schools 
examine concurrent ways to reach stu-
dents and impact learning, collaboration 
across schools, and even across district 
lines, can be a great (often untapped) 
resource. For example, Lowndes High 
School, because of its participation in 
PAGE’s South Georgia School District 
Network, reached out to a sister school 
in Tift County to enhance reading and 
writing in multiple content areas. 

Brown commented that although 
teachers in Rome City Schools care 
greatly about good relationships with 
students, such vital qualities of student 
learning are not “teakable” (measurable 
by TKES). Cartersville High 
School Principal Dr. Marc 
Feuerbach agreed, adding that 
while accountability is good, 
changing weights on metrics 
creates difficulties. Even so, 
those problems can be dealt 
with (the entire group pos-
sessed a can-do attitude), yet 
the core concern goes beyond 
the numbers of students in 
certain programs who score 
at, below or above a certain 
level. Feuerbach said, “What 
really matters, who really 
matters, rather, is that par-
ticular child, and whether he 
or she had a chance to truly 
do his or her best that day. 
Schools are not a business 
in the traditional sense, and 
we are talking about people 
… not a product that doesn’t 

care, can’t care, about 
how it is processed 
or where it ends 
up. We must think 
about how we, and 
our students, impact 
others’ lives.” There 
was strong consensus 
around this point. 

In the Cartersville 
City school district, 
56 percent of stu-
dents are eligible for 
free or reduced-price 
meals and one of 
every 12 students is 
an English learner. 

Regardless of access to resources, our 
public schools continue to rise to the 
occasion. Cartersville High students, for 
example, are nearing an 85 percent grad-
uation rate, up from 79 percent three 
years ago. Feuerbach and others like him 
view the current state of affairs through 
a lens of possibilities. As a result, what 
some people may see as an obstacle, they 
view as a rich opportunity to accelerate 
learning for students who might not oth-
erwise have the support to succeed aca-
demically. Every individual in the meet-
ing told Richardson that he or she was 
dedicated to the students, families and 
communities they serve, no matter what 
external requirements come to bear. This 
truth is one that PAGE wants the public 
to fully grasp. There are thousands of 

“People look at our 
demographics and talk about 
diversity and cultural differences, 
but we are not necessarily 
viewing those differences in the 
traditional sense now. We see 
our student population, at our 
school, almost as one culture, a 
culture of achievers overcoming 
poverty, as poverty cuts across 
all ‘official’ subgroups.”

Nancy Zahn, Assistant Principal, 
Dalton Middle School

Continued on page 10

(l-r) Kappan Editor-in-Chief Joan Richardson and PAGE Executive 
Director Dr. Allene Magill
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tireless educators working on behalf of 
Georgia’s schoolchildren to prepare the 
state’s youth for a successful and fulfilled 
career and life.

Kevin Strickland, a 21-year educa-
tor at Rome High School (and recently 
named assistant principal at Model 
High School in Floyd County), said if 
changes do not occur, we may “lose a lot 
of individuals — teachers and students.” 
He believes there is too much concern 
about tests, numbers and comparisons. 
In fact, the current educational climate 
nearly led him to temporarily forget 
about whom he was teaching. It only 
took a bit of reflection to re-solidify that 
“whom he was teaching” is exactly why 
he was teaching. Stated another way, an 
emphasis on so many wrong things can 
distract us from focusing on students 
as individuals. Nothing should derail us 
from looking at student needs and cus-
tomizing support for them so that they 
can be successful. Now, he once again 
only focuses on the thing he can truly 
control: He is in total control of how he 
teaches. A key element? He listens to the 
kids. Strickland said that educators must 
focus on relationships, and that if they 
do, the test scores will eventually take 
care of themselves. It is up to educators 

to “create the environment in the class-
room that will lead the students to want 
to be at school. Then success will come,” 
he said. “Engagement matters where 
learning matters.” 

Brock Holley, exceptional students 
(special education) lead teacher at 
Calhoun High School in Calhoun City 
Schools, supports the wisdom of teachers 
focusing on that which they can control 
in the ever-changing climate of public 
education. In addition to relationships, 
he added communication to the equa-
tion, which he views as an equally vital 
part, along with content and curriculum, 
of a balanced and comprehensive school 
experience for all students. And, it’s 
clear that Holley and his colleagues are 
providing rich educational opportuni-
ties for students, as Calhoun High now 
claims one of the highest graduation 
rates in the state at 96.8 percent, per 
a November 2016 press release from 
the Georgia Department of Education. 
(Calhoun High School’s graduation rate 
was 67 percent in 2005, and 85 percent 
in 2011.) Dr. Michele Taylor, superinten-
dent of Calhoun City Schools, remarked 
in 2016 that the school system’s goal is 
“to connect with 100 percent of our par-
ents through face-to-face conferences, 

meetings, school events, etc.,” which aug-
ments other efforts to build school and 
family partnerships.

Spring boarding off of Martin’s com-
ments about curriculum changes, Dalton 
Middle School math coach Brandi Moore 
said that changing standards also impact 
student success. In most core content 
areas, but in mathematics specifically, 
Georgia’s subject area standards in the 
not-too-distant past have included the 
Quality Core Curriculum Standards, 
Georgia Performance Standards, 
Common Core Georgia Performance 
Standards, and, today, the Georgia 
Standards of Excellence. With each itera-
tion of standards comes a wave of train-
ing and materials, as well as new tests, 
aligned with the most recent standards. 
The state has expended a lot of effort pro-
viding resources to support unit and les-
son design, especially in an online format, 
but some teachers find that there are now 
so many resources, that to identify qual-
ity ideas, an inordinate amount of time is 
needed to review and properly vet them 
for inclusion in one’s classroom. The 
abundance of material is not a bad thing, 
yet the reality of planning time must 
be considered when examining teacher 
effectiveness. 

Fourth-year Spanish teacher Michael 
Airail of Cartersville High School is 
aware that change is a constant and that 
mandates, expectations, grading schemes, 
evaluation processes, etc., will come and 
go. Regardless of the duration and qual-
ity of the latest and greatest change to be 
implemented, Airail knows that it takes 
time and effort to implement meaning-
ful change with fidelity and integrity. As 
Vollmer’s “Ever Increasing Burden” list 
points out, seldom is any responsibility 
removed from our public schools, no 
matter how much is added. Airail sees 
the application after application of pro-
grams and metrics as bandages placed on 
an ailing and antiquated system. He went 
on to say, “I enjoy my job. I don’t enjoy 
doing the government’s job. Teaching is 
not disheartening. It’s the stuff laid on top 
of teaching that is. Politics seem to drive 
instruction versus student need driving 
instruction.”

Achievers Defying the Odds
Richardson heard that some teachers 

might teach as many as 170 students in 
a single day. That figure alone should 
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“School ranking systems have become a flash in the pan 
when it comes to truly informative data. They provide 
a quick blast of information, delivered months after 
it would be needed for planning purposes, and only 
evaluate one dimension of a child, a single dimension 
largely associated with a few hours of testing measured 
in only a few content areas. As all of us have stated, we 
invite accountability. We expect to perform above the 
bar of excellence. We will continue to learn and grow 
from our peers. All we ask is that the state develop a tool 
that measures the success of the whole school program 
while meeting the same standard of excellence that has 
been set for us, and for those schools to which we are 
sometimes unfairly compared.” 

— Dr. Peter Coombe, Principal of Calhoun Middle School and 
Calhoun High School



provide some context for the chal-
lenges that teachers face. Yet, despite 
the additional expectations placed on 
schools, despite the fact that more and 
more educators choose to leave the 
profession within their first five years of 
work, those teachers, administrators and 
support staff who willingly remain in 
their roles do so because they know the 
impact they are having on many young 
people every day. Individual lives are 
changed by the relationships formed at 
school, and by the learning that provides 

a foundation for college and for careers. 
This truth remains constant in the midst 
of never-ending change. Public schools 
have become organizations of dynamic 
flux. As Zahn said, “People look at our 
demographics and talk about diversity 
and cultural differences, but we are not 
necessarily viewing those differences in 
the traditional sense now. We see our 
student population, at our school, almost 
as one culture, a culture of achievers 
overcoming poverty, as poverty cuts 
across all ‘official’ subgroups.” Many 

educators who are experiencing the same 
significant shifts in their schools and 
communities share this view.

Dr. Peter Coombe, principal of 
Calhoun Middle School and Calhoun 
High School, pulled the day’s conversa-
tion together as he shared the following: 
“Standards can only get us so far. We need 
to focus on non-standard based instruc-
tion as well, looking at student interest so 
that we can engage students more often, 
and at a higher level. Our time must be 
focused on those areas that most impact 

Here’s Why More Adjustments to the CCRPI Are Warranted
By David Reynolds, PAGE Impact Project

The College and Career Ready Performance 
Index (CCPRI) generates a school score between 0 
and 100. Schools also may earn up to 10 Challenge 
Points for “Exceeding the Bar” and “Performance 
Flag” results for some student subgroups. Twenty 
percent of a high school’s score is based on con-
tent mastery scores for eight state assessments. 
Significant additional points are connected to 
the same assessments for what the state calls 
“Progress” and “Achievement Gap” measures; 
in fact, test scores can account for nearly half 
of the total CCRPI score. Therefore, despite the 
annual changes to this instrument, a significant 
portion of the overall CCRPI score for high school 
continues to be derived from tests — primarily 
Georgia Milestones End-of-Course (EOC) tests, 
but also, and to a lesser extent, the SAT and/or 
ACT, Advanced Placement tests, and International 
Baccalaureate tests.

End-of-Course tests are 
administered in math (algebra 
and geometry), science (biolo-
gy and physical science), social 
studies (economics and United 
States history), and English lan-
guage arts (ninth grade litera-
ture and American literature). 
In many Georgia high schools, 
CCRPI points generated from 
the EOC tests listed above are 
lifted from what is a very small 
percentage of classes taught 
at the school. And that frac-
tion will get even smaller in 
FY18. Why? Because although 
science and social studies 

EOC tests still are in place at the high school level, 
high schools can no longer earn Progress points 
from these two areas because these tests will no 
longer be administered in 6th and 7th grades. 
That is, Progress points for high schools will now 
come solely from American literature, ninth grade 
literature, algebra, and geometry. Stated another 
way, the schools and districts that have made great 
gains in science and social studies may lose some 
of the CCRPI benefits of those gains in FY18 when 
tests from those courses cease to be part of the 
measures of a school’s effectiveness.

So, with the present CCRPI school score structure, 
less testing becomes a two-edged sword. Less test-
ing is overwhelmingly seen as a good thing by most 
educators, and the Georgia legislature’s decision last 
year to reduce required testing was a solid step in 
the right direction. Yet that change ripples through 

the calculation processes and 
gives rise to a new dilemma, 
one centered on the notion 
of balance. Basing 20 percent 
to 40 percent (or certainly 50 
percent) of a school’s CCRPI 
score on a small percentage 
of its classes, taught by only 
some of its teachers, does not 
fully or adequately depict what 
a school offers, how dedicated 
teachers consistently customize 
and guide learning or the true 
quality and scope of learning 
experiences available to all stu-
dents. Thus, additional adjust-
ments to the CCRPI are still 
warranted. n

Basing a considerable part 
of a school’s CCRPI score 
on a small percentage of 
its classes, taught by only 
some of its teachers, does 
not adequately depict 
how dedicated teachers 
consistently customize 
and guide learning or 
the quality and scope 
of learning experiences 
available to all students.
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student engagement. We need to have 
time to work with one another and learn 
from each other, and we absolutely need 
time to stick with things long enough to 
determine effectiveness.” 

Ranking schools based on short-term 
results is not a productive or accurate 
way to gauge the quality of a student’s 
educational experience. In truth, accord-
ing to Coombe, there are actually no real 
comparison schools and districts. “When 
determining the success of a district, a 
‘grade’ on a 100-point scale is used, which 
immediately evokes preconceived notions 
of success. A school could improve from 
a rating of 60 to 69, yet still be viewed 
as ‘failing,’ while a school with different 
demographics could drop from a 96 to 
a 90 and be celebrated for its continued 
‘excellence.’ Calhoun City Schools has a 
62 percent economically disadvantaged 
student population, along with high EL 
and SWD numbers. We are recognized 
as one of the top five systems in the state 
for graduation rate while maintaining 
graduation requirements that exceed the 

state minimum. We win more region and 
state titles in one year in areas of academ-
ics, arts and athletics than many schools 
win in a decade or two. Our graduates 
are more than a ‘product,’ but rather 
well-rounded contributors to society. We 
produce the future of Georgia, the nation 
and the world; however, our schools are 
compared to systems with less than five 
percent poverty, little to no subgroup 
participation and tax bases that far exceed 
our own.”

Coombe concluded by saying that edu-
cators “welcome the challenge, but not 
the ‘grade’ that is unfairly attached to it. 
The result? School ranking systems have 
become a flash in the pan when it comes 
to truly informative data. They provide 
a quick blast of information, delivered 
months after it would be needed for plan-
ning purposes, and only evaluate one 
dimension of a child, a single dimension 
largely associated with a few hours of test-
ing measured in only a few content areas. 
As all of us have stated, we invite account-
ability. We expect to perform above the 

bar of excellence. We will continue to 
learn and grow from our peers. All we ask 
is that the state develop a tool that mea-
sures the success of the whole school pro-
gram while meeting the same standard of 
excellence that has been set for us, and for 
those schools to which we are sometimes 
unfairly compared.”

We Focus on Relationships
What is evident from the educators who 

shared their thoughts in this profound 
conversation is that Georgia’s public school 
administrators and teacher-leaders are 
committed to creating learning environ-
ments that consider student need, align 
with student interest, provide every stu-
dent with a viable path to graduation and 
to fulfilling post-high school experiences. 
Reflect for a moment on other themes 
that emerged during this conversation. 
Georgia’s educators welcome accountabili-
ty. Teachers, administrators and others like 
what they do, love those they serve and 
know that they are making a difference 
in countless lives. These leaders are not 
opposed to testing. They refuse to place 
blame on parents. Instead, they under-
stand the intricacies and complexities of 
the forces, factors and factions acting on 
our schools. Administrators and teachers 
alike choose to focus on the quality of the 
relationships they have with others and on 
the quality of the learning experiences they 
design. These are the foundational compo-
nents of the work that teachers do. These 
are, in fact, the foundational components 
of any successful venture, in any enterprise, 
in any sector of our society. n

PAGE thanks PDK’s Joan Richardson for 
inviting some of our state’s best and bright-
est educators to share their thinking. These 
leaders did a masterful job highlighting not 
only the faults and fallacies associated with 
school grading and ranking schemes, but 
also articulating their commitment to stu-
dents and Georgia’s future. Each contributor 
to this article engages in his or her work 
professionally while enthusiastically embrac-
ing all of the responsibilities and tremendous 
possibilities connected with the vital work of 
public education. PAGE is dedicated to con-
tinue bringing together resources that will 
expand and strengthen networks that are 
laser-focused on learning. 
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