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Introduction
New Hampshire is committed to ensuring that all students graduate from its schools college and career-ready. Although New Hampshire is one of the highest performing states in the country and has been improving its performance over the last 15 years, the State is not satisfied with the current levels of school and student performance.  A key factor contributing to this unease with the status quo stems from the unacceptably high level of remediation required by students entering post-secondary institutions. But another cause of our motivation to improve stems from knowing that we can do more to engage all students in meaningful learning opportunities. NH educational leaders argue that we are beginning to reach the level of improvement capable of being produced by top-down or externally-controlled accountability systems. Rather than continue to operate within such a system, education leaders in New Hampshire want to shift to more internally-focused improvement systems aligned with research on human and organizational learning and improvement. In collaboration with a broad range of stakeholders throughout the state, the New Hampshire Department of Education (NH DOE) is developing an expanded view of assessment and accountability, grounded in research, that it would like to pilot in a small number of districts in the coming year. There are several key components to this approach that NH DOE believes will help them achieve better results for all students:

· Explicit involvement of local educational leaders in designing and implementing the accountability system,

· Intense and reciprocal support on behalf of the NH DOE for local districts involved in this initiative that will include technical, policy, and practical guidance,

· Use of a competency-based approach to instruction, learning, and assessment which can best support the goal of significant improvements in college and career readiness, and

· Use of authentic, instructionally-relevant, and validated performance-based assessments, alongside periodic administration of Smarter Balanced assessments of state standards in math and ELA, for the purpose of tracking and reporting the progress of students, schools, districts, and educators.

This new approach does not change the state’s firm commitment to accountability for the purposes of improving student learning and outcomes, especially for educationally disadvantaged student groups, as well as supporting high quality educator, leader, and school support and evaluation systems.  However, the State argues that an improvement-focused approach improves how the state collects and uses information to better meet the needs of educators and students in New Hampshire. 

The FAQs herein are intended to provide an overview of the system NH DOE is seeking to pilot; by providing thorough responses to anticipated concerns and due diligence by USED. These FAQs also explain the rationale for this proposed shift and an explanation of the support needed from the US Department of Education in order for New Hampshire to move forward with this innovative approach to supporting student success. 

I. Background/Context

a. What is New Hampshire currently doing in terms of accountability?

New Hampshire currently uses a relatively traditional accountability model (under a waiver to key provisions of NCLB) that includes indicators of achievement, growth, achievement gap, and graduation rate.  The system has a strong focus on continuous improvement with districts encouraged to reflect and drive changes in performance.  The state identifies the required categories of Reward, Focus, and Priority schools and uses a statewide Response to Intervention (RTI) model in terms of structuring interventions to struggling students.  The state also utilizes a system of networks (Technical Assistance, Knowledge, and Innovation) to support districts in the continuous improvement process.  

b. Why is the state hoping to make changes to its current system?

New Hampshire is committed to raising the bar for all students by defining college and career-readiness to encompass the knowledge, skills, and work-study practices that students need for post-secondary success including deeper learning skills such as critical thinking, problem-solving, persistence, communication, collaboration, academic mindset, and learning to learn.  However, NH’s educational leaders recognize that the level of improvement required cannot occur with the same type of externally-oriented accountability model that has been employed for the past 12 years.   In fact, the state argues that the current system is likely an impediment for moving from good to great. The state intends to move to a model of an accountability system with significantly greater levels of local design and agency to facilitate transformational change in performance.  As part of this shift in orientation, the state believes there is a more effective way to assess student learning to better inform teachers and students about students’ progress towards college and career ready outcomes. The State argues that a competency-based approach to instruction, learning, and assessment is philosophically and conceptually related to this internally-oriented approach to accountability and can best support the goal of significant improvements in college and career readiness. The information learned through competency-based assessments would then be used to make better accountability determinations that would better inform school improvement. 

c. How does the proposed new system raise the bar on college and career readiness?

Despite improvements, New Hampshire is not satisfied with the current level of student performance in the state and the unacceptably high level of remediation required by students entering post-secondary institutions. To address this, the state is focused on a competency-based framework in which mastery is the constant and time is the variable. A competency-based system relies on a well-articulated set of learning targets that helps connect content standards and critical leading to domain proficiency.  Such a system requires careful tracking of student progress and ensures that students have mastered key content and skills before moving to the next logical set of knowledge and skills.  Current systems that rely on compensatory systems for grading and related record-keeping may allow students to slip through the cracks in terms of possessing necessary knowledge for building deep understandings in the focal disciplines.  Participating pilot districts will develop organizational and student-based goals and have these approved by a committee of peers as well as the SEA to ensure appropriate levels of rigor and focus on the key sets of knowledge and skills in each domain.  Their progress towards meeting these defined goals will be reported by each participating district to the NH DOE at least yearly.  
d. How will the state implement a new system of assessment and accountability? 

New Hampshire will explore implementing a new system of assessment and accountability by engaging with a small, select set of pilot districts.  Districts that participate in the pilot must show a track record of effective implementation of existing accountability policies.  These districts must demonstrate stakeholder engagement and interest in pilot participation as well as the capacity to implement the planned approach with fidelity.  Many of these districts will be drawn from existing innovation networks in which this work has already been underway for several years.  Districts participating in the “pre-pilot” (see section V.a.) must have already developed a coherent and high quality set of K-12 competencies, mapped to the State graduation competencies, and the organizational capacity to participate effectively in the pilot.  Districts considered for the pilot in 2015-2016 must have adopted high school competencies and have a commitment during 2014-2015 to fully build out their competency systems in K-12.  Districts participating in the 2014-2015 “pre-pilot” must have already developed a well-articulated set of competencies and must be well on their way to having a comprehensive assessment system.  Because districts need to have demonstrated strong levels of performance and capacity in order to effectively participate in the pilot, districts with priority schools are not eligible to participate at this time.

e. How has the state engaged stakeholders in the development of a new system?

Stakeholders are meaningfully engaged in every major initiative through numerous avenues.  First, the Commissioner and her highest level staff meet with all of the district superintendents every month to present ideas and solicit feedback.  Second, NH has had an active accountability task force since before NCLB was implemented.  This advisory group, comprised of a broad-based set of practitioners, has been involved in designing, reviewing and commenting on multiple iterations of this proposal.  Third, the state has been meeting with a policy oversight group to support implementation of the Quality Performance Assessment Initiative and the PACE accountability initiative (both initiatives are explained in more detail below).

Back to questions
II. Assessments

c. What assessments will be used in the pilot districts in 2014-2015? 

The New Hampshire Department of Education will support two initiatives through which districts can apply to pilot new systems of assessment:

1. Performance Assessment of Competency Education (PACE)

2. College Ready Assessment System

Performance Assessment of Competency Education (PACE):
In the PACE initiative, a participating district will design a system of performance-based assessments that target state-defined (or district-aligned) model competencies in areas of content knowledge, skills, and work study practices. To ensure quality and support alignment among PACE districts, NH DOE has produced state model competencies that were adopted by the NH State Board of Education, and is currently developing common statewide performance tasks and an online task bank that local districts will be encouraged to draw from. In order to be selected to participate in the pilot, districts must submit their system of performance-based assessments to NH DOE for vetting through a peer review process that would utilize a state-designed rubric to ensure high quality; alignment with state standards, model competencies, and performance expectations; comparability with other tasks or measures requiring similar knowledge or skills; and consistency and accuracy of scoring. Further, PACE districts will be required to administer the state summative assessments (Smarter Balanced) in at least three grades, one at each level (e.g., 4, 8, and 11), which will serve as both an internal and external audit regarding school and district performance.  Local districts will be expected to reconcile the results of the SBAC with the results reported from the local assessment system.  

To support implementation, PACE district practitioners will be required to attend pilot task validation and scoring calibration sessions; work with Practitioner Assessment Coaches to help develop, implement, and refine the state performance tasks; connect the system of assessments to educator evaluation through the use of Student Learning Objectives; and participate in a local peer review audit within two years of beginning the initiative.

College Ready Assessment System:
In the College Ready Assessment System initiative, districts may request to administer other assessments validated for the purposes of measuring college readiness of NH students, such as the College Board assessment suite or IB programs. For example, a district might apply to administer the traditional system of Smarter Balanced statewide assessments in grades 3-8, along with the College Board High School Suite of assessments (Readi-Step, PSAT, SAT,  and/or AP). The district’s application would specify which assessments would be used, in which grades and/or subjects, which current statewide assessments these new assessments would replace for accountability purposes, and how the set of CCR assessments will be used to improve college readiness for all students.

d. How would the assessments be benchmarked or validated against state assessments?

Districts participating in the PACE initiative will be required to administer state summative assessments (Smarter Balanced) in will be required to be administered at least once during each grade span (e.g., grades 4, 8, and 11). This requirement will serve as both an internal and external audit regarding school and district performance.  Local districts will be expected to reconcile the results of the SBAC with the results reported from the local assessment system.  

In addition, prior to being selected to participate in the PACE initiative, districts will be required to submit their locally-designed systems of performance-based assessments to NH DOE for vetting through a peer review process. The peer review process would utilize a state-designed rubric to ensure high quality; alignment with state standards, model competencies, and performance expectations; comparability with other tasks or measures requiring similar knowledge or skills; and consistency and accuracy of scoring.
e. How would the assessments be comparable across districts?

While 100% comparability across districts administering different systems of assessment cannot be assured – nor is it expected– NH DOE is taking important steps to ensure that students in pilot districts receive a high-quality education that exceeds the expectations for non-pilot districts held to the same high expectations; that students deemed proficient in a particular knowledge or skill likely would be deemed proficient regardless of the type of assessment used; and that students moving from one district to another will have transferrable credentials. 

To ensure that all students are held to the same set of college and career ready expectations, the state has adopted college and career readiness standards and state model competencies that describe the knowledge, skills, and work study practices that all students are expected to master before they exit the K-12 system. All districts, regardless of the assessment system in use, must demonstrate the alignment of their systems with these standards and model competencies. 

In addition to demonstrating comparability among learning targets, all districts statewide will administer the summative Smarter Balanced assessments in math and ELA in at least three grades (e.g., 4, 8, and once in high school). These common statewide benchmarking assessments provide both an internal and external audit for locally-designed systems of assessment, evaluating the degree to which student performance the local performance assessment system relates to performance on the statewide assessments. All districts participating in the PACE pilot will be expected to participate in a peer review process during the first two years of implementation in order to examine their system design, assessment results, and to explain/justify any discrepancies between the performance assessment and consortium assessment results.  Peer review will be structured to provide support and technical assistance to districts to ensure that local systems maintain high quality. However, is a district fails to meet peer review requirements after being provided support, the district’s permission to participate in the pilot in subsequent years may be revoked.  

In addition to these statewide assurances, the NH DOE supports PACE districts to establish assessment commonality and/or comparability among the pilot cohort. NH DOE is currently working with local districts participating in Quality Performance Assessment (QPA) cohorts to create and validate common performance assessment tasks (with accompanying guidelines, tools, rubrics, student work anchors, and data reporting processes) in each of five core disciplines (mathematics, English language arts, social studies, science, arts) and at each of the three grade spans (K-5, 6-8, 9-12). Each task will be constructed so that it can be curriculum-embedded and administered in local districts, and will be made available in a statewide online bank of performance tasks. The state will expect PACE districts to draw from these common tasks as part of the MOU to participate in the cohort, and will also provide common protocols for creating and validating other locally-designed performance tasks.  

To help ensure that PACE districts’ systems of assessment are also comparable with statewide assessments administered in non-PACE districts, NH DOE will require all PACE pilot districts to demonstrate how their assessment tasks are aligned and comparable to other tasks or measures of similar knowledge and skills. Such information will be collected and peer reviewed through both the initial application process and throughout the first three years of implementation. The peer review audits will include teams of experts and practitioners who will review the evidence, gather additional data, and provide feedback.

Lastly, NH DOE is taking steps to ensure scoring comparability by promoting reliable scoring of performance assessment tasks across classrooms, schools, and districts. NH DOE will sponsor Professional Development Institutes, including summer and school-year Quality Performance Assessment institutes on assessment literacy, competencies and designs for teaching them (knowledge, skills, and dispositions), assessment task design and validation, scoring calibration, and data analysis to track student progress and inform instruction. Regional task validation sessions will be conducted to assist districts in fine-tuning assessment tasks to ensure they measure target knowledge, skills, and dispositions. Regional calibration scoring sessions will be conducted to build inter-rater reliability and consistency in scoring across districts. These sessions will serve as professional development for participants to then lead task validation and calibration scoring sessions at the local level. Data assessment reports will be produced as a result of regional scoring sessions that are disseminated as guidance to districts in shaping their local scoring sessions.

f. What data would be reported to stakeholders?

All districts, regardless of whether they participate in either the PACE or College Ready Assessment System, will be required to report information on student achievement, growth, and other related outcomes (e.g., graduation rate, dropout rate, etc.) on at least an annual basis. These annual determinations will be reported for all students, and for student groups meeting NH’s minimum group size requirements. NH DOE currently monitors student group performance for all NH districts and will do so for all pilot districts as well.  Finally, PACE pilot districts will be required to participate in a peer review to evaluate the results of each district’s pilot system.  The peer review criteria will focus on, among other things, the performance of all relevant student groups as well as the district’s documented approaches for improving the educational outcomes for all students.

g. What capacity does the state have to validate locally-developed assessments?

NH DOE will enlist the assistance of expert practitioners as well as other national assessment expertise to support a peer-review validation process for locally-developed systems of assessments. With help from the National Center for Assessment (NCIEA), NH DOE has developed technical criteria for evaluating the technical quality of locally-developed assessments, including validity and generalizability requirements; specifications for alignment, fairness, consistency, accuracy, and comparability; and examples of expected evidence for each specification. NH DOE will utilize these validation criteria as a foundation for a peer review process – also developed in partnership with NCIEA and the Council of Chief State School Officers’ Innovation Lab Network – during which applying districts will submit evidence of their performance assessment systems, according to defined peer review submission guidelines, to peer review teams of external practitioners. These review teams will evaluate the evidence, gather additional data, and provide feedback to district leaders. Through this combination of national partners and local practitioner expertise, NH DOE will have the state capacity necessary to work with districts on validating locally-developed systems of assessment.

Back to questions 
III. Accountability

h. How would student proficiency be measured in the pilot districts?

All pilot districts, as part of their pilot accountability plan, will be expected to describe their local accountability goals and the assessment system that will be used to document and evaluate progress towards these goals.  The results of these assessments will be reported at the student and student group (for relevant student groups) levels.  

School districts participating in the PACE pilot will be required to report the number and percentage of students at each grade level who are meeting both locally defined, but state (and peer) approved definitions of proficiency and competency.  Student growth for PACE districts will be reported according to locally determined and peer approved approaches for documenting student progress towards graduation competencies.  Additionally, as described below, student learning objectives (SLO), which are required for NH’s educator evaluation system, will be used for documenting and reporting student progress within each year.

Districts participating in the College and Career pilot will use the Smarter Balanced assessment system in grades 3-8 and then participate in the College Board suite of assessments in grades 9, 10, and 11 or 12.  These pilot districts will report the number and percentage of students for all students and relevant student groups meeting Smarter Balanced assessment proficiency targets in grade 3-8 and defined college ready benchmarks in grades 9-12.  Student growth in grades 9-12 will be reported according to College Board’s use of the student growth percentile metric.

i. How would student growth be measured in the pilot districts?

For districts participating in the PACE initiative, the state and its technical advisors will spend summer 2014 and AY 2014-15 determining the most technically defensible options for documenting longitudinal student progress.  The State and its technical advisors will pilot the various options for determining growth once the data become available at the end of the 2014-2015 school year.  Two approaches the State is considering are explained below:

1. Value tables and transition matrices document changes in student performance levels from one point in time (or assessment) to another. This method is currently used by FL and IL, among other states.

2. Student Learning Objectives (SLOs) document the percentage of students meeting specific, locally-defined learning targets for each teacher. This method is currently used as part of the statewide educator evaluation system, and will provide coherence among school/district and educator accountability systems since the assessments used to evaluate student learning of the competency in PACE districts will be the same assessments used to evaluate educators’ contributions to student learning as part of the SLO process.

3. Competency or learning trajectory-referenced growth documents students’ growth against a pre-defined learning trajectory toward mastering college and career ready graduation competencies. Note, this approach is still several years from being defined well enough to be implemented.

For districts participating in the College Readiness Assessment System initiative, student growth can be calculated by using student growth percentiles on the Smarter Balanced assessments as well as other assessment suites (Readi-Step or PSAT, for example).  

j. How would the assessments and other factors be combined into a summative school rating?

The calculations for summative school ratings may not change; however, the methods for determining student proficiency and growth ratings would vary according to pilot initiative and within PACE due to differences in assessments employed, as described in sections III.a and III.b.  The State and participating districts will produce achievement/status reports at the end of the first pilot year, but will not produce growth results until after the second pilot year as two years of data become available.

k. How will the state monitor and respond to subgroup performance?

The state will continue to monitor and report the performance of student groups as outlined in New Hampshire’s approved ESEA waiver. In addition, districts participating in the PACE pilot initiative will be subject to additional examination of subgroup performance through their required participation in a peer review process to evaluate aggregate and student group performance results during the first three years of implementation. 

l. What will the state do to provide appropriate supports and interventions to struggling schools and districts?

NH DOE will continue to use the same approach for determining focus and priority schools that is currently being used under the existing waiver. Further, NH DOE will limit participation in the PACE and College Readiness Assessment System pilots to schools that are not among the State’s identified focus and priority schools.  

Back to questions 
IV. Educator Evaluation

m. How will the new system of assessments impact educator evaluation?

Because the state’s educator evaluation system already relies on Student Learning Objectives in both tested and non-tested subjects and grades, there will be minimal impact on educator evaluation. As an added benefit, districts participating in the PACE initiative will experience greater coherence between accountability and instructional systems through the shared use of performance assessments to both determine student proficiency levels and evaluate student performance associated with Student Learning Objectives. In addition, all pilot districts will administer the Smarter Balanced assessment system in grades 4, 8, and once in high school, providing an additional source of information for monitoring locally-generated educator evaluation system results. Lastly, as part of the peer review process for districts participating in the pilot, the NH DOE will require evidence that the districts are implementing an educator evaluation system that holds educators accountable for high expectations.

n. How will student growth be measured for the purpose of educator evaluation?

Student growth calculations for educator evaluation in pilot districts would rely on Student Learning Objectives in tested and non-tested grades, and potentially other metrics as described in section III.b.

o. What data will educators have access to during the year to support improved instruction?

Because of the increased reliance on locally-created performance assessments, educators in participating PACE districts will have real-time assessment results upon which they can act to improve instruction and target supports to individual students. This is a considerable benefit to participation in the PACE pilot.  Further, the state is supporting efforts in the development/selection of an electronic platform for storing student work, assessment results, reporting results, engaging in validation activities as well as many other functions.  Additionally, the network will support districts in sustaining local professional learning communities (PLC) and other structures to best use assessment results to support instructional and programmatic improvements.

Back to questions 
V. Timeline/Scale-Up

a. What is New Hampshire planning to implement in 14-15?  In 15-16?

In 2014-15, New Hampshire is planning to “pre-pilot” each of its two pilot initiatives (PACE and College Readiness Assessment System) in a very small number of districts (three for each system).  The state will carefully monitor and evaluate the results of these pre-pilots during this year and at their conclusion to make decisions about their effectiveness and make adjustments as needed.  If the pilots are successful, the state intends to increase slightly the number of districts for the 15-16 school year based on interest and capacity in implementing these new models.  

b. What is the state’s timeline for seeking ESEA waiver amendment/renewal?

The state plans to implement this new system for the 14-15 school year in a very small number of districts, but would need federal approval in order to be able to use this different system of assessments for purposes of federal assessment and school accountability requirements under waiver.  This would require a waiver amendment that the state hopes to submit for consideration by September 2014.  Subsequently, the state would hope to include an expansion of the pilot (if successful) in its waiver renewal request in the spring of 2015 or sooner.  

c. How will the initial pilot year be evaluated, and how/when will evaluation data be used to modify implementation?

New Hampshire will evaluate the pilot across districts and within each participating district.  The state will examine benchmark data from SBAC assessments to determine the extent of alignment with locally-developed performance assessments or College Board assessments.  Additionally, participating districts will participate in a peer review to provide feedback to each other on the competencies and assessments used within the system.  Data from this evaluation will be used to inform changes to each pilot, and help determine appropriate scale-up or refinement strategies.  

d. What is the plan and timeline for scale-up?

As noted, New Hampshire intends to pre-pilot these two systems in a small number of districts (six total) in 2014-15.  If the evaluation suggests that the pilots are effectively measuring and driving student achievement, the state would plan to scale up to a larger number of districts for the 2015-16 school year to no more than 12-15 total districts (again, based on specific selection/participation criteria).  If these new systems continue to be externally validated and show strong outcomes, the state would continue to allow for greater scale-up in the following years, based on capacity and district interest.    

Back to questions 
VI. Need for Federal Flexibility

a. What elements of this plan require specific federal flexibility?

Potential pre-pilot and pilot districts have expressed legitimate concerns about engaging in the hard work associated with the pilot while continuing to fully participate in the Smarter Balanced assessment system.  Districts are concerned about the testing time associated with the Smarter Balanced tests along with administering the PACE performance assessments or the College Ready assessments.  A more significant issue for the districts interested in this reform is that they are justifiably concerned that even though they would be trying to implement critical curriculum and assessment reforms, the conversation would be controlled by the Smarter Balanced assessments.  Reducing the required Smarter Balanced testing to three or four grade levels would still allow the consortium results to figure prominently into the picture of school performance, would be more balanced with the pilot assessment results.  Critically, the 2014-2015 pre-pilot is very small in scale, but it would require federal flexibility to implement a different system of annual assessments in a small number of districts to be administered for purposes of school and district accountability and educator evaluation.  USED already has the legal authority under the local assessment option to permit New Hampshire to engage in this reform.  However, NH would appreciate receiving USED flexibility through the waiver authority to support districts in this important reform rather than having to go through the significant work required to submit a local assessment option application for such a small number of districts.  

b. What are the state’s requests and timeline for waiver amendment/renewal? 
New Hampshire plans to submit a waiver amendment by late summer/early fall 2014 in order to amend its assessments, accountability indicators, and educator evaluation metrics in a very small number of pilot districts.  All other schools and districts would continue to implement the existing systems as defined under the state's ESEA waiver.  Subsequently, in spring 2015, the state would plan to submit a waiver renewal request to expand this initial pilot (assuming favorable initial outcomes) to a larger set of districts in the state.  
Back to questions 
Paul K. Leather


Deputy Commissioner of Education


603-271-3801





Virginia M. Barry, Ph.D.


Commissioner of Education


Tel. 603-271-3144








NH Accountability 3.0 Proposal Overview (July 18, 2014)
1
EQUAL OPPORTUNITY EMPLOYER- EQUAL EDUCATIONAL OPPORTUNITIES

