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Introduction and summary

School accountability in the United States is evolving—and for good reason. 
Rather than merely labelling failure, accountability should provide information 
on school progress and inspire a culture of continuous improvement. To accom-
plish this goal, the concept of accountability must become much broader so that 
it encompasses a system of data collection and reporting, classification of school 
performance, direction of supports and implementation of interventions, and 
assessment of resource allocation. 

The Every Student Succeeds Act, or ESSA, is a key lever for this broader vision. 
The new law requires states and districts to create comprehensive data dash-
boards; states to design systems that identify schools for improvement using new 
measures of school quality or student success; and districts to develop improve-
ment plans based on school-level needs assessments. To support this broader 
vision, states and districts should also use their systems to direct resources to 
schools that are not identified for improvement but need additional supports. 

Although just one component of the greater accountability system, school classi-
fication systems are a top priority for states.1 As states design these systems, much 
of their attention is focused on which indicators of school quality or student suc-
cess they will use for a more holistic measure of school performance.2 According 
to ESSA, these new indicators may measure one or more of the following:3

1.	 Student engagement
2.	 Educator engagement
3.	 Student access to and completion of advanced coursework
4.	 Postsecondary readiness
5.	 School climate and safety
6.	 Any other indicator that meaningfully differentiates between schools  

and is valid, reliable, comparable, and statewide
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This approach is an important shift from previous iterations of federal law, which 
often focused on a single test on a single day. The Improving America’s Schools 
Act—the 1994 reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act, 
or ESEA—cemented accountability as a strictly academic notion.4 The No Child 
Left Behind Act, or NCLB—the 2001 reauthorization of ESEA—strengthened 
this premise and required districts and schools that failed to make academic 
progress to take specific improvement actions.5 NCLB also required states to 
hold schools accountable for an academic indicator other than student achieve-
ment in reading and math. However, states viewed this as simply another way to 
potentially miss their yearly targets instead of an opportunity for improvement. As 
a result, states largely limited measures to graduation rates for high schools and, 
most commonly, attendance for elementary and middle schools. Some states also 
began to measure student growth in academic achievement. 

The Obama administration’s 2011 waivers from particular NCLB provisions, 
known as ESEA flexibility, marked the beginning of a departure from this limited 
focus.6 By 2015, the U.S. Department of Education had approved 42 states and the 
District of Columbia for ESEA flexibility, giving them the opportunity to expand 
accountability measures beyond test scores and graduation rates. Fourteen states 
with ESEA flexibility, for example, added measures of persistence to their account-
ability systems, such as the dropout rate. Thirty states incorporated measures of 
college and career readiness, including performance on advanced coursework 
exams, the percentage of students earning career readiness certificates, and post-
secondary enrollment. In addition, 27 states included other indicators that were 
either unique to their state, reflected state values, or were designed to incentivize 
particular school activities.7 

As the latest reauthorization of ESEA, ESSA builds on this progress by carving out 
space for new measures of success while maintaining an emphasis on academic 
outcomes. In doing so, the law recognizes that test scores do not tell the whole 
story and shines a spotlight on additional indicators of student performance. 
Many states already use an indicator of college and career readiness at the high 
school level, and these measures are good candidates for indicators under ESSA. 
This report explores some newer, less commonly used indicators, including mea-
sures of social and emotional learning; school climate and culture; and resource 
equity, which have recently caught the attention of state policymakers.
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Few states—if any at all—currently use a measure of social and emotional 
learning, school climate and culture, or resource equity to classify schools. For 
example, only four states include a measure of school climate and culture, such 
as a climate survey, in their school classification systems. Five states include 
chronic absenteeism, which can be a useful proxy for a school’s climate, and one 
state pays particular attention to student and parent engagement. Five states use 
some measure of resource equity, such as student participation in the arts. And 
no state uses a measure of social and emotional learning to classify schools.8

A group of districts, however, offers insight for states considering some of these new 
indicators. The California Office to Reform Education, or CORE, districts created a 
school classification index that includes both social and emotional learning and school 
climate and culture indicators. This report examines lessons learned from this work. 

As states consider these new indicators, they must keep in mind that school classi-
fication systems are only one part of a broader vision of accountability. To support 
continuous improvement, accountability systems should also include indicators 
that are appropriate to examine at the district or state level, such as measures of 
resource equity. This report highlights measures of student access to highly effec-
tive teachers, access to early learning opportunities, school funding, high-quality 
curriculum, a well-rounded education, and student health and wellness.

As states take on this work, the Center for American Progress recommends the 
following:

•	 States and districts should use a variety of indicators under a broader system 

of accountability. States must first set their vision or goal for accountability 
and choose indicators that guide the direction of supports, implementation of 
interventions, and allocation of resources to help all schools reach this goal. 
Measures that may be leading indicators for early warning systems, such as 
school climate and culture, and measures of social and emotional learning can 
provide important information to schools and educators to improve class-
room teaching and learning.

•	 When considering which indicators to use at the state level to classify schools, 

states should use valid and reliable indicators, such as rates of chronic absen-

teeism and measures of college and career readiness, but be cautious about 

using new indicators. Policymakers need more research to determine if indica-
tors of social and emotional learning are valid, reliable, and not corruptible in a 
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high-stakes environment. School climate and culture surveys, on the other hand, 
have been validated by research. However, states should exert some caution as 
they consider these data for high-stakes settings.

•	 Districts should be key drivers within comprehensive accountability systems 

by supporting continuous improvement; tracking additional measures of 

school quality and student success; using these measures to inform local deci-

sions about resources and supports; and serving as laboratories of innovation 

for the state. These efforts can inform improvement plans for low-performing 
schools and highlight needed areas of support in other schools that would 
benefit from additional resources. District innovation may also be particularly 
useful to develop measures of social and emotional learning, as exemplified by 
CORE’s approach. 

•	 States should measure and report on school quality and student success indi-

cators that are actionable for districts—not just schools. In particular, measures 
of resource equity have a significant effect on student achievement, but deci-
sions about resource allocation are often made at the district level. To inform 
interventions using these data, states have several options. For example, states 
can create or improve district accountability or classification systems. They can 
encourage or require districts and schools to report these measures, alongside 
school accountability data, in data dashboards systems that provide a wide array 
of information about individual indicators. They can also give school improve-
ment funding priority to districts taking particular action based on key data. 

States should take the opportunity provided under ESSA to design comprehen-
sive systems of accountability that use multiple indicators to support continuous 
improvement. Under this broader vision, states should use some indicators to clas-
sify schools; others to inform local decisions about resources and supports; and 
all measures to ultimately support classroom teaching and learning, school quality, 
and student success.



5  Center for American Progress  |  Innovation in Accountability

CORE School Quality Improvement Index
In 2013, a group of districts in California, known as the California Office 

to Reform Education, received approval from the U.S. Department of 

Education to design a district-level school classification system separate 

from the statewide system. CORE’s index consists of two domains: an 

academic domain and a social-emotional and culture-climate domain.9

Academic domain

•	 Proficiency and student growth in English language arts  

and mathematics

•	 Four-, five-, and six-year high school graduation rates

•	 An indicator of high school readiness based on a student  

meeting the following criteria in eighth grade: a GPA of at least  

2.5, an attendance rate of at least 96 percent, no D or F grades  

in English language arts or mathematics, and no suspensions 

Social-emotional and culture-climate domain

•	 Chronic absenteeism

•	 Student, staff, and parent culture-climate surveys

•	 Suspension and expulsion rates

•	 Social-emotional skills

•	 English language learner redesignation rate

•	 Racial and ethnic disproportionately in special education—for 

information only

In 2016, CORE requested that California establish the districts as a 

research pilot so that it may use its system, instead of the statewide 

school classification system, in order to identify low-performing 

schools under ESSA.10 This innovation will have important implica-

tions, as the state may decide to scale up measures that the districts 

determine to be particularly useful. Indeed, California is already con-

sidering CORE’s culture-climate surveys as an option to assess school 

climate in its school classification system.11 If approved, the districts 

will classify schools using the following index. (see Figure 1) 

In the meantime, CORE is collaborating with several organizations 

to learn which of its districts use these data well, particularly in the 

social-emotional and culture-climate domain, and how schools apply 

this information to improve teaching and learning. Ideally, CORE 

would like to develop multiple options to measure students’ social-

emotional skills, such as performance-based assessments.12

FIGURE 1

CORE's School quality improvement index

Source: CORE Districts, “Assessing Social-Emotional Skills: The CORE Story to Date,” January 25, 2016. Authors received information through personal communication from Noah Bookman, chief accountability o�cer, 
CORE Districts, February 4, 2016.
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Social and emotional learning 

Students’ intelligence alone does not determine their academic success. Other 
skills matter greatly, and which skills particularly contribute to performance has 
increasingly become the focus of education research. Attributes referred to by a 
plethora of terms—including but not limited to noncognitive skills, soft skills, 
21st century skills, and personal qualities—can have substantial effects on student 
achievement.13 This report use the term social and emotional learning, or SEL, to 
refer to these traits.

The Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning, or CASEL, 
defines the goals of SEL as the development of five competencies: 

1.	 Self-awareness
2.	 Self-management
3.	 Social awareness
4.	 Relationship skills
5.	 Responsible decision-making

Together, these competencies address students’ ability to recognize and regulate 
their emotions and behaviors, empathize across differences, maintain healthy 
relationships, and make respectful choices in social interactions.14

Social and emotional learning correlates  
with positive student outcomes

The famous marshmallow test—a classic example of delayed gratification—
illustrates the power of the social and emotional skills that CASEL outlines. 
Psychologists found that preschoolers who were able to delay eating one marshmal-
low in order to receive two marshmallows were more likely to score higher on the 
SAT as adolescents. The children’s parents were also more likely to rate their child 
as better able to handle stress and exhibit self-control in high school. Impressively, 
these results held up for decades. The researchers found that subjects’ willpower 
strength in their 40s correlated with their self-control at the age of four.15 
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Honing these competencies, accordingly, can have transformative effects. 
Indeed, quality SEL programs have been shown to improve academic perfor-
mance, reduce disruptive behavior and emotional distress, and decrease the 
likelihood of receiving public assistance. SEL interventions also yield, on aver-
age, $11 for every $1 invested.16 

For example, a meta-analysis of school-based and afterschool SEL programs found 
that participation improved elementary and middle school students’ test scores 
by an average of 11 to 17 percentile points, decreased conduct problems, and 
increased students’ problem-solving skills.17 Similarly, a meta-analysis of school-
based SEL programs for students in kindergarten through 12th grade found that 
participation improved students’ academic performance by 11 percentile points, 
reduced their anxiety and stress, and increased their prosocial behavior.18 These 
programs were successful in all geographic locations, including urban, suburban, 
and rural school environments.19 

Developing SEL standards

In 2003, Illinois became the first state to adopt comprehensive preschool to 
high school SEL standards, which use grade span benchmarks to create learning 
targets. For example, early elementary school students in Illinois should be able to 
understand how emotions relate to behavior and demonstrate impulse control. By 
late high school, students should be able to evaluate how expressing more positive 
attitudes affects others.20 In 2007, Illinois funded a cohort of schools to implement 
the state’s SEL standards during a three-year period. The pilot project found that 
fidelity to the standards paid off. Not only did teachers notice a positive change 
in student behavior, but compared with schools that were not making adequate 
yearly academic progress under NCLB, schools that were meeting their annual 
academic targets also had a greater commitment to SEL.21 

According to the most recent CASEL analysis, there is increasing momentum to 
bring SEL into the classroom.22 In addition to Illinois, Kansas and West Virginia 
also have in place freestanding, or independent, comprehensive SEL standards 
with developmental benchmarks for preschool through 12th grade.23 Another 
eight states have developed freestanding SEL standards for some grade levels, 
most of which target kindergarten and early elementary school, and all 50 states 
have SEL standards at the preschool level.24 
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As of July 2016, eight states—two of which already have some standards in 
place—are collaborating with CASEL to develop new SEL standards and policies. 
This partnership was inspired, in part, by CASEL’s earlier collaboration with eight 
mostly urban school districts.25 A 2014 evaluation of this work concluded that 
districts successfully implemented SEL standards and programs with high levels 
of fidelity in their large school systems. And schools with higher levels of imple-
mentation decreased discipline rates, improved attendance, and, in many cases, 
improved academic performance.26 

One priority of CASEL’s eight-district collaboration was to align and integrate 
SEL practices and standards with other district initiatives and standards. For 
example, nearly all of the districts that successfully aligned SEL standards began 
to integrate them with the Common Core State Standards.27 The Common Core 
also contains its own SEL-related standards, such as communication, cooperation 
skills, and problem-solving.28 

Additional SEL opportunities include curriculum such as Tools of the Mind and 
Promoting Alternative Thinking Strategies, or PATHS, which have been shown to 
improve student achievement, decrease conduct problems, and improve mental 
health.29 And, in 2015, the U.S. Department of Education announced the Skills 
for Success grant competition to integrate SEL skills into the classroom and the 
Mentoring Mindsets Initiative partnership to prepare mentors to teach students 
learning mindsets and skills.30 

Measuring SEL

Although CASEL and states across the country have considered social and emo-
tional competencies, standards, and curricula, there are no commonly defined 
measures of SEL. California’s CORE districts have taken this work a step further 
as the first policymakers to design SEL measures to include in their school clas-
sification system. To create these metrics, the CORE districts prioritized skills that 
are predictive of important student outcomes, can be reliably measured, and are 
actionable for schools.31 Based on these priorities, the districts developed survey 
questions to identify four main competencies, including growth mindset, or stu-
dents’ belief that their ability can grow with effort; self-efficacy, or the belief in the 
ability to reach a goal; self-management, or the ability to regulate one’s emotions; 
and social awareness, which includes the ability to empathize.32
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In spring 2014, CORE conducted a pilot test of its SEL measures with approxi-
mately 9,000 students and more than 300 teachers from all grade levels.33 The 
districts found that on average, students’ self-reported survey responses on 
all four competencies were correlated with GPA and standardized test scores 
in English language arts and mathematics. Furthermore, teacher reports on 
students’ social-emotional skills, in combination with student self-reports, were 
more highly correlated with these academic measures than were student reports 
alone. However, due to cost and capacity, CORE decided that teacher reports 
would be optional going forward.34 

TABLE 1

Examples of CORE’s social-emotional survey questions

Spring 2016 survey student assessment items

Competency Questions

Growth mindset

Please indicate how true each of the following statements is for you:
•	 My intelligence is something I cannot change very much.
•	 There are some things I am not capable of learning.
•	 If I am not naturally smart in a subject, I will never do well in it.

Self-management

Please answer how often you did the following during the past 30 days:
•	 I paid attention even when there were distractions.
•	 I stayed calm even when others bothered or criticized me.
•	 I was polite to adults and peers.

Self-efficacy

How confident are you about the following at school? 
•	 I can do well on all of my tests, even when they are difficult.
•	 I can master the hardest topics in my classes.
•	 I can meet all the learning goals my teachers set.

Social awareness

Please answer how often you did the following during the past 30 days:
•	 How carefully did you listen to other people’s points of view?
•	 How well did you get along with students who are different from you?
•	 To what extent were you able to stand up for yourself without putting others down?

Source: CORE Districts, “Social-Emotional Skills” (2016), available at https://s3.amazonaws.com/uploads.hipchat.com/392387/2399075/
U3GNMByhpldya9K/SE-CC-Domain-Social-Emotional-Skills-updated-3.29.16.pdf. 

In spring 2015, CORE conducted a systemwide field test of its social-emotional 
measures with more than 450,000 students from the six participating CORE dis-
tricts and more than 2,700 teachers from two participating CORE districts. Both 
student self-reports and teacher reports were found to be significantly predictive 
of student academic and behavioral outcomes, including GPA, state test scores, 
suspension rates, and absenteeism. Furthermore, the four individual skills were 
separately more predictive of student outcomes compared with a composite 
social-emotional measure. Accordingly, in the 2016-17 school year, CORE will 
include on its school report cards information on each measure: growth mindset, 
self-efficacy, self-management, and social awareness.35
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Concerns about measuring SEL

Recent research suggests that questionnaires such as CORE’s are the primary 
tools in development to measure students’ social-emotional skills.36 As SEL 
gains popularity in the classroom, however, there is increasing concern about 
the potential unintended consequences of using survey data to hold schools 
accountable for these competencies. One main concern is reference bias, or the 
effect of survey respondents’ reference points on their answers.37 Students, for 
example, attending competitive schools often rate themselves as having less self-
control or as less hardworking because of their schools’ rigorous expectations.38 
Accordingly, some experts caution that using SEL to classify schools could 
ultimately punish high-performing schools while rewarding low-performing 
schools.39 Additionally, teachers may misinterpret behavior, erroneously rely 
on first impressions, or incorrectly equate their opinion of a student with the 
student’s social-emotional skills.40 

An analysis of CORE’s survey data, however, found that the 2015 field test results 
were not only strongly reliable but also consistent within and between schools.41 
In coming to this conclusion, the study tested for evidence of reference bias. The 
analysis found that students in higher-performing schools did not rate themselves 
more critically, which would be expected if social context influenced student 
responses.42 In addition, data from CORE’s 2014 pilot test suggest that teach-
ers’ responses overlap with students’ ratings but also offer distinct perspectives. 
Surveying teachers, accordingly, may improve the accuracy by which schools 
identify students’ social and emotional skills.43

Despite this promising research, there is little to no research on how using social 
and emotional learning as an indicator in school classification systems would 
affect its validity. If CORE receives a research pilot waiver for its school classifica-
tion system, students’ social-emotional skills will make up 8 percent of a school’s 
rating.44 This figure may be modest, but it could create real incentives to game 
the system and motivate students and teachers to fake survey answers in order to 
inflate scores. Teachers, for example, could adjust their impressions of students’ 
skills or coach students’ survey responses, both of which could be difficult to iden-
tify. CORE and its partners share these concerns and will continue to monitor 
students’ self-reported social and emotional skills. If scores significantly increase 
when attached to low stakes, policymakers must re-evaluate this work.45
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Another way to measure students’ social-emotional skills is with performance 
tasks, which avoid many of the biases that threaten the validity of questionnaires. 
However, performance tasks also have their share of limitations. For example, 
practice and familiarity with tasks undermine reliability. Tasks are also extremely 
sensitive to administration and create random error despite efforts to control the 
environment. To minimize these drawbacks, schools could conceivably create 
numerous performance tasks that aggregate into a single score. Such an approach, 
however, could require an unsavory amount of testing time.46 To date, few perfor-
mance assessments for social and emotional learning have been piloted at scale, 
and policymakers need more research to determine whether emerging tasks will 
be valid and reliable measures.47

SEL should inform states’ broader systems of accountability

States should be cautious about using measures of social and emotional learning 
to classify schools because of measurement limitations. Additional challenges 
include the inconsistency of students’ attitudes and beliefs over time and their 
limited ability to perceive their own skills. Many student-level measures of social 
and emotional skills, for example, naturally trend downward at certain ages, 
regardless of whether or not students’ skills have actually declined.48 Research has 
also found that students are more candid when talking about, or rating, their peers 
than they are themselves.49 As a result, more research is needed to determine if 
and how states should use these measures to identify schools for improvement.

There is also some state-level opposition to assessing students’ social and 
emotional skills. In 2015, for example, Louisiana passed a law prohibiting state-
adopted standards and assessments from including content or questions that 
measure noncognitive or emotional characteristics.50 Nonetheless, information 
on students’ social and emotional learning data may still be important for states 
to include in a more comprehensive system of accountability. For example, the 
student questionnaire on the National Assessment of Educational Progress, or 
NAEP, will gather information on students’ social-emotional skills in 2017.51 
Researchers intend to use these data to analyze the relationship between SEL 
and academic achievement on the NAEP exam.52 Districts and schools may find 
this information particularly useful to inform local interventions and improve 
student performance and behavior.
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School climate and culture

Often used interchangeably, school climate and school culture are overlapping but 
distinct concepts.53 School climate describes the behaviors and attitudes of stu-
dents and educators in a school, whereas a school’s culture is its norms and values.54 
Accordingly, in order to change its culture, a school must first change its climate.55 

For example, a school could overhaul its library to lay the groundwork for a 
cultural shift. With access to better resources, students’ perceptions of their learn-
ing environment may improve. These attitudes, along with an improved sense of 
care, may ultimately affect the school’s culture. Similarly, a school could develop a 
student-teacher mentorship program to improve interpersonal relationships and 
ultimately foster a greater sense of culture and community. 

Researchers have identified four main elements of school climate:

1.	 Safety
2.	 Relationships
3.	 Teaching and learning
4.	 Environment

Safety includes students’ physical and emotional welfare. Relationships include 
interpersonal interactions between students, teachers, and peers. Teaching and 
learning encompasses cooperation and collaboration, respect, and trust among 
and between students and teachers. Finally, environment refers to both a school 
building’s physical structure and school engagement.56

School climate correlates with positive student outcomes

Optimizing the main elements of school climate can have a significant impact 
on behavioral outcomes and achievement. Positive school climate, for example, 
correlates with decreased substance abuse, student absenteeism, and suspen-
sion rates, in addition to improved academic performance.57 Indeed, higher-
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performing schools have better organizational health. For example, students 
with stable but adaptable school leadership perform better academically.58 The 
effect of a positive climate on achievement also endures and influences immedi-
ate and future student performance.59 

In addition, recent research suggests that positive school climates improve aca-
demic achievement and outcomes for students from low socioeconomic back-
grounds. A 2016 meta-analysis of 78 studies published between 2000 and 2015 
found that schools with positive climates narrowed income-based achievement 
gaps and gaps between students with different academic abilities.60

Developing school climate programs and surveys

Currently, four states—Illinois, Georgia, Nebraska, and New Mexico—include 
a measure of school climate and culture in their school classification systems.61 
Georgia, for example, awards additional points to schools that implement pro-
gramming designed to create a personalized climate, such as the Positive Behavior 
Interventions and Supports, or PBIS, program.62 A schoolwide PBIS creates a 
three-tiered system of supports—universal, targeted, and individual—to improve 
school climate.63 A 2016 analysis of 72 schools found that those implementing 
PBIS with fidelity were more likely to sustain positive school-based practices com-
pared with schools not implementing PBIS with fidelity.64

Illinois, on the other hand, uses student and teacher data from the 5Essentials 
Survey to differentiate schools.65 A 10-year Chicago study found that schools that 
were strong in at least three of the five survey elements—which include effective 
leaders, collaborative teachers, supportive environment, involved families, and 
ambitious instruction—were significantly more likely to improve student learning 
than schools that were weaker in these domains.66 

Similar to Illinois, CORE administers culture-climate surveys to students, teach-
ers, and parents that gauge school quality through measures of teaching and 
learning, interpersonal relationships, safety, and school-community engagement.67 
Results from the 2015 field test show a modest, positive relationship between a 
school’s culture and climate and students’ social-emotional skills. This suggests 
that the measures are related but also capture different aspects of school quality 
and student success.68
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TABLE 2

Examples of CORE’s culture-climate survey questions

Spring 2015 field test assessment items

Focus area,  
surveyed audience Questions

Teaching and learning:  
student items

How strongly do you agree or disagree with the following statements 
about your school?
•	 Adults at school encourage me to work hard so I can be successful  

in college or at the job I choose.
•	 Teachers go out of their way to help students.
•	 Teachers give students a chance to take part in classroom discussions  

or activities.

Safety: staff items

How much of a problem are these issues at this school?
•	 Harassment or bullying among students
•	 Disruptive student behavior
•	 Lack of respect for staff by parents

Interpersonal relationships:  
parent items

How strongly do you agree or disagree with the following statements 
about your child’s school?
•	 I feel welcome to participate in this school.
•	 School staff treats me with respect.
•	 My child’s background—race, ethnicity, religion, economic status— 

is valued at this school.

Source: CORE Districts and John W. Gardner Center for Youth and Their Communities, “School Culture-Climate Surveys” (2015), available 
at  https://s3.amazonaws.com/uploads.hipchat.com/392387/2399075/vhRKIpunoi9Ml8h/SE-CC-Domain-School-Culture-Climate-Surveys-
updated-2.18.15.pdf.

Relationship between school climate  
and social and emotional learning

Indeed, school environment closely relates to students’ social and emotional skills. 
For example, classroom conditions such as teacher expectations, availability of 
learning supports, and safety affect student self-confidence, mindset, and perfor-
mance.69 Optimal school and classroom settings create safe spaces for social and 
emotional learning, and in turn, effective SEL programs establish caring learning 
environments and improve classroom management and teaching. As a result, a 
positive school climate achieves many of the same goals as SEL, such as improving 
student behavior, engagement, and performance.70

Recent research underscores this point. A 2016 report highlighted the evidence 
linking social and emotional skills, such as self-control, to school quality.71 
Furthermore, a 2015 study found that students with parents who were highly sat-
isfied with the school environment, including the school’s disciplinary practices, 
had higher levels of perseverance and better attitudes toward school.72 As a result, 
research-validated culture-climate survey tools may serve as a proxy for students’ 
social and emotional skills. 
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What’s more, culture-climate tools that do measure SEL may avoid some of the 
drawbacks associated with direct measures of students’ skills by instead measur-
ing students’ responses to their teacher or to their environment.73 For example, the 
Conditions for Learning Survey assesses social and emotional learning by asking 
students to consider the general behavior of students in their school.74 Responses 
to these types of survey questions reflect how well a school is developing students’ 
social and emotional skills rather than individual student ratings of their SEL skills.75

In 2008, Cleveland Metropolitan School District in Ohio began administering 
the Conditions for Learning Survey three times each year to help teachers and 
principals guide classroom learning. Data collected between 2008 and 2013 show 
a strong relationship between growth in students’ survey responses and perfor-
mance on state tests.76

Climate survey data should inform  
comprehensive systems of accountability

However, concerns about survey data validity in high-stakes settings, such as the 
potential to fake or coach answers, suggest that states should be cautious about using 
these measures to compare schools. Furthermore, the National School Climate 
Center recommends that policymakers and administrators use its Comprehensive 
School Climate Inventory for internal needs assessments rather than to compare 
schools.77 Nonetheless, some states are already using survey instruments to classify 

Examples of Conditions for Learning SEL questions  
for students in fifth through eighth grade
How much do you agree with the following statements about students in your school?

Most students in my school:
•	 Stop and think before doing anything when they get angry.
•	 Give up when they cannot solve a problem easily.
•	 Get into arguments when they disagree with people.
•	 Do their best, even when their schoolwork is difficult.
•	 Think it is OK to cheat if other students are cheating.

Source: National Clearinghouse on Supportive School Discipline, “AIR Conditions for Learning Surveys,” available at http://supportive-
schooldiscipline.org/resources/air-conditions-learning-surveys (last accessed November 2016).

http://supportiveschooldiscipline.org/resources/air-conditions-learning-surveys
http://supportiveschooldiscipline.org/resources/air-conditions-learning-surveys
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schools. New Mexico, for example, uses student results from the Opportunity to 
Learn survey, which measures the quality of classroom instruction and environ-
ment.78 In addition, there is growing evidence that surveys of instructional practices 
may meaningfully differentiate schools. A 2016 study of Tripod Education Partner’s 
student surveys of teaching effectiveness found that scores varied significantly across 
schools and were a valid measure of school-level achievement.79

The U.S. Department of Education also recognizes that school climate data are 
vital to differentiate school performance.80 To support states and districts in this 
work, the department developed ED School Climate Surveys for students, par-
ents, educators, and noninstructional staff that measure engagement, safety, and 
school environment.81 States can add their own items to the survey platform, and 
New York state is currently piloting the surveys in eight districts.82

States should consider using survey measures of school culture and climate data in 
their broader systems of accountability by collecting, reporting, and using the data 
to inform resource allocation and supports, particularly at the local level. They 
should be cautious when deciding whether to use them in a high-stakes way to 
identify low-performing schools. Experts have argued that climate instruments are 
more advanced and accurate than those designed to measure social and emotional 
learning.83 As noted earlier, student responses to questions about their experiences 
or themselves may be more accurate than student perceptions of their own skills.

Chronic absenteeism and discipline rates are useful climate 
indicators

Additional options for measuring school culture and climate include early warn-
ing indicators such as chronic absenteeism. A chronically absent student misses 
at least 10 percent of the school days in an academic year. This can have a signifi-
cant effect on achievement and is a strong predictor of high school completion. 
For example, chronically absent kindergarten students struggle academically in 
first grade. By sixth grade, chronic absence predicts the likelihood of a student 
dropping out of high school.84 In the 2013-14 school year, 14 percent of stu-
dents in the United States—or 1 in 7 students—were chronically absent, having 
missed at least 15 days of school.85 Chronic absences were particularly prevalent 
among students from low-income families, students of color, and students with 
disabilities.86 As a result, consistently missing school compounds the challenges 
that disadvantaged students already face. 
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To support attendance, schools must first establish a positive and engaging school 
climate.87 To reduce chronic absenteeism, however, schools may need to imple-
ment more rigorous interventions.88 For example, schools can increase parent 
engagement to educate guardians on the risks associated with accumulated 
absences, which they often underestimate.89 Schools may also need to address 
systemic barriers to attendance by providing safe transportation or high-quality 
afterschool programs.90

Just as students who are chronically absent, students who are suspended and 
expelled are more likely to struggle academically and are less likely to gradu-
ate from high school.91 Students with disabilities and students of color, many 
of whom are dealing with trauma, are also disproportionately expelled.92 
Understanding the causes of these disciplinary actions can help schools develop 
strategies to improve their climate and culture. For example, schools may need 
to address issues of safety when evaluating how to reduce rates of disciplinary 
actions.93 Schools should also prioritize funding for positive supports and guid-
ance, including school-based counseling and mental health programs.94

Currently, five states—Connecticut, Hawaii, New Hampshire, New Jersey, and 
Wisconsin—and the CORE districts include chronic absenteeism in their school 
classification systems. Eighteen states measure attendance rates, but chronic 
absenteeism can be a better early warning indicator, as it identifies students most 
at risk of struggling academically rather than the percentage of students who 
attend school on a given day. CORE’s system is the only one that uses suspension 
and expulsion rates to classify schools.95
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Resource equity

Across the country, racial and income-based disparities in access to quality school 
resources amplify achievement and opportunity gaps.96 This section explores 
resource-related measures that contribute to student success both within and out-
side of a school’s walls, including access to highly effective teachers, high-quality 
early learning opportunities, adequate school funding, high-quality curriculum, a 
well-rounded education, and student health and wellness.

Although these measures are important indicators of school quality and student 
success, they are often not under a school’s control. Rather, districts and states play a 
significant role in ensuring that schools have the capacity to provide equitable access 
for students. As a result, states should include indicators of resource equity in their 
broader systems of accountability and exclude from school classification systems 
measures over which schools do not have control. For example, states should 
include in a data dashboard school and student-level measures that quantify access 
to resources, programs, and funding, in addition to measures of health and wellness 
that affect student performance. States should also identify additional indicators that 
would best support continuous improvement and local interventions. 

Highly effective teachers

Teachers are the most important in-school factor for student achievement.97 
Indeed, research estimates that teachers have two to three times the effect of any 
other school factor, such as school services and leadership, on student academic 
performance.98 An oft-cited study underscores the scope of this effect, finding 
that students with three consecutive high-performing teachers scored approxi-
mately 50 percentile points higher than students placed with three consecutive 
low-performing teachers.99 
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The least experienced, least effective teachers, however, often teach students 
from disadvantaged backgrounds, yet these students are the first to benefit 
from improved teacher effectiveness.100 An analysis commissioned by the U.S. 
Department of Education, for example, found that, on average, students eligible 
for a free or reduced-price lunch had less access to effective teaching compared 
to their more affluent peers. The study concluded that providing equal access to 
effective teachers for one year would reduce the student achievement gap between 
disadvantaged and nondisadvantaged students by two percentile points.101

Early learning

High-quality early learning has a significant effect on important student outcomes, 
especially for low-income children. For example, African American children born 
in poverty who participated in early childhood education programs had higher 
graduation rates, higher adult earnings, and fewer arrests than their peers.102 A 
similar study found that students who participated in early intervention pro-
grams maintained higher high school GPAs, were two times more likely to have 
attended a four-year college, and were more likely to hold a job than their peers.103 
Furthermore, research finds that participation in state-funded preschool programs 
improves children’s language, literacy, and mathematical skills.104

Despite these promising results, nearly 60 percent of 4-year-olds in the United 
States are not enrolled in publicly funded preschool programs and more than 
one-third are not enrolled in any preschool program. Children from low-income 
families are also less likely to participate in preschool than are their peers, and if 
they are enrolled, they are the most likely to participate in low-quality programs 
and the least likely to participate in programs of higher quality.105 

Compounding this problem, children from low-income families, on average, 
begin kindergarten approximately a year behind their peers in preliteracy and 
language skills.106 This fluency gap widens as students continue in school and 
has a significant impact on economic success later in life.107 As a result, gains 
from high-quality preschool programs—including improved health, better 
social-emotional skills, and better cognitive outcomes—are particularly benefi-
cial for children from low-income families.108
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Increasing access to high-quality learning opportunities also has the potential to 
narrow achievement gaps by race and income. According to a 2016 report by CAP 
and the National Institute for Early Education Research, a high-quality universal 
pre-K program—meaning any child of age can enroll—would reduce the math 
achievement gap at kindergarten entry by 45 percent for African American chil-
dren and by 78 percent for Hispanic children. The gap in reading for both groups 
would essentially close altogether. Furthermore, universal access to high-quality 
pre-K would reduce the gap between low- and higher-income children by an esti-
mated 27 percent in math and an estimated 41 percent in reading.109

School funding

School funding is a particularly crucial measure of resource equity. Increased 
spending improves important student outcomes, such as student achievement 
and graduation rates, and resources are especially valuable for students from 
disadvantaged backgrounds.110 According to a 2015 study, a 10 percent increase 
in per-student spending increased adult wages for low-income students by almost 
10 percent.111 Similarly, a 2016 study found that greater state spending on low-
income students dramatically improved student learning in reading and math.112

However, students in high-poverty schools continue to receive less money than 
students in wealthier schools. In approximately 1,500 school districts, about 5,700 
low-income schools receive an average of $440,000 less in funding per year than 
wealthier schools.113 This inequity also happens across districts: In nearly half of 
all states, wealthier districts receive more money than high-poverty districts. As a 
result, high-poverty districts spend on average 15 percent less per student—and 
this difference can be stark. In Pennsylvania, for example, high-poverty school 
districts spend 33 percent less per pupil than wealthier districts in the state.114 

High-quality curriculum

Inequities in school funding cause significant disparities in educational resources 
and opportunities. Compared to high-poverty schools and schools with high per-
centages of students of color, wealthier schools and those with lower percentages 
of students of color offer more rigorous coursework. For example, these schools 
are twice as likely to offer a full range of math and science courses, and more afflu-
ent schools offer three times as many advanced placement, or AP, classes as their 
higher poverty peers. In addition, wealthier schools are twice as likely to offer 
opportunities for dual enrollment in college courses as low-income schools.115 
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Access to high-quality curricular opportunities better prepares students for college 
and a career. For example, one study found that students who took at least one AP 
exam in English, mathematics, science, or social studies—regardless of whether 
or not they passed—were more likely to graduate college in five years compared 
with students who did not take any AP courses or exams. This held true after con-
trolling for other student and school characteristics.116 Similarly, a study of dual 
enrollment programs concluded that participating students were more likely to 
graduate from high school, enroll in college, have higher college GPAs, and persist 
in college than their peers. Participation also benefited a wide range of students, 
especially those from low-income families.117 

Well-rounded education

ESSA defines a well-rounded education as one that includes subjects such as arts, 
music, and physical education.118 Improving access to these enriching experiences 
yields promising results, particularly for students from low-income families.

Participation in quality art and music programming, for example, can improve 
academic performance.119 A 2012 report from the National Endowment for the 
Arts found that students from disadvantaged backgrounds who were engaged in 
the arts performed better academically and were more likely to attend and finish 
college than their peers who were less engaged in the arts.120 Arts programs also 
help students develop core social and emotional skills.121 

Similarly, physical education has both short- and long-term effects on student 
achievement. For example, classroom concentration, attention, and memory imme-
diately increase after physical activity, and student test scores correlate positively 
with regular participation.122 Research has also shown that elementary school stu-
dents that perform better in reading, mathematics, and science have higher physical 
fitness test scores.123 In addition, children who perform below grade level academi-
cally and participate in a physical activity program are more likely to improve their 
performance on standardized tests than are their less active peers.124

Participation in extracurricular activities such as academic clubs and athletics 
reduces the likelihood of negative outcomes, such as dropping out of school.125 
Participation in afterschool sports is also positively associated with student aca-
demic achievement and social development, in addition to parent engagement.126
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Currently, five states include a well-rounded education indicator in their school 
classification systems, which states may consider so long as they are actionable 
for schools directly. Connecticut and New Jersey, for example, include student 
participation in visual and performing arts in their school classification systems, 
and Georgia schools can earn extra points for students that pass fine arts courses. 
Connecticut also uses a physical fitness indicator that measures the percentage of 
students meeting or exceeding health standards on the state’s fitness assessment. 
Virginia schools can gain recognition in the state’s system for earning an award 
from the state’s nutrition and physical activity program. Lastly, schools in New 
Mexico can earn bonus points in the state’s classification system for promoting 
student participation in extracurricular activities.127

Student health and wellness

From healthy eating and physical activity to mental health, student health and well-
ness correlate with student achievement. Skipping breakfast and poor dietary habits 
are associated with decreased cognitive performance, lower grades, and higher 
rates of absenteeism.128 Students who are physically active, on the other hand, tend 
to have better grades, attendance rates, and fewer disciplinary problems, as noted 
earlier.129 Still yet, students who have experienced trauma and those with frequent 
feelings of sadness, anxiety, or depression perform worse academically.130 

Students from low-income families are frequently at a disadvantage in all three of 
these areas. These students face food insecurity at higher rates than the national 
average, are more prone to obesity, and have worse access to health and mental 
care than their higher income peers.131 Furthermore, there is a nationwide short-
age of school-based mental health programs, including school psychologists and 
social workers, which disproportionately affects students of color.132

Including resource equity in comprehensive  
systems of accountability

Measures of resource equity correlate with key student outcomes. Student access 
to resources that shape their classroom experience—from funding to instructional 
supports—has a significant effect on everything from achievement and persistence 
to future earnings. However, these measures are often outside of a school’s control. 
Accordingly, states should consider these indicators for their broader systems of 
accountability, such as in rich data dashboards, to inform continuous improvement. 
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Recommendations

ESSA supports a broader vision of accountability to support continuous improve-
ment. The new law also gives states the opportunity to use more holistic measures 
of school quality and student success to classify schools. As states develop their 
new systems, they will need to determine if new indicators of interest will be 
meaningful contributions. Understanding the readiness and appropriateness of 
data will help states in this effort, signaling which measures they should use to 
classify schools at the start of implementation; which they should add over time; 
and which are better suited to inform interventions and supports. 

Accordingly, states should also use multiple indicators as part of their broader 
system of accountability but be cautious about using too many to classify schools. 
Otherwise, states run the risk of diluting measures and overcomplicating their 
systems. To accomplish these goals, CAP recommends the following steps. 

States and districts should use a variety of indicators  
under a broader vision of accountability

Before states design their school classification systems, they must first set their 
vision or goal for accountability. The indicators included in their systems must 
then guide the direction of supports, implementation of interventions, and alloca-
tion of resources to help schools reach this goal. 

As states begin this process, they must keep in mind that accountability is a full 
system of data collection and reporting, classification of school performance, 
direction of supports and implementation of interventions, and assessment of 
resource allocation. The measures that states collect should do more than help 
them identify the lowest-performing schools—they should help states iden-
tify areas of need in all schools as well as assist districts and schools in making 
informed decisions about resources and supports. 
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In order to support schools in this process, states and districts should collect and 
report data on a variety of indicators, such as measures that may be leading indica-
tors for early warning systems. Measures of school climate and culture, for example, 
correlate with student achievement, success, and persistence. Accordingly, states 
should measure data about school safety; relationships between students, teachers, 
and peers; classroom cooperation and collaboration; and school environment and 
engagement to drive interventions in support of the state’s vision. States should also 
consider measuring social and emotional learning, which can provide important 
information to schools and teachers to improve classroom learning.

States should consider chronic absenteeism and college-  
and career-readiness measures but be cautious about using 
measures of social and emotional learning to classify schools

As states consider which measures of school quality or student success to use to 
identify schools under ESSA, they must keep in mind that some indicators are 
better suited for use in the broader accountability system—measuring, reporting, 
and using the data at the local level—rather than use at the state level to classify 
schools. Indicators that states include in their school classification systems should 
incentivize school and district actions, correlate with key student outcomes, and 
meaningfully differentiate school performance. 

However, even if an indicator does not meet all of these characteristics, a state may 
still have compelling reasons to use it to classify schools if it is a valid and reliable 
measure. For example, an indicator that does not significantly differentiate school 
performance may have a strong relationship with important student outcomes. As 
a result, this measure may encourage action at the local level. Furthermore, indica-
tors may represent particular state values and send a worthwhile signal to districts 
and schools. To maximize value, indicators should share at least two of the three 
characteristics described above. 

To meet these criteria, states should first look at data that schools and districts are 
already collecting. Chronic absenteeism is a good place to start. For the first time 
in the 2013-14 school year, the U.S. Department of Education’s Civil Rights Data 
Collection required schools to report the number of students absent 15 or more 
school days.133 Moreover, not only are data available, but chronic absenteeism is 
also a valid and reliable measure that incentivizes positive school change. A 2016 
report underscores this recommendation, finding that chronic absenteeism mean-
ingfully differentiates schools by grade span.134
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Similarly, many states are already collecting valid and reliable measures of col-
lege and career readiness that incentivize schools to increase access to advanced 
coursework or certifications, among other important opportunities. Although 
outside the scope of this report, states should consider which indicators would 
provide a comprehensive picture of college and career readiness in their com-
munities. For example, some states may determine that in addition to post-
secondary enrollment, military enlistment is an important indicator for their 
school classification systems. 

States should then introduce newer measures for use in school classifications once 
they have collected data that are valid, reliable, and not subject to manipulation 
in a high-stakes environment. Some measures require more time in development, 
and states should not use data the first year it is collected. Furthermore, not all 
indicators can or should be used to classify schools; some may be better suited to 
inform local interventions or for public reporting. 

States must be particularly mindful of these criteria as they consider new types of 
indicators, such as school climate surveys. Some states are already using climate 
surveys to classify schools, some are beginning to administer and collect sur-
vey data, and others are considering surveys. States with past survey experience 
should continue to monitor the data’s performance in the presence of high-stakes 
decisions. States that are collecting survey data for the first time should initially 
use this information for reporting, needs assessments, and intervention planning. 
They should only use this information to classify schools once they are confident 
that the data is valid and reliable. 

Furthermore, as new measures are developed, states should be careful about using 
them for school classifications; time may be needed to build their validity and 
reliability. Nonetheless, states can still use these data in their broader account-
ability systems to inform improvement efforts or further inform how a school is 
doing. For example, states, districts, and researchers are doing interesting work 
to develop measures of social and emotional learning. States should be cautious 
about using these data to classify schools. Policymakers need more research 
to determine how best to measure this area and to ensure indicators are valid, 
reliable, and not corruptible in a high-stakes environment. Nevertheless, states, 
districts, and schools should consider how to use student self-reports on social-
emotional skills to improve classroom teaching and learning.135 
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Districts should be key drivers within  
comprehensive accountability systems

Under ESSA, districts play a significant role in a comprehensive system of 
accountability. For example, districts are responsible for developing and imple-
menting school improvement plans based on school-level needs assessments that 
identify resource inequities and include evidence-based interventions.136 

To improve the identification of school-level needs and the allocation of supports, 
districts should develop, measure, report, and use additional measures of school 
quality and student success that the state may not use for school classifications. 
These measures can inform improvement plans for low-performing schools and 
highlight areas of support for schools that the state does not identify for improve-
ment under ESSA but that would also benefit from additional resources. 

Doing this work in a consortium is one efficient way to increase resources and 
reduce costs. The CORE districts, for example, formed a data collaborative that all 
districts in the state may join. Participants have access to CORE’s multimetric school 
and district data dashboards in addition to their analytical and research partners. 
Districts will then have the opportunity to report school and district level results and 
to use the data for research and policy analysis to improve student achievement.137 

Districts may also include additional indicators in their own local school classifica-
tion systems alongside statewide school classification systems in order to better 
support school needs. For example, Oakland, California, adapted CORE’s school 
classification index for its school performance framework. Oakland intends to use 
the framework, which includes academic, social-emotional, and culture-climate 
factors to identify schools’ strengths and areas for growth.138

In addition to their role in comprehensive accountability, districts can innovate 
locally to inform statewide school classification systems by developing and testing 
measures in the absence of high-stakes. This process can determine whether states 
should scale up measures for school classifications or whether states and districts 
should use them at the local-level to inform continuous improvement.

For example, implementation at the district level may determine that an indicator 
of interest is valid and reliable but does not differentiate well between schools. A 
state may still choose to use this measure to classify schools because it incentivizes 
particular school activities. Alternatively, the state or district may opt to report 
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this indicator in a data dashboard rather than using it to classify schools. This 
latter approach may be appealing for indicators that are particularly actionable for 
schools but for which researchers lack confidence in validity.

This type of district innovation is particularly useful to develop measures of social 
and emotional learning, similar to CORE’s approach. The CORE districts have 
designed and tested survey measures to collect data on students’ social and emo-
tional skills. To use these measures for school classifications, the CORE districts 
have requested that the California State Board of Education establish their work as 
a research pilot in the state’s ESSA proposal.139 

This authority would give CORE the opportunity to identify schools for interven-
tion and support using measures of student performance, such as measures of 
social and emotional learning and an innovative indicator of high school readi-
ness, that are not included in the state’s proposed school classification system. The 
CORE districts—and the state—would then be able compare the schools that 
each system identifies to understand which indicators better captured the lowest-
performing schools. However, both the CORE districts and other districts can 
continue to innovate locally without state authority by developing, testing, and 
reporting measures that the state does not use for school classifications. 

States should measure and report indicators that  
are actionable for districts—not just schools 

District policies and procedures greatly influence the ability of a school to accom-
plish its goals.140 As a result, measures of school quality and student success that 
are outside the locus of a school’s control may be useful to hold districts account-
able for student outcomes and to support school improvement. In particular, 
measures of resource equity have a significant effect on student achievement but 
are less actionable for schools directly. Accordingly, states should report these 
measures in data dashboard systems so that information is transparent and easily 
accessible for district use. 

To collect data, states and districts may need to seek local partnerships. For 
example, state and local education agencies can collaborate with public health 
organizations to track and report data on student health and well-being and sup-
port appropriate interventions.141 
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Next, states should use these data to inform local strategies. For example, states 
can create or improve district classification systems. In 2012, Tennessee began 
classifying districts based on academic achievement, gaps, and growth.142 The 
state could build on this system with additional measures that are actionable at the 
district level and have a significant effect on school and student performance. 

Moreover, similar to the considerations for statewide school classification systems, 
it is important that the indicators the state chooses are under district control. For 
example, within-district school funding inequities would be an appropriate mea-
sure for district classifications or accountability, but cross-district inequities would 
be a better measure for which the state would hold itself accountable.143

States can also encourage or require districts and schools to report measures of 
resource equity in data dashboards systems alongside school classification data. 
Increased transparency and accessibility is a necessary step to make improvements 
based on these indicators. In addition, states could give school improvement fund-
ing priority to districts that plan to take particular action based on these data. 
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Conclusion

States have the opportunity to create a broader vision of accountability that 
encompasses a system of data collection and reporting, classification of school 
performance, the direction of supports and implementation of interventions, and 
assessment of resource allocation. To support this comprehensive vision, states 
and districts should use multiple indicators that drive a more holistic view of stu-
dent success with a focus on continuous improvement.

As states select indicators for their school classification systems, which are just 
one part a comprehensive accountability system, they should include measures 
that are valid, reliable, and drive behavior at the local level, such as rates of chronic 
absenteeism and measures of college and career readiness. Districts can support 
this work by measuring and reporting additional measures of school quality or stu-
dent success and serving as laboratories of innovation for the state. States should 
also measure a variety of indicators, including those outside of a school’s control, 
such as measures of resource equity, to better support improvement.

ESSA can help shift thinking in this direction, as it requires states to create both 
summative school classifications and data dashboards. The new law also gives 
states the flexibility to improve their systems over time, which should encourage 
states to expand data collection, reporting, and use. 
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