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The chronic academic underperformance and studéatd of most American urban
high schools are actualtyeated bythe antiquated way that schools evaluate studextesic
performance and award (or deny) course creditsenthe school leaders in a small inner-city
high school in Chicago began to question the “raakiwisdom” of high school student
assessment and common practices of grading, rebiarkaprovements in student performance
followed, not just once, but year after year. Bgiging the system by which high school
students pass courses and earn course creditg;tthel was able to simultaneously raise
graduation requiremengndincrease graduation rates. These school leatbergr@ated a
student assessment database that serves as afar@leew generation of school and district
student data systems, using classroom assessnterb dlaform instruction and to direct support
services and remediation.

How does a school take urban kids with low testesxand myriad other life challenges
and, within a few years, remediate a history ofaradhievement, significantly improve their
chance of graduating, and successfully propel tbeno college? This brief case study
challenges long-established practices and offestsictis possibilities for improving secondary
education outcomes by rethinking our understandfregcademic success and transforming the
structure and tracking of student achievement.

Problems with the Traditional System

The traditional system for evaluating student acdmeent has implications for urban high
school students at every achievement level:

For all studentsthere are only time-limited incentives to leaourse material and no

opportunity or incentive to improve performancdearn more after grades are issued; no
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mechanism for recording student progress relatiiedrning goals; and a lack of connection
between classroom grades, state learning standardstandardized accountability measures.

Students earning low but passing gradesumulate credits even in the absence of
substantive learning. They earn a high schoobdial without achieving a requisite level of
skills and knowledge, and a low grade point avethgeatens their eligibility for colleges and
financial scholarships.

For students who fail classethe resultant credit deficiency increases thelililood that
they will leave school without a diploma; a low GE#eatens their eligibility for colleges and
financial scholarships even if they persevere @mgation; and their official school transcripts
permanently record their failure and underminertheure life choices.

Under this traditional model, a small proportiorstiidents in urban schools do well, but
significant numbers fail to graduate, and the nigjaf those who do are inadequately prepared
for college or the workplace. Other factors, @afbect student achievement in urban schools,
such as the quality of teaching and instructioeatlership, characteristics of school culture and
organization, and the availability of adequate veses. But even in a well-resourced classroom
with a highly qualified teacher in a caring andl&aging school environment, a heterogeneous
group of students will be stratified in their acléenent when learning time is held constant.
Those who demonstrate achievement above a barenommievel will be awarded course credit
at the rate of one Carnegie unit per 120 hourgaf 8me, whether or not they have mastered
requisite skills and content knowledge. Finaldetgrades will be communicated on report cards,
permanently recorded on student transcripts, aludiledéed into grade point averages. External

tests will be used to provide an evaluation ofd@ay that mechanisms internal to the school
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seem unable to supply. This is how student achiew is currently structured in most
American high schools.

Essential to this traditional structure of studectiievement is the function of sorting
students for entry into higher education and thedanarket. Indeed, the system was designed
for these purposes a hundred years ago; form felfowction. Structural mechanisms record
student success and failure in order to make distinctions between students at different levels
of achievement; students at the lower end are tefédg barred from further educational
opportunity and severely limited in their capaddyparticipate in American society. Given the
economic realities of the ZTentury and the civic demands of our democracycaveot afford
to write off the huge numbers of young people winoggjle to succeed in high school. High
dropout rates and low levels of academic achievéimamrban high schools have dire
consequences for individual students with rippfea$ on families, communities, and the nation
at large. Hundred-year-old structural mechanisesgihed to draw academic distinctions
among students have become powerful structuraieositio academic achievement for a
significant number of students in today’s urbarhheghools.

Hope: An Innovative Model in Chicago

An in many urban districts, almost half the studen Chicago drop out of school
without a high school diploma. The district-widediyear cohort graduation rate in the Chicago
Public Schools (CPS) in 2005 was 52% hat same year, the Young Women'’s Leadership
Charter School (YWLCS) graduated 78.6% of its stiisle- mostly low-income, mostly African
American and Latina — achieving the highest gradoatte of any non-selective public school
in the city. YWLCS also sent the highest perceataiithose graduates (87%) on to collége.

Any girl in the city is eligible to attend this plitschool, regardless of past grades or test score
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What YWLCS does is to educate and evaluate “regplailic school students in a
radicallyirregular structure. In the process, the school greatlseim®es the chances that its
students will finish high school and be preparedctidlege. In calculating the “value added” by
attending YWLCS, the University of Chicago’s Cortgaon on Chicago School Research found
that students with similar demographics and acimere levels would b&.7 times more likely
to graduateif they attended YWLCS than if they had attendezldverage Chicago public high
school® While the school’s graduation rate has fluctuatedr to year since 2005 (see Table 1),
YWLCS has consistently rated at or near the tophitago high schools in the number of its
students who graduate high school and who entexgml For example, in 2007, YWLCS’s
graduation rate was 26.4% higher than that oftésstal neighborhood comparison school,
according to CPS’s annual repbrt.

Table 1 — CPS and YWLCS 5-Year Cohort Graduatioe®a

2005 2006 2007 2008
Chicago Public
High Schools — 52.0 52.7 55.1 NA
All Students
YWLCS - 78.6 64.8 67.7 70.0
All Students
Difference + 26.6% +12.1% +12.6% NA

By directly addressing two major barriers to high@ol graduation and post-secondary success,
— (a) student deficiencies in course credit andyéps in necessary knowledge and skills —
YWLCS offers a possible model for schools, disji@nd states looking to improve the

educational outcomes of their high school students.
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Young Women’s Leadership Charter School

In fall 2000, the Young Women'’s Leadership Cha&ehool opened its doors to a mostly
minority, low-income student population in the Brewrille neighborhood on Chicago’s South
Side. By law, the public charter school has noaste tests or proficiency requirements for
admission. Any girl in the Chicago Public Schagjstem is eligible to apply, and applicants are
admitted by lottery. Having now completed its ¢igirear of operation, YWLCS continues to
serve a student population typical of CPS studevith, over 90% racial/ethnic minorities, over
80% low-income, and 15% receiving special educatemices® Like their peers in
neighboring schools, the lives of many YWLCS studeme complicated by issues that
disproportionately affect children in poor neighbomods: housing instability, unemployment,
violence, substance abuse, physical and mentahhg@ablems. Low incoming achievement
levels are also typical of other students in treridit.” In short, like their counterparts in urban
districts nationally, students entering YWLCS afatively undereducated and experience
multiple demands on their time, energy and attentio

The authors of this paper are two of the educattis opened the Young Women’s
Leadership Charter School and who designed thessssat system that we highlight in these
pages. Margaret Small continues as principalitody. We argue that chronic academic
underperformance is largely the result of the wagent academic achievement is traditionally
structured. Achievement is historically definedlss successful exposure to a given academic
content within a fixed period of time, generallpoeted using semester grades. By
standardizing the amount of instructional time klde for learning, regardless of students’
needs, academic skills, or background knowledge tthditional structure of achievement

virtually assuressome percentage of student failure and limitspthtential performance of
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marginal students who might be reasonably expdotéshrn more if given more time and more
exposure to instruction and feedb&ck.

A related school structure — the mechanism for dimgrcourse credit, typically
associated with the Carnegie unit — also impedesitiademic performance of students. First, it
encourages low student performance by rewardingimalrstudents for passing classes with
low grades, and, second, it makes it very diffi¢oitfailing students to recover from early
course failure when they try. Taken together, éhtes structural mechanisms — semester grades
and Carnegie units — make it likely for many studea under-perform and unlikely for failing

students to get back on track to graduate.

Young Women’s Leadership Charter Schoc (2007-2008)at a glance
Student Body
348 female students in grades 7-12
77% African American, 15% Latina, 6% White, 1% Asid% multi-racial/ethnic
81% low-income, 15% special education
Admission based on lottery, with primary entry nades 7 and 9
Current waiting list for 2008-2009 academic ye&0 4tudents

Faculty and staff

32 teachers, 9 administrators, 10 support staifcdstodial/security

The Schoal

$4.3 million annual budget (72% from public fun@8% from private contributions)
Located in a public school building in the BronZlevheighborhood, South Side of Chicago

Initial charter granted by the Chicago Board of &ation 1999, currently renewed through 2011
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Ironically, these structural mechanisms were in&d a hundred years ago by college
and university administrators who wanted to ensun@rthy applicant pool for higher education.
The traditional use of semester grades and Carnegieto award course credit has served two
intended and related purposes for the last cenfaj)\stratifying students for higher education
and the labor market on the basis of school pedoe, and (b) providing quality control in the
transition from high school to college while fatiting this transition for the upper strdtas
America’s public goals have shifted over time frpromoting “the best and the brightest” to the
aspiration of “no child left behind,” we contendathihese structures, intentionally designed to
stratify achievement, have become impedimentsi@aing universal high school graduation.

In this paper, we explore the relationship betwa®onic high school failure/dropout
and the structural apparatus that organizes th@itmaal high school experience into time-
limited learning opportunities. While federal astdte pressures to raise academic standards are
intended to address the problems of chronic untieraement, by raising the bar we may also be
lowering the boom on under-prepared high schoalesits, given the traditional structure of

academic achievement in America’s high schools.
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The Traditional Model of Student Assessment
We start with a critique of the system of studessesgssment now used almost universally in
American high schools, because understanding holwuy it functions the way it does helps us
to make intelligent decisions about reform. Follogvthis overview of the traditional system,
we discuss the development and intentions of darrative YWLCS system. We then detail
how the traditional system creates problems fa@rge number of high school students, coupled
with illustrations of how the YWLCS approach to essment circumvents these problems to
create a more educationally sound assessment sifsa¢€improves student learning while also
better serving the needs of teachers and admitussrior real-time classroom achievement data.
Table 2 shows a comparison of key components itréaitional and YWLCS student

assessment systems.
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Table 2

Comparison of Structural Components of Two Systemsef Student Assessment

Traditional System

YWLCS System

Unit of Assessment

Letter gradesA, B, C, D, i

Proficiency ratings

(High Performance - HP,
Proficient - P,

Not Yet Proficient - NY

Basis of Assessment

Entire course content

Specific course outcomes

Academic Calendar
Structure

2 semesters + summer schd

ol 3 trimesters + sunthenk

Formal Reporting of Studer
Achievement

Grade reports each quarter,
tpermanently recorded at en
of each semester

Grade reports each trimester,
jongoing real-time updates of
progress

Unit of Course Credit

Carnegie Unit

Credit unit

Basis of Unit for Course
Credit

Seat time, as measured by
standard Carnegie unit
(120 hrs = 1 credit).
Learning, as measured by
grade ofD or above

Learning, as measured by % of
course outcomes met (proficien
in 70% of course outcomes for

one-year course = 1 credit)

Minimum Passing
Performance

Grade ofD or above

Demonstrated proficiency in at
least 70% of course outcomes

Point in Time for Awarding
Course Credit

End of semester in which
course was taken

End of school year in which
course was taken, or credit
awarded retroactively for past
courses once student meets 70
of course outcomes

Student Transcripts

Permanent record of point-ir
time achievement in each
course

-Dynamic record of best
achievement to date in each
course

Basis of Quantitative
Achievement Measure on 4
Point Scale

Grade Point Average (GPA)
Letter grades converted to
-4-point scale, averaged for
high school courses

. Grade Point Equivalent (GPE):
Formula based on total % of

lbutcomes achieved and % of
High Performance rankings

Criteria for Promotion to

Next Grade

Carnegie units earned

Credit units earned plus
cumulative proficiency

percentageacross all classes
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Our basic premise is that the traditional structifracademic achievement is a stratifying
model designed to spread achievement across a friamgesuccess to failure. When
referring to the “structure” of academic achievetriarthe traditional high school model, we
include these historical components: classroomiggaoractices, semester marking periods,
permanent letter grades and grade point averagese@ie units/course credits, and high school
transcripts.

Much of this structure is the legacy of the staddation of college admissions
guidelines in the late {%and early 26 centuries. In 1899, the National Education Asastion’s
Committee on College Entrance Requirements recordatkethat a standard unit be developed
to assess high school curricula so that collegekiadeasonably determine the adequacy of a
student’s preparation for higher educatteyen though only a small fraction of the students
who attended public schools would actually attenitege™ The Carnegie unit set the national
standard, with one unit equal to 120 hours of utttonal time. In response, secondary school
calendars were divided into semesters, and cowsesconfigured into 60-hour instructional
blocks per semester. At the end of each semestglents were given examinations to evaluate
their learning, and grades were assigned to degidgheair achievement. All students received
the same instruction and instructional time wadradied, so the dependent variable was
achievement. Students generally distributed thereselong a normal bell-shaped curve from
success to failur& Each student’s level of achievement was then aeemtly recorded on his
or her official transcript, designated initially pgrcentile scores which were eventually replaced
by letter grade# to F.** If the student earned a passing grade at thefthé semester, he or
she was awarded “credit” for the course in the fofrhalf a Carnegie unit. If the student failed

to achieve a passing grade, the student would toeedake the course in order to earn the credit.
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From the viewpoint of the creators of this struetaf achievement, the American
educational system was intended as a pyramid,eléitmentary schools forming the broad base
and colleges and universities at the narrow pdiat the size of the K-12 school population
shrank in each subsequent grade level did notcpdatly worry the proponents of this system.
Indeed, that was largely the purpose of the upleenentary and secondary schools, to winnow
out the “laggards** and the “dull-minded” and to let the cream ris¢hte top. Rather than
being elitist, advocates of this position saw itrdeerently democratit. Most believed that
American children should be given equal accesscimnamon elementary education, and that
students would persist according to their interasts abilities® The view of these educators
was wholly meritocratic: If students of all backgrals and abilities were sent through the school
system, the system would sort out the wheat fragrcttaff. When a 1903 study of California
high schools found that almost a third of studstasewide left school because of failing grades,
with the number exceeding 50% in some schoolsstilngy’s author regarded this as a natural
process, concluding that “undoubtedly many failwese due to want of ability; for the
incompetent and unfortunate will always be with t/sThis sorting function of education is
likewise evident in a teacher training textbooknirthe 1920s, which advised that “nothing that
education can do will enable a non-selected grdupdividuals to approach equality either in
ability or in achievement. Indeed, it may be cdefitly asserted that the net result of education
is to magnify differences rather than eliminatentié®

Within this system, educators sought to facilithie transition from high school to
college for those elite few who had proven themeslworthy of higher education, while

providing a tool for college admissions personoatientify students who were bona fide
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“college material.” Semesters, letter grades, grauet averages, Carnegie units, and transcripts
were the essential components in a structure tisterfied this winnowing process.

Together these components structured the develapingept of “academic
achievement” in the new American secondary schafdlise early 28 century. In the decades
that followed, this conceptual structure becamectiraerstone of the modern American high
school. The percentage of Americans who attentsposndary institutions has never been more
than about 65% of the eligible population of higheol graduate¥’ and hovers around 35% of
the total population ages 20-24 Meanwhile, most American youth attend some higtosl,
but the outcomes of those who do not graduateetaéively dire?* Yet, achievement in high
school is still structured to facilitate the selestof the few from the many.

A New Model of Student Assessment

Prior to opening YWLCS in 2000, the faculty andrawistrators sat down to devise a
new system of student assessment. As a charteolsefe had autonomy to design our own
curriculum, set our own school schedule, and creat®wn means of assessing studéhtas a
college-preparatory school, we needed to hold kighdards for student performance. We
recognized, however, that if high standards wefereaed with the mechanisms of the traditional
letter-grade system, students who were academitlghisepared to meet those standards would
likely fail courses. This leaves educators wieaous dilemma: whether to lower standards in
order to give “a break” to some hard-working (bmiachieving) students, or to maintain high
standards and fail those students. Neither okthee options had much appeal at YWLCS.

We wanted to design a system of student assesshatntould use a variety of measures
of student learning, provide meaningful feedbacgttments and their families on their academic

progress, motivate students to achieve and pemsgvack student progress over time, raise
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expectations as students built skills, and allavdehts to accumulate knowledge at varying rates
of speed and without penalty. We also wanted tbereconversations with students and parents
on learning rather than on marks or grades; we etbaih assessment system that made learning
objectives and evaluation visible, explicit, andiab altogether something very different from
the traditional approach to student assessment.

We also recognized that the African American aatiio families we intended to serve
were looking for a good school for their childréimey were not necessarily looking to participate
in a grand experiment. As one small school irrgel@ublic system, we also needed to comply
with certain standardized practices at points wioeireschool interacted with other institutions.
Specifically, to achieve our mission of preparimgl &ending students to college, we needed to
produce transcripts that would provide usable mfation for college admissions decisions (and
that other high schools could interpret if studerdaasferred out of YWLCS prior to graduation).
These external expectations required us to utiimae common structural mechanisms, such as
maintaining distinctions between students alonditiaal grade levels (freshmen, sophomores,
etc.), dividing our school day into multiple clgseriods focused on traditional disciplines,
awarding standard credits for successfully comdletairses, and issuing high school
transcripts. Our challenge was to transform tlsdisestural mechanisms to avoid the traditional
pitfalls we describe below.

While the YWLCS model shares many similarities vitie traditional letter grade
system, the underlying philosophy of student assessis fundamentally different. The two
key structural differences are these: (a) Studelmeaement is based on demonstrated
proficiency in course outcomes, regardless of tiamg} (b) Student records always reflect the

student’s best work to date, rather than presersmagpshots of past failure or inadequacy. We
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created a system whereby students are evaluatedda@svcourse credit, and promoted to the
next grade based on demonstrated proficiency otifggklearning outcomes for each course
they take. We intentionally reframe inadequatdquarance as being “Not Yet Proficient” on
course outcomes, a predicament that implies the foedurther work toward a learning goal,
rather than a summary judgment of failure witheidieompanying consequences.
How the Traditional Achievement Model Ensures Failue and
How YWLCS Restructures Achievement to Ensure Succss

Turning to a closer examination of the key compasenthe traditional structure of high
school achievement — letter grades, grade poinbges, Carnegie units, and transcripts — allows
exploration of their function and their implicat®for underachieving students in urban high
schools. After our critique of each element o$ tinaditional structure, we describe the corollary
feature of the YWLCS student assessment systendiandss its implications for students.
Table 2 (p. 11) shows a comparison of the structumaponents of the YWLCS model and the
traditional system of student achievement.

Letter Grades

The traditional structure of student achievemeli¢sen the use of letter grades,
whereby the totality of one’s learning within a sster course is reduced to a single lefer,
throughF. While students, parents, and educators think einelerstand the significance of one
letter versus another, in fact a letter grade gheesformation whatsoever about a student’s
individual strengths or weaknesses, or about thteniaishe has mastered or failed to maSter.
Letter grades simply reflect the student’s couksggomance relative to the teacher’s
expectations, which can be vague and unspecitietter grades in and of themselves do little to

either communicate or record interpretable infororatbout the achievement of specific
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learning goals or academic standards. Furthermode, variability in teacher grading practices,
even where the content focus is the same, catlsgméstion the real meaning of any particular
letter grade. How clearly or objectively doe€-aminusin geometry or &8-plusin English
Literature describe the extent of any one individuanderstanding of a complex content
domain?

If the purpose of grades is to communicate cletfwdyachievement of specific learning
objectives, then teachers need to be clear anic#xaidout what the learning objectives are and
how students are graded relative to those objextfv@wo of the most common grading
schemes — dividing the number of points a studamtseby the number of points possible, or
taking an average of all letter grades a studamiseawhile they may be straightforward
mathematically, do not provide students with feettat the level of individual learning
objectives. To learn from a failing grade andryoagain, a student needs to feel that his grades
are within his control and result from his own effo Studies repeatedly show that, where
students receive specific feedback on their effani$ understand how their work compares to a
standard, student performance significantly impsdveUnfortunately, these elements are often
missing in the traditional structure of achievem&hich relies on opaque letter grades in place
of useful feedback on learning.

Furthermore, in the traditional system, gradesoffieially reported to students and
parents four times a year, after they have beemgeently recorded. While a student hopefully
takes whatever information can be gleaned frometigesirterly grade reports and applies it
toward his or her efforts on future work in a supsent quarter, by the time grade information is

reported it is already too late to be of any foireatvalue. If a student earn®aon the Civil
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War unit in the third quarter of history class, theorting of thaD is of little practical value to
her in improving her understanding of the Civil War

Finally, while grade data is generally the onlysslamom achievement data that schools
track and record, it is of little instructional useteachers or administrators. While states and
districts disaggregate standardized achievemeattdatveal differences in performance for
student subgroups, schools have no way to disaggetassroom data to reveal what any
individual student has or has not learned. Becalassroom grading practices are not organized
around student performance on specific learningaihjes, schools have no way to capture
meaningful classroom achievement data.

The YWLCS system improves upon the traditional apph to grading by providing
much more detailed information on student learninygstructuring a process for students to use
this evaluative information to go back and imprdveir performance on the assessed material,
and by providing instructionally useful data todieers and school administrators. First, rather
than relying on one letter grade to communicateperminformation about student learning in a
given course, the YWLCS system specifies learnivjgaiives in the form of “academic course
outcomes.” Course outcomes specify the contedestis should know and the skills they
should possess upon successful completion of &eouwBased on evidence of student learning,
teachers rate studentskigh Performance (HP), Proficient (Pyr Not Yet Proficient (NYOn
each course outcome. Rather than getti@gpdusin biology, then, a student would receive
individual ratings P, P or NY reflecting her achievement of biology course outes, such as
“Describe and model the genetic processes of trgien and translation” or “Compare and

contrast the structures of prokaryotic and eukaryalls.” At YWLCS, students and parents are
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regularly provided with specific information abdbe learning a student has successfully
completed and the material or skills that stillchém be mastered within each course.

Formal report cards are issued three times a ytding end of each trimester), but
students are evaluated throughout the year on raterial. All outcome ratings are available to
students and parents online on an ongoing basisteg as teachers do new assessments.
Students with an initial rating ®fot Yet Proficient (NYQn any course outcome are expected to
do additional work to provide subsequent eviderfgaraficiency. When the teacher is satisfied
through multiple pieces of evidence that the sttdederstands the material or can reliably
demonstrate the skill in question, the teacher ehifinge the original outcome rating to reflect
the student’s new mastery (changing an inKi&lrating to aP, for example). Grading then
becomes a system for focusing student effort acgkasing learning, rather than a system for
categorizing immutable past achievement along &mF continuum.

Grade Point Averages

Grade point averages (GPAs) are another standatdré of the traditional system of
student assessment. As the name implies, GPAdy@smerage a student’s earned letter grades,
generally converted to a 4-point scale. For aestivho shows academic progress over time,
her grade point average is inherently unforgivifigre “theory of action” in the current
accountability movement is that increased pressarechools and teachers will force
instructional improvements that will in turn bringderperforming students “up to standards.”
But even if this happens, it happens over timeid&its entering high school in the bottom
guartile do not immediately perform to standartistead, they frequently fall short of the mark,

at least in their early high school coursework.widwger, their initial substandard performance is
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permanently recorded on their transcripts and tatied against them in their grade point
average.

Take the hypothetical case of a student who eBtargrade without clear future goals,
without strong academic skills, or with a relatisek of maturity. Her initial performance
mirrors that of a sizable percentage of urban yatigntrance to high school: she fails or barely
passes freshman cour$8sLet us imagine that accountability pressuresrafmtm efforts are
working at this student’s high school, and that ’gsponds to newly improved instruction and
effective curriculum by improving her academic peniance. She works hard in school and
takes advantage of educational opportunities ttl ke skills and knowledge she lacked. Her
grades move fro®’s andF’s in freshman year t&'s andB’s by her senior year. Upon
graduation, her initial underperformance would eraged together with her eventual academic
success, effectively nullifying her hard-won ackieent. Her resultant GPA would likely be
too mediocre to qualify for merit-based scholarshapd admission to selective colleges. In a
second hypothetical case, another student exhitgtepposite pattern. After two strong years of
high school, he falls apart in his junior and seg®ars, barely passing classes and just
squeaking by to earn enough credits to graduatthird student earns sollds in every class
every year. Of course, looking only at the gradmipaverages of these three students, it would
be impossible to distinguish one from the other.

By definition, GPAs average together success aihdtdaand make them look like
consistent performance at the mean. Grade poarages were designed for a specific purpose,
and that they do well: they clearly identify thatedents whose performance is consistently
stellar (or consistently poor). For the studerthvai consistently stellar performance, a GPA has

bankable value. Researchers have found that havimgh GPA matters more than a high ACT
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score in gaining access to collégeWhere a student's GPA is not high, however — witlee
student has experienced past academic failurgnifisant underperformance — GPA has no
benefit to the student and directly limits the stk future opportunities. Eligibility for
colleges, trade schools, or scholarships is ofegarchined in large part by a student’s grade
point average.

The use of GPAs to predict college and work sucises®ll documented@® Because of
its predictive value, it serves well its primarydance, college admissions officers. GPA lies at
the heart of the meritocratic system of opportuaitg functions exactly as intended. But there
is a fundamental contradiction between meritocemy “leaving no child behind.”
Acknowledging the predictive value of GPA, one mmysé¢stion the implications of a structural
mechanism that discriminates between those who foeedears to bring themselves up from
underachievement and those who come into high $eth@ady performing in the top stanines.
Since initial academic performance is largely iaflaed by socioeconomic status and parental
education level&? GPA reinforces privilege and effectively bars updvacademic mobility by
averaging a student’s academic starting point witlat he or she ultimately achieves. GPA is an
integral component of the structure implementedHersake of colleges and the college-bound,
with little inherent value, and much potential hatmthe rest of the high school population,
even to those students who successfully make dinsition over time from underperformance to
solid achievement.

YWLCS does not use traditional grades and, theeekiudents do not have grade point
averages. This proved to be a liability when trs&t §raduating class began applying for
colleges and scholarships. To provide a tool tdside parties to assess the achievement of our

students on a traditional scale, the school deeel@n alternative measure, tirade point
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equivalen{GPE). GPE reports student achievement by calogléhie percentage of outcomes a
student has met &tigh Performance (HPandProficient (P)levels and converting this to a 4-
point scale€® Students who consistently eafigh Performanceatings would have a GPE of
4.0, students with strong but somewhat less ste#eiormance would have a GPE of
approximately 3.0, and so on. In this way, GPE/wbrsely mimics GPA. A student’'s GPE
only appears on official YWLCS transcripts senbtaside parties. It has no internal use or
value. GPE allows the YWLCS system to interfadeaively with outside institutions without
negative repercussions for students. Becauserggidan go back to improve their performance
on past course outcomes, even to raise an iRit@icient (P)rating toHigh Performance (HP)
by doing additional work and providing evidencdwther mastery, every student is always
eligible for a 4.0 GPE, regardless of past perfaroea
Carnegie units/Course Credits

Today, under the structure of high school achieverdefined by the Carnegie unit, a
student’s goal is to accumulate enough coursetsremigraduate. The Carnegie unit equates the
amount of instructional time with credit value, wla@ne course credit represents 120 hours of
instruction (generally equivalent to a year’s celrsState boards of education or state
legislatures specify minimum graduation requireraentterms of course credits derived from
the Carnegie unit formula, as do individual schaistricts and high schools. Students who do
not pass classes (i.e., who ekis) become “credit deficient” relative to their peend the
expected path of their progress. After spending@@s in a semester course, a student who
earns a grade &f has nothing to show for her time spent or for layning she has in fact
achieved. If she falls short of the teacher’s eigi@ns for a better grade (meaning at led3},a

the student falls behind by half a credit for eaemesteF. While “conventional wisdom” may
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tell us that receiving aR is a “natural consequence” for students who dgnbforth sufficient
effort in a class, research warns us to be cautiéust, the literature on academic motivation
makes it clear that failure is very unlikelyit@wreasemotivation, particularly for students who
struggle academicalff. Secondly, the structural repercussions of rengi@inF put the failing
student at a significant disadvantage for fututdeement.

One failing grade can result in credit deficienahjch seriously reduces the probability
that a student will eventually graduate from highaol. In a study of Chicago high schools,
students who were missing one or more course sradd who had accumulated more than one
semester grade &fin a core subject by the end of freshman year Wened to be much more
likely to leave school without a diplonta.Nationwide, freshmen who fail to earn enough
credits for promotion to 10th grade run a signifitta increased risk of dropping out of high
school®®* One researcher, using data from 26 states, peedicat seven out of every ten
students retained in 9th grade would drop®8uElearly, early course failure reduces the
likelihood of high school graduation. We arguet tiemovery from this precarious position is
rare exactly because the traditional high schaaksire of grading and credit accumulation
provides no satisfactory avenue for such recovery.

Students who wish to graduate in four years mespkpace by accumulating a set
portion of the total required credits each yedithéy get “off track,” their misstep can be
insurmountable. Researchers at the ConsortiumhicaGo School Research found that students
who fall off pace in their accumulation of Carnegrats in the first year of high school have
tremendous difficulty in ever catching up. Systerde, of Chicago Public School students who

were credit deficient at the end df §rade (missing more than one credit), only 15.68fevable
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to graduate in four years, as compared with 78%iuafents who had accumulated sufficient
credits in their freshman ye&t. This confirms similar findings from earlier stedf®

A large body of evidence on high school dropoutssigiently implicates the Carnegie
unit and its pivotal role in structuring high scheaccess or failure. In Oregon, students leaving
high school before graduation cited credit definitsre than any other single factor as their
primary reason for dropping otft. In Ontario, under a similar high school systeme, ‘vast
majority of dropouts left school because they werdar behind in credit accumulation that the
likelihood of graduation was too remot&.”In another U.S. study, high school graduates had
earned an average of 7 credits per year of att@egdas compared to earning an average of only
3 credits per year for students who left schoohwiitt graduating, leading the researcher to note
“a very distinct relationship between average dradcumulation and graduatiort™”

A high school student failing a required class galhehas three options: (a) repeat the
course in summer school, (b) repeat the courstotlosving year or semester (in addition to a
full load of new courses), or (c) attend night shto make up the credit (in addition to full-time
day school). If a student fails two classes, tinelén doubles, and so on. A significant increase
in student effort is one necessary condition facegsful credit recovery, but often the reasons
that led to the initial failure prevent the stud&om exerting the additional effort needed for
recovery. In tracking the math coursework Bfg®ade students in the Chicago Public Schools,
researchers found that almost a quarter of entérastpmen (23%) who took algebra in fall of
2000 failed the first semester. The vast majafitihe failing students also took algebra in the
spring semester, and close to three-fourths of ttadlied the second semester as well. Of all
first-time freshmen who failed algebra in the fally one out of every five enrolled in algebra

in summer school. Twenty-one percent of studentkis 9" grade cohort who initially
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attempted algebra in the fall of freshman yeak Iséitl not earned one full algebra credit by the
end of their third semester of high school (midwapugh their second yed).

Tracking the course-taking patterns of individuadents in this way reveals the
snowball effect of course failure. The student wehwerges from a course having neither course
credit nor the requisite knowledge to succeed aeradvanced work is set up for subsequent
failure. The traditional system is inherently piva for students who need to make up missing
credits and puts many already marginal studerdscanhsiderable disadvantage for future
academic achievement.

The system of credit accumulation has another feaogmit drawback. In most American
high schools, students earn credits for classgs“fiass” where the minimum passing grade is a
D. Students who pass classes with low grades pidbeeugh high school without the requisite
knowledge and skills to succeed in subsequentedasshis situation is not isolated to a few
individuals, but rather appears as a systemic problin the Chicago Public Schools, for
examplejncluding selective college-preparatory and magnet highashover a third of all
high school graduates in 2002 and 2003 finishetd kajool with a grade point averdgsow
2.0 C-minusor less). Well over half of CPS graduates hadgoint averages of 2.4 or below
(C-plusor less)** A familiar refrain for urban teachers at semestenid is the plea by struggling
students, “Can’t you just give meD®” Academic performance atalevel does not equip
students for success in future coursework or focess in college or career, and yet it does earn
them credits toward a high school diploma. Res$efinclings such as these prompted the
Association for Supervision and Curriculum Devel@wmmto call for a move away from the
“outdated” Carnegie unit structure and toward agaaization of “learning according to each

student’s needs in mastering an academic subjedn’the traditional system, by structuring

Page 25 of 48



achievement arounctedit accumulatiomather thaearning high schools virtually guarantee
not only that a large percentage of students wilpcbut due to their credit deficiency, but also
that a large percentage of the graduating studstitck the skills and knowledge necessary
for productive adult functionin®’

The fundamental difference between the YWLCS assesssystem and the traditional
system is that course credit at YWLCS is awardetherbasis of demonstrated proficiency on
specific learning objectives, regardlessuwbfenproficiency is demonstrated, rather than on the
basis of one’s grades at the end of the semesteuse a sports analogy, the traditional system
is like a basketball game where the winner is deiteed by the score at the final buzzer. The
YWLCS system is more akin to baseball: you havinish the requirements for all nine
innings, regardless of how long it takes. The gammt over until the student has done what
she needs to do. YWLCS students are initiallyilelegfor course credit at the end of the year
(June) when all coursework has been completed ealdaed. As explained earlier, teachers
rate students’ performance on each course outceregherProficient (P), High Performance
(HP), or Not Yet Proficient (NY)To receive credit for a course, students mustahestrate their
proficiency @ or HP) in at least 70% of the course outcomes for tla.y&hen a student falls
short of the 70% requirement because of too niNwtyY et Proficient (NYhatings, the student
must learn the material or develop the skills degtin those unmet outcomes. Once the
student is able to demonstrate proficiency in ehqugviously unmet course outcomdkrs) to
meet the 70% threshold, the student is awardedtdoedhe course.

To illustrate, Daphne has completed HBiggade math course but has met only 17 of the
year’s 25 course outcomes at a levelPafficientor better. Heproficiency percentag®r the

class as of June is therefore only 68%, slightlpwehe level of proficiency she needs to earn
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course credit. To do additional work, Daphne fesusn one unmet outcome, “Create and
interpret algebraic expressions using variablé&he may do that work in the summer, or she
may wait until the fall. Daphne would likely contder §' grade math teacher for guidance and
for additional work to help her build a deeper uistinding of how to create and interpret
algebraic expressions using variables. Once Dapbmgletes this additional work and
provides the teacher with evidence of her new wstdeding, the teacher would change the
rating on that outcome froidot Yet Proficient (NYfp Proficient (P)or possibly eveidigh
Performance (HR)depending on the quality of the evidence Dapheegnts. Daphne has now
met 18 of the 25 course outcomes, or 72%, and wibeld be awarded credit for the couftde.
The YWLCS system has two distinct advantages theetraditional system for awarding
course credits. First, it allows most students wiittally fail a class to eventually receive credi
without retaking the full course. (Students whoi@en poorly when taking the course a first
time may well have to repeat the class. See Erdfdfor a more detailed explanation.)
Allowing students to earn credits without retakimigole classes makes it more likely that they
will eventually catch up in credits and graduaihile the empirical evidence of this is still
preliminary, early indications are that this featof the YWLCS system is a chief contributor to
the school’s relatively high graduation rate. Selty, by awarding credit on the basis of
proficiency, rather than rewarding even low graae the traditional system, the school
ensures that students have learned at least 708 &Ey material in every class they pass. But
YWLCS does not stop there. Recognizing that stigdefil not succeed in college unless they
develop both skills/knowledgend perseverance, the school takes a developmentalagpto

academic achievement.
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To this end, YWLCS requires students to show ewidef increased academic success
over time. Promotion from one grade level to tegtns determined by both course credits and
what we term a studenttaimulative proficiency percentagdhe cumulative proficiency
percentagéndicates what percentage of total outcomes, frivimeat high school courses
combined, that a student has met at a lev@roficientor better P or HP). To move from 9th
to 10th grade, a student needs a cumulative peoiigi percentagef 70%. If she passed all of
her classes at the minimum 70% level, she woulieaetthe overall level necessary to move
into 10" grade. But to get from o 11" grade, she needs to increase her cumulative
proficiency percentage to at least 75%. If shepeabed all her classes only at the minimum
70% level, she would need to go back to demonshuatieer learningeven in classes she had
already passedn order to raise her overall level to at leds¥/ She would do this by
addressing previously unmé{Y) outcomes from her™@and 18 grade classes. To move into
senior year, her cumulative proficiency percentagest be at least 80%, and to graduate from
YWLCS, students must demonstrate proficiency in 8%ne material they have encountered in
high schoof® This is a much higher standard than the tradifisgstem where students can
graduate with only ® average. Yet YWLCS still graduates more of itslstuts than traditional
Chicago high schools. Currently, in order to gtéurom YWLCS, students need 26 course
credits, a number slightly higher than that gemgralquired in the Chicago Public Schools,
demonstrated proficiency in 85% of all high schomlirse outcomes, and successful presentation
of a Senior Project.

When school leaders adopted this graduation remeing early in the history of the
school, we were making a huge leap of faith. if goal was to graduate as many students as

possible, it would seem counterintuitive to raise bar for graduation. But we were confident
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that, by changing the way students earned coueshtsr— on the basis of demonstrated evidence
of their learning rather than “seat time” — we hastructured the system to allow our students to
meet this higher standard. The structure of agment in the YWLCS model is built on the
notion that success breeds success. At no poa# @student “fail.” Rather, sheN®st Yet
Proficientin a system that encourages learning as an ongewgjopmental process. By
providing a structural mechanism for students t&enagp missing credits without retaking entire
courses and by building in an accountability medrarfor students to demonstrate increased
achievement over time, YWLCS increases graduaatesrand ensures that students acquire
higher levels of requisite knowledge and skillsdvefleaving high school.
Transcripts

A transcript is the official and permanent recof@ student’s high school achievement.
In the traditional system, once a course gradatesred on a transcript, the student’s level of
achievement in that subject matter is fixed in tinB@cause course grades are permanent, the
student has no incentive to learn more of the @oositent once a course is completed. If the
student received a low but passing grade, he gaitisngstructurally by going back and
learning whatever material he had not yet mastetezh the grade was issued. The credit has
already been earned, and learning more of the ‘wlaferial would do nothing to improve the
grade on the transcript. Furthermore, short @kieg the entire course, structurally there is no
opportunity for a passing student to learn what lgisuinlearned at semester’s end. If a student
fails a course, that failure is permanently recdrdé the failing student retakes the course & th
future and earns a passing grade, her originahfggrade would in most cases still remain a

permanent feature on her academic record.
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Some argue that, because grades are permanertigedmn the transcript and forever
factored into the calculation of one’s GPA, studatgvelop a fear of failure that motivates them
to work harder and earn higher gradesThat may be true for some students. However, for
students who enter high school with an establistigtiry of failure or underperformance, the
permanency of low grades, as recorded on high $¢tascripts and reflected in depressed
GPAs, has only deleterious effects, both psycholilyi and materially’

Beyond their negative effects on individual studetanscripts also fall short as an
administrative tool. The information provided otranscript — students’ grades in each class —
is generally th@nly classroom-level student achievement informationest in most school (or
district) data systems. School-level systems tiadlent achievement data do not, as a rule,
include detailed information as to a student’ssiasm performance on specific learning
objectives. Rather, the only data recorded andrteg are students’ summative letter grades for
each marking period. As teachers, schools, distramd states seek higher-quality data about
student performance relative to state standardspnty classroom-level data schools keep are
remarkably unhelpful. Transcripts in the tradiabaystem, then, serve to document students’
scores “at the buzzer” for every class taken, glevio incentive or mechanism for improving
one’s performance on past courses, and providengpi the way of useful achievement data
on student learning.

As in the traditional system, each student’s trapsat YWLCS is the official record of
her course taking and academic achievement. ahedript displays course information for all
the student’s past and current courses as wetleagdrcentage of outcomes the student has
currently met in each courseRxoficientandHigh Performancdevels. However, as the teacher

evaluates new outcomes or changes ratings on pidyievaluated outcomes, these percentages
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change accordingly. Unlike traditional transcrifften, YWLCS transcripts are dynamic records
of students’ best achievement to date. As a studereases her level of proficiency in a
subject, her transcript changes to record her pawing.

If a student has met at least 70% of the outcomescourse by year’s end, her transcript
records the awarded credit. If she falls shothef70% minimum proficiency level, her
transcript displays a zero in the credit columril@hte provides sufficient evidence of additional
learning. Once her teacher updates outcome rasingsient to reach the 70% level, course
credit appears on the student’s transcript. Stisdean continue to work for this retroactive
course credit, as necessary, for any course tlukyitohigh school until they graduate. They are
prevented from procrastinating much by strict praororequirements which include a minimum
number of course credits a student must earn ezahand the progressive cumulative
proficiency percentage requirements, as describdbe

While teachers can set deadlines for given assigtsneutcomes themselves do not have
deadlines. At any point while the student is stiitively enrolled in the school, she can do
further work on past outcomes, even those fromipusvyears. The only time a student’s record
becomes permanent and immutable is upon her giadyat transfer) from the school.

Special Needs Students

Like most urban high schools, a significant port{@5%) of YWLCS students has
special educational needs. All of the componehteeschool’s student assessment system
apply equally to special needs students; the pyirppamt of modification to the system is at the
level of outcome&® The regular classroom teacher, in consultatidh tie special education
teacher, has the option to either leave a partimulcomeunrated,in which case the student is

not held accountable for meeting that outcomehertéacher can modify an outcome directly
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and use the modified outcome to rate the studeetformance. This puts special needs students
on an equal footing to pass classes, get promotdtetnext grade level, and make honor roll, in
accordance with students’ Individual Education Blan

The YWLCS Model and College Admissions

While the YWLCS assessment system structures stadievement in a fundamentally
different way than the traditional high school gyst it is crucial that the model interface
effectively with external systems such as collegiiasions offices. To this end, YWLCS
students earn course credits, have transcriptsgamdeport grade point equivalencies (GPES).
In addition, the school works extensively to edaaaillege and university admissions officers
about its assessment system and to make suretkdeystand how to read YWLCS transcripts.
College admissions personnel give the school higlse for its system and are able to use the
data it provides to make well-informed admissioasisions. With the first graduating class,
state colleges and universities requested that Y®/tr@nslate its outcome ratings into a GPE,
which now appears as a standard feature on thaadffianscript.

To date, over 95% of YWLCS graduates have beenttetihto college by over 40 post-
secondary institutions, both public and privateahwi the State of lllinois and across the country.
By multiplying the high school graduate rate antlege attendance rate of YWLCS and
comparing that figure to the equivalent rates flORS, we see that almost 7 in 10 (68%) of
students entering YWLCS as freshman in 2000 graduaigh school and went on to college. In
contrast, only 3 in 10 (31%) of students enteritteoCPS high schools in the same year
graduated high school and attended colf€ge.

While we recognize the life-changing differencesséhnumbers represent, we believe the

true test of success will be found in the collegesistence and college graduation rates of
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YWLCS graduates. As of May 2008, 67% of our fgsdduating class of 2004 was still enrolled
in college after four years, with 23% of collegieatlees earning bachelors degrees in spring
2008 and a significant number of remaining studantgipating an undergraduate degree within
the next two year¥ As more of our graduates finish college, we himpgemonstrate that
schools do not have to be configured around a laaagear-old model of seat time and Carnegie
units in order to prepare students for admissicemnib success in postsecondary institutions.
Online Assessment Database

Educators at the Young Women’s Leadership Charkod believe that one of the
primary benefits of our student assessment systehat it provides accessible, real-time,
classroom-based student learning data that cae ssrthe basis for academic decision-making.
The key tool enabling the YWLCS system to funcii®the database that supports'itin 2002,
Database Designs in Chicago worked with YWLCS reate EASE (Equity and Achievement in
a Standards-based Environment) ©, a web interfaablimg the school to create secure
individual accounts for all students, parents, @mathers so they may check on student progress
from any computer terminal with Internet acc¥sStudents and parents are able to view and
print: (a) a graphical display of the student’sfpenance in current classes, (b) a listing of
course outcomes for current classes, (c) a rea-tinofficial transcript, and (d) an
individualized listing by department of all outcosrfeom current and past courses on which the
student received IdY [Not Yet Proficierjtrating. Students refer to this as thdot Yetlist.
Because students can easily access theilotrY etlist in school or at home, they can be
proactive in addressing their unmet outcomes. ifvislves the student making a plan for
working on unmet outcomes, contacting her teacher(8nd out the kinds of evidence of

proficiency she needs to supply, following throwghcompleting work and turning it in, and
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monitoring her progress as teachers update outcatings based on the additional evidence the
student supplie¥

The assessment database allows each teacherctoe(k) on the academic progress of his
or her advisory students (with screens similahtsé accessible to individual students and
parents); (b) rate current students on the teagloerrent course outcomes; (c) seeNbe Yet
list for each current student from past classekearteacher’s content area (e.g., the sophomore
math teacher can look at his student’s freshmain Mat Yety, and (d) change past or current
students’ outcome ratings from the teacher’s owotler teachers’ courses. When a teacher
enters student achievement data into the systemptiated information appears online and on
the student’s transcript the following day.

The success of our student assessment systempesded the use of EASE to
numerous schools around the country and beyondf 2607-2008, EASE was supporting
assessment in two small (non-charter) CPS highatshathin Little Village Lawndale High
School in Chicago as well as one school in Boséod, was being piloted in multiple sites in
Philadelphia and one New York City high schoolwoTadditional schools in Chicago and
Pennsylvania will be implementing EASE in 2008-2089 well as the new High/Scope high
school in Indonesid* Faculty and administrators from YWLCS currenéiy\& as trainers and
partners for new EASE schools. Plans are curremitierway to develop an independent
organization to support the development and expans the EASE system to schools around
the country and to support the professional deveto of educators using outcomes-based
assessment.

The YWLCS student assessment system not only peevitstructionally-useful data to

key stakeholders, but it also makes public andiexphe criteria by which students are
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evaluated. At YWLCS, students are evaluated orighdx, teacher-created academic course
outcomes. The EASE system itself, however, is sfinas tovhata student should learn.
Educators, parents, school board members, andastdtdcal communities can and should
decide on appropriate learning outcomes for thalden. Within the EASE system, a school
could use state academic standards directly asdbeise outcomes, could choose broader
“competencies” or “habits of mind,” or could idegtspecific content knowledge and discrete
skills as the basis for awarding high school credit

Using Course Evaluation Data to Tailor Instructionto Student Needs

In addition to tracking and calculating studentdledata, the EASE database allows
teachers and school administrators to use studbrement data to directly inform instruction
and plan supplemental services. For examplegatiid of a curriculum unit during which a
teacher assessed and rated multiple outcomesabledr can query the database to find out the
number of students witRY ratings on each outcome. The teacher can thedalediether to re-
teach certain content to the whole class or tcetgrgrticular students for remediation (by getting
a list of students witiNY ratings on the related outcomes from the database)

Teachers and administrators plan supplementary@&atwr after-school “mini-courses,”
as well as tailor summer school instruction, byrgiung the outcome data to see which students
need remediation in which areas of instructionr é@mple, a Spanish teacher regularly holds
“Not Yet parties” after school. He selects an oute with a high number &Y ratings, sends a
personal invitation to each student with'drating on the selected outcome, and then designs an
afternoon of work to help students become moreigesit. Likewise, the assessment database
allows administrators to design summer school elags target specific students for remediation

in specific outcomes. In a traditional systemyé¢hare no data to indicate which parts of the
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course material students have not learned, so sustheol teachers blindly try to condense a
semester’'s material into six weeks, or night scheathers re-teach everything all over again.
Because YWLCS teachers and administrators knowtlgxabat each student in the school still
needs to learn in any given course, they are aligrget remediation opportunities and summer
instruction accordingly. Usually, YWLCS studentdyoneed to attend one or two weeks of
focused summer instruction to pass a course, rétharsix weeks of random coverage that may
or may not address their particular areas of need.

The detailed level of student achievement datactdt in our student assessment system
allows educators to target resources to studeptaothstrated academic needs. Rather than
recording letter grades to represent some partic@signation of overall learning, teachers have
instructionally useful data on specific studentiagément. The indicators of student
achievement are direct records of what a studeswkrand is able to do. As the student learns
more and demonstrates her new learning, her pagestand accumulated credits go up. She
and her parents immediately see the results oéffierts. Her past mistakes or academic
struggles are erased lBarning more and replaced by evidence of success.

Some Policy Recommendations

High schools in America are largely structured iy8-year-old philosophy that paces
instruction and defines achievement such that th@ybest and the brightest endure to graduate.
As social expectations and economic demands ibthiked States have shifted over time,
making it necessary for all young people to conglegh school with adequate preparation for
further education or training, the traditional stures have become a barrier to widespread
academic achievement in secondary schools. Imeaofestandards-based accountability, high

schools do not have internal systems in placeattktstudent achievement, as defined by the
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development of specific skills and content knowkedd he structures that do exist are punitive
to students who do not get it right the first tiared, thus, they create barriers to future academic
success.

The YWLCS system of student assessment provide#tenmative model for addressing
and overcoming major structural barriers to acadeaohievement inherent in the traditional
system. Rather than presenting a series of ogamja&in-time snapshots of student
performance, often preserving evidence of studahirg, the YWLCS model captures a
student’s best efforts to date, while also recaydinstructionally useful data on student learning.
While students can and do get “off track” in thystem — falling behind in accumulated credits
and requisite knowledge and skills — the systemhsrently forgiving, not only allowing but
structuring the opportunity for students to catphauth their peers en route to graduation.

We conclude with four key policy recommendationsvaa from our experience at
YWLCS: 1) Redesign high school assessment systdéthsafocus on learning outcomes; 2)
Support innovation and experimentation with altéueamodels of classroom assessment and
school-level data tracking systems; 3) Fund snellesimplementation of alternative student
assessment models, and 4) Invest in research darimeptation, evaluation, and mechanisms for
disseminating new knowledge.

Recommendation #1: Redesign High School Assessment

Our primary recommendation is that educators aidymakers should commit
themselves to remaking high school assessmentsébtite demands of the*2dentury. The
traditional structure of achievement places a puembn accumulated course credit rather than
real learning. Indeed, unreliability in classrograding practices and the awarding of course

credit and diplomas to students with few high sthewel skills is what precipitated the national
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effort to raise academic standards and to imposeusatability measures as a check on student
learning®® Although the move to standards-based educatiostified the focus to student
outcomes and has located problems in educatiommEranhievement at the school level, there is
very little focus on restructuring high schoolsriselves to become truly standards-based in
their approach to teaching, learning, grading, réqg or tracking student achievemetit.
Researchers have identified a “conceptual gap letwkessroom assessment and system
accountability” and theorized about the need feystem of “coherent assessment...that places
the assessment work of classroom teachers andrsgsi@inistrators within the same conceptual
framework.®®

A recent review of the new generation of assessoia systems available to schools
and districts lamented that, even now, “varioutit@togy applications are still fragmented and
education has yet to realize the full potentialisihg technology to integrate instructional
activities, assessment, and data-informed decisiaking.”®® Even the most state of the art,
commercially-available student data systems liheirtfocus either to non-achievement data
(attendance, student demographics) or to studém\ement data tied to standardized test-prep
package§® The rapid development of computer technologyelrdtronic storage capacity
makes it possible to track large volumes of datatadent learning outcomes and to organize
such data to be instructionally useful. Such systevould provide educators with one of the
necessary tools to apply la@ser-like focus on data at the classroom levehaée daily instructional

decisions for individual students,” identified asecof the common characteristics of high-performing
high school$?

Determining what students ought to learn is a jgalif cultural, and social question as

much as it is an educational one. Tracking whetiherot they have learned it is a structural and
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technical matter. The national trend in educaisaio hold states, districts, schools, teachers and
students accountable for learning outcomes, butinvitaditional high schools themselves, there
is no structure for explicating what the importantcomes are at the classroom level or whether
students are meeting them. We recommend focusedtment in transparent and
instructionally-useful student data systems thditsmpport the development of explicit
classroom learning objectives and track real stugesgress. Such systems will be invaluable to
schools seeking to increase academic rigor andsfoatruction.

#2: Support Innovation and Experimentation

To realize the development of new systems, statésehool districts should create
policies and conditions that support and promotewation and experimentation with alternative
forms of classroom assessment and school-leveltidatiging systems. YWLCS was able to
develop its own student assessment system beamuaeharter school, it had the autonomy to
experiment outside the bounds of many state aridaflisegulations. Supporting policies that
grant schools more autonomy to innovate would eragmithe emergence of other new models
of student assessment and classroom-level datartga@reas that at present are largely
undeveloped.

While encouraging innovation at the school leitas equally important to foster policy
environments at the state and district levels @natreceptive to local school innovations. The
YWLCS model was designed to be compatible at kegtp@f contact with external systems by
mimicking traditional structures of credits, tranipts, and GPA. The model is also flexible
enough to fit the varying organizational needsitietent schools. But while the YWLCS
assessment system and EASE database are highhatiblapvith existing structures in many

ways, schools in regular systems that are curressityy EASE are encountering conflicts with
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school district rules on grades and data-tracRinghus, encouraging flexibility and creating
room for experimentation with new models withinggixig systems is crucial.
#3: Funding Small-Scale Implementation

The YWLCS student assessment system and the EAt8Rag® now have an eight-year
track record at one school, and adapted systetiBngiEASE are currently being implemented
in other schools and classrooms around the coufiting next step for the YWLCS student
assessment system is to fund expansion of EASHioritad scale in additional school sites.
Our own work with schools around the nation conggas that are many new, existing, or in-
the-pipeline high schools focused on improving oates for low-achieving students; many are
chafing against the limits of the traditional asseent structure and actively looking for
alternatives to traditional grading and assessmisystiems. We advocate, therefore, a model of
high school reform “by example,” with selective lscap of EASE (and other alternative
systems as they are developed). Presently, themgrecedented political will and financial
support directed at “transforming” the Americanthgghool® One of the biggest barriers to
high school transformation is the traditional stame of achievement and the mechanisms that
reify it: Carnegie units, letter grades, and classer grading practices. Those most focused on
high school reform lack clear models of what suahgformation might look like in regard to
classroom assessment and student assessment syRefosn efforts to date have shown that
bothschool structur@andclassroom instructiomre crucial elements of successful high
schools* We suggest that a third key ingredient &/astem of student assessnthat supports
broad structural and instructional improvementartter development of EASE and other
alternative student assessment models through dgrabans projects around the country would

make a greatly needed contribution to current Bigifool reform efforts.
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# 4. Investing in Research and Dissemination

Finally, we recommend that states, districts, fahdations invest in research to
document implementation processes of EASE or atbgt-generation assessment systems
across school sites, identify positive outcomestzarders, and describe conditions that best
support new models. We further recommend actippae in creating mechanisms for
disseminating “best practice wisdom” and reseairotiirigs on alternative student assessment
models. The regular convening of educational graners, model developers, researchers, and
policymakers would be a significant contributiortibo improving the effectiveness of such
models and expanding their adoption by more scharudsdistricts. As we construct knowledge
about the conditions that best support alternaiudent assessment systems, we can better
address issues of capacity building in implemensinch alternative structur.

Much of the debate over standards and accountabiliasures has centered on concerns
about the potentially punitive nature of such gekcand their effects on marginal students. By
providing structural mechanisms for urban studemtegain their academic footing after early
school failure — in fact by eliminating course ftae” from the high school lexicon — the
YWLCS system of student assessment offers onetgtalenodel that equips schools to better
support vulnerable youth to achieve academic ssctesld skills and knowledge, and graduate

from high school prepared for the future.
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