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Introduction

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

How do we define local accountability?

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

I. How Responsibility for
Providing Education
Accountability Has Shifted
Over Time

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

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

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

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

One might debate whether the word
“accountability” is useful in this con-
text. Contrasted with
federal variant, which can at times be
high-stakes and punitive, the local ap-
proach should lean toward a more col-
laborative and learning-driven posture.
The advantage to retaining the word is
it positions the work as a complement

the state and
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to the state and federal practice, and
ensures that communities see the pro-
cess as a solid commitment to achiev-
ing collaboratively agreed-upon goals.
To be clear, we do not see local ac-
countability as subordinate to federal
and state systems. Rather, we urge the
development of complementary and
balanced systems that honor the core
functions and roles of each level.

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




The evolution of this hybrid state/federal accountability sys-
tem has involved a dramatic departure for many states, where,
until recently, public education has been largely a local re-
sponsibility. In Massachusetts that change was prominently
ushered in with the Massachusetts Education Reform Act of
1993 (MERA). MERA gave school districts significantly more
state education aid, and dramatically increased state oversight
to ensure that these additional resources were spent well. To
provide this accountability, the landmark law called for creat-
ing state curriculum frameworks (i.e., content standards) and
state tests, the MCAS exams, to evaluate how well schools and
school districts performed relative to these new state stan-
dards. Most important, MERA also required students to pass
a state exit exam to ensure that those graduating had “demon-
strated mastery of a common core of skills™

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

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

Before 2001, the federal role was mostly limited to providing
financial assistance to schools serving low-income students
through Title I of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act
of 1965 (ESEA). At its core, this Civil Rights—era law sought to
protect the interests of children who had struggled historical-
ly to gain equal access to public education. NCLB reflected a
belief that simply providing additional dollars to high-poverty
schools was insufficient. The 2001 federal law required states

to develop standardized tests and rank schools against one an-
other based on their performance and progress toward closing
achievement gaps between student subgroups.!

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

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

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

As education policymakers have worked to refine test-based
accountability, a variety of forces are pushing educators to think
about learning and development beyond the confines of the
K-12 system. These include growing awareness of the impor-
tance of early learning, increased focused on social-emotional
development, and recognition that far too many students who
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The Supreme Judicial Court’s Definition
of Public Education

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

to compete favorably with their counterparts in sur-
rounding states, in academics or in the job market.”

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

pass high school exit exams struggle to make successful transi-

tions into post-secondary education and employment (see above
sidebar).

These concerns have led to community-based collaborative
impact efforts. Like education accountability, this approach
uses data to build political will to tackle social problems. To
their credit, these cross-sector partnerships pool resources
and align interventions, but they have been largely driven
by nonprofit and philanthropic leaders without state or local
government affiliation. The approach has been criticized as
too top-down, and many attribute the failure of a large num-
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ber of these projects to their leaders’ inability to build greater
buy-in due to their external position."

In Massachusetts, the Working Cities Challenge illustrates
the potential of this kind of data-driven cross-sector initiative.
Through the Working Cities Challenge, leaders in Lawrence
worked in close collaboration with the school district to engage
parents and help increase family economic stability. While the
project has yet to demonstrate long-term outcomes, a recent in-
dependent evaluation finds that it has been highly successful.'¢

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

II. The Core Purposes of Local
Accountability

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

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

Some districts may see the development of strong early learn-
ing systems as a priority; others may want to invest in voca-
tional education to help more students develop skills that can



carry them directly into the workforce after high school. At
a school level, parents and teachers may aim to help all stu-
dents become bilingual. Other school communities may want
all children to develop computer programming skills.

State and federal accountability do not prevent communities
from doing any of these things, but overreliance on the state to
measure school performance makes it very difficult to ensure
that the educational experiences communities offer beyond the
tested subjects are provided with quality. By delivering these
experiences in a manner that is subject to true quality controls,
alocal accountability system puts educators in a better position
to improve in areas that their communities value.

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

One of the strongest lessons from the past two decades of ed-
ucation reform is that change and innovation happen at the
school level (see sidebar, p.6). The widely cited 2001 annual
report of the Massachusetts Education Reform Review Com-
mission underscored this point, noting that “[t]he school is
the most effective unit of change, as it has the most direct im-
pact on student achievement. The move to create change at
this level must be systematic and must engage the entire school
community [emphasis added].”*

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

Building a Culture of Data for Continuous Improvement

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

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

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

in this regard.'®

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

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

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

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

As leaders think about local account-
ability, they must recognize both the
aversion to data-driven improvement
created by state and federal account-
ability, and the limitations of data lit-
eracy and infrastructure in these com-
munities.
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3. As a process, local accountability can honor
the integral role schools play in nurturing the
civic health of their communities.

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

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

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

IIl. Guiding Principles for the
Design of Local Accountability
Systems

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

1. Structure: What kind of local accountability system will

position the community to meet its objectives?

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

States Are Using ESSA to Give Districts a Larger Role

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

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

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

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

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




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

Structure

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

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

Dimension Key Question

External Coherence Are connections among
multiple accountability
systems logically consistent?

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

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

Another theory of action is that local accountability will pro-
mote a deeper understanding of school progress, position-
ing educators to problem-solve. This purpose is particularly

Examples

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

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

Internal Coherence Are the components within
the local system logically

related to one another?

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

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

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

K-12 Coherence

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

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

LOCAL ACCOUNTABILITY




IDEAS IN ACTION:
Student-Centered Accountability

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

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

IDEAS IN ACTION:

Commitment to Communication

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

Theories of action are not mutually exclusive, and nothing pre-
vents communities from integrating several. However, like the
state and federal model, every local accountability effort should
include promoting equity as a core theory of action (see side-
bar, p. 9). To the extent that schools and districts can broaden
outcome measures with local accountability, they can work to
ensure that all students are thriving on all aspects of learning.

Coherence

Coherence refers to a system that is rationally connected. As
summarized in the table on p. 7, at least three dimensions of
coherence should be considered: external, internal, and K-12
coherence.

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

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

Internal coherence refers to design choices which help ensure
that all the elements within a given school’s accountability
system are working together to support intended outcomes.
Research tightly links a school’s capacity to improve student
learning over time to organizational processes that connect
and align work across the organization. In part, these pro-



Increasing Equity by Building Local Capacity

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

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

and ethnic stereotypes. And more to
the point, limiting the ability of under-
represented communities to act on
their values will not advance equity.
Experience suggests that the devel-
opment of successful
in these contexts requires deep local
engagement. Recognizing the power of
community collaboration, the fields of

interventions

urban planning and public health have
long histories of leading participatory
processes to empower and improve
communities.®

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

nity capacity to identify problems and
“ask why,” nurture local leaders and
develop their self-confidence to act in
the interest of their communities, build
empowered organizational structures
and mechanisms to resolve local con-
flicts, and create more equitable rela-
tionships with external partners.3

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

cesses work by boosting collective efficacy, or teachers’ beliefs
about their faculty’s joint ability to advance student learning.?
To create this culture, communities can use local accountabil-
ity to empower educators to develop aligned assessments and
goals, as in the Student-Centered Accountability Program
(S-CAP) in Colorado (see sidebar, on p. 8).

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

Engagement and Communication

A major limitation of state and federal accountability is the dif-
ficulty it has in engaging the broader community in developing
the system, and spurring action on the signals these systems
send in a way that is beneficial to the larger community. Local
accountability can be far stronger in this regard.

RESOURGCES:
Moving to a More Robust Definition of
Student Success

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

LOCAL ACCOUNTABILITY 8



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

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

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

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

Every accountability system is built on a collection of indica-
tors or measures. Below we offer some examples of what com-
munities could track in their systems and how they would
generate the necessary data. (See table on p. 12 for a sample
of indicators and their sources.) However, as the aim of local
accountability is to position communities to think creatively
about what best meets their needs and aspirations, this infor-
mation is intended merely to stimulate thoughtful consider-
ation among those drawing up locally customized plans.

College and Career Readiness

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

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

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

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

Weaving these alternative assessments into local account-
ability programs will require educators who are trained and



supported to develop common rubrics and auditing processes
for evaluating student work consistently. As previously men-
tioned, a number of Gateway City districts are already work-
ing to adopt this approach through the Massachusetts Con-
sortium for Innovative Educational Assessment (MCIEA).
Adopting a rigorous approach will give schools and school
communities meaningful information about their progress in
these areas.

Early and Out-of-School Learning

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

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

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

With greater awareness of the importance of social-emotional
skills, communities are now beginning to partner with their

out-of-school providers to ensure that youth have more direct
access to enrichment activities, explicitly to nurture social
and emotional growth. Lawrence Public Schools has used ex-
tended learning time to weave enrichment opportunities of-
fered by community-based organizations into the school day
in order to make these experiences available to all students.*

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

Health and Wellness

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

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

Diminished physical education is certainly not the only cause
of the childhood obesity epidemic, and improving access to
these school programs is not the only response. But solving the
problem calls for the kinds of cross-sector efforts that schools
are uniquely positioned to lead, with local accountability strat-
egy as a guiding force. Successful childhood obesity prevention
initiatives rely heavily on public schools as providers of health
education, physical education, and nutrition. The national-

LOCAL ACCOUNTABILITY 11



Sample of Local Accountability Indicators and Sources

CATEGORY/INDICATOR
College and Career Readiness

DATA SOURCE/INSTRUMENT

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

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

Early and Out-of-School Learning

Percent of high-risk mothers enrolled in home visiting prenatally

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

Percent of children entering kindergarten ready to learn

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

Health and Wellness

Local assessment
Local assessment

Incidence of childhood obesity

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

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

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

Community Engagement and Civic Health

Local assessment
Climate survey
Climate survey
American Red Cross
NASPE

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

Improvement on parent engagement index

Improvement on Civic Health Index

Educator Recruitment and Development

Local assessment
Climate survey
Climate survey
Community Survey

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

ly recognized program Shape Up Somerville exemplifies the
power of systemic community-wide public health approaches
to improve childhood health and well-being.*®

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

develop and test interventions collaboratively, they can make
considerable progress.*

Community Engagement and Civic Health

A 2017 report by the Education Commission of the States
makes a powerful case for the role of accountability in ensur-
ing that schools clearly identify and fulfill their civic missions,
noting that schools must “cultivate students’ care and concern
for their communities and equip students with the knowledge,
skills, and dispositions necessary to participate effectively in

democratic life”*



Communities that want to position schools as generators of
social and civic capital can use local accountability to elevate
these objectives. Such measures would include indicators rang-
ing from student completion of high-quality service-learning
projects to school climate surveys that capture a school’s com-
mitment to incorporating student voices into decision-making.

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

Educator Recruitment and Development

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

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

V. Furthering Our Sense of
What is Possible

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

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

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

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