
What Florida's School Grades Measure, And What

They Don't

by Matthew Di Carlo -- July 19, 2012

A while back, I argued that Florida's school grading system, due mostly to its choice of measures,

does a poor job of gauging school performance per se . The short version is that the ratings are, to a

degree unsurpassed by most other states' systems, driven by absolute performance measures (how

highly students score), rather than growth (whether students make progress). Since more advantaged

students tend to score more highly on tests when they enter the school system, schools are

largely being judged not on the quality of instruction they provide, but rather on the characteristics of

the students they serve.

New results were released a couple of weeks ago. This was highly anticipated, as the state had made

controversial changes to the system, most notably the inclusion of non-native English speakers and

special education students, which officials claimed they did to increase standards and expectations.

In a limited sense, that's true - grades were, on average, lower this year. The problem is that the
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system uses the same measures as before (including a growth component that is largely redundant

with proficiency). All that has changed is the students that are included in them. Thus, to whatever

degree the system now reflects higher expectations, it is still for outcomes that schools mostly

cannot control.

I fully acknowledge the political and methodological difficulties in designing these systems, and I do

think Florida's grades, though exceedingly crude, might be useful for some purposes. But they

should not, in my view, be used for high-stakes  decisions such as closure, and the public should

understand that they don't tell you much about the actual effectiveness of schools. Let’s take a very

quick look at the new round of ratings, this time using schools instead of districts (I looked at the

latter in my previous post about last year's results).

One rough, exploratory way to assess whether a high-stakes grading system may have problems is to

see if the ratings are heavily associated with student characteristics such as poverty. It’s important to

note that the mere existence of a relationship does not necessarily  mean that the latter are biased or

inaccurate,  since it may very well be the case that lower-performing schools are disproportionately

located in poorer areas. But, if the association is unusually strong, and/or clearly due to the choice of

measures rather than "real" variation in performance (as we already know is probably the case in

Florida), this may be cause for concern, depending on how the ratings are used . I'll discuss this issue

of use, which is the important one in the context of school ratings, after presenting some simple data.

In the scatterplot below, each dot is an elementary or middle school (almost 3,000 in total; ratings are

pending for any schools that serve high school grades). The vertical axis is the number of points the

school received (0-800; these points are sorted into A-F letter grades), while the horizontal axis is the

percent of the schools’ students receiving subsidized lunch, a rough proxy for poverty.
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This is a fairly strong relationship. You can see that the number of points schools receive tends to

decline as poverty increases. That's not at all surprising, of course - Florida's system relies heavily on

absolute performance, which is correlated with the proportion of students receiving subsidized

lunch.

Now let’s recast these data using the letter grades, which are the basis for policy decisions. Just to

keep it simple, I divided schools into quartiles based on their poverty rates – schools with the top 25

percent rates (“highest poverty”), the 25 percent with the lowest rates and the two quartiles in

between. The graph below presents the grades for each group.

This graph shows that the schools with the lowest poverty (the bar all the way on the left) are virtually

guaranteed to receive either an A (90 percent, dark green) or a B (another 7 percent, light green).

In contrast, the highest-poverty schools were likely to receive grades on the opposite end of the

spectrum – around two-thirds received a C (yellow) or lower. Of the roughly 300 schools receiving a

D or F, only 13 are in the two low-poverty quartiles (some of these percentages are not listed in the

graph, due to space limitations).

So, according to Florida's system, almost every single low-performing school in the state is located in

a higher-poverty area, whereas almost every single school serving low-poverty students is a high

performer. This is not plausible. There is a very big difference between being a low-performing

school and being a school that happens to serve lower-performing students. Confusing the two

serves no one, especially not these students.

What do I mean? Accountability systems can be valuable to the extent that they identify both

ineffective schools  and well-functioning schools with lower-performing students  in need of

additional resources and support. But only if the system is capable of distinguishing between the two.

http://www.shankerinstitute.org/sites/shanker/files/blog/2012/07/flgradesbypoverty12.png
http://www.shankerinstitute.org/?p=4980


Either type of school might benefit from many types of interventions, such as additional resources or

support, for which these ratings can be used. But the grades Florida assigns are also the basis

for high-stakes, punitive actions, including closure and restructuring.*

And, for these drastic decisions, it is crucial to avoid conflating student and school performance.

For example, a significant proportion of the schools receiving D or F grades this year are among the

highest rated schools in the state in terms of "gains" among their lowest-performing students (which

is, in my view, the only measure in the system that is even remotely defensible for gauging school

effects per se ). No doubt many of these D/F schools are also compelling large gains from their other

students (though Florida's measure cannot really tell us which ones).**

In other words, there are many Florida schools with lower-performing students that are actually very

effective in accelerating student performance (at least insofar as tests can measure it). This particular

ratings system, however, is so heavily driven by absolute performance - how highly students score,

rather than how much progress they have made - that it really cannot detect much of this variation.

Closing or reconstituting these schools is misguided policy; their replacements are unlikely to do

better and are very likely to do worse. Yet this is what will happen if such decisions are made based

on the state's ratings.

Florida will have to do a lot more than make tweaks to truly improve the high-stakes utility of this

system. In the meantime, one can only hope that state and district officials exercise discretion in how

it is applied.

- Matt Di Carlo

*****

* According to the state's waiver application, schools will be given one year, during which they

receive state support, to improve their F grades. If they fail to do so, they must implement one of five

drastic "turnaround strategies," such as closure, charter conversion or contracting with a private

company to run the school.

** As I discussed in my prior post, 25 percent of the ratings are based on the percent of all students

“making gains." However, while the data are (to Florida's credit) longitudinal, it's not really a growth

measure as traditionally understood. Students are coded as "making gains" if they remain proficient or

better between years, without going down a category (i.e., from advanced to proficient). As a result,

schools with high proficiency rates get much higher "gains" scores, which exacerbates the degree to

which absolute performance drives the overall ratings (the correlation between "gains" and

proficiency rates is 0.67 in math, 0.71 in reading). Another 25 percent is the measure discussed in the

post's text - the percent of the lowest-scoring students "making gains." This indicator, while deeply

flawed for several reasons (e.g., reliance on cutpoints), is at least not heavily dependent upon
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absolute performance, and thus may provide some signal of "actual" school performance. In either

case, it is a safe bet that a better growth measure would show that many of the D/F schools score

highly.
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Submitted by Charlie Morris on August 3, 2012

You might note that Florida also awards teacher bonuses based upon FCAT scores. The

teachers in the wealthiest districts almost always get annual bonuses (originally $1000, now

less); teachers in the poorest districts almost never get them.

Submitted by Catherine on July 22, 2012

Dear Mr. DiCarlo, Thank you so much for proving scientifically what those of us working in Title

One schools sensed from anecdotal observation. It is no accident that none of the schools that

service students from family above the 50% percentile in wealth are graded "F" while the

lowest 25% have 2/3 of the F and D schools and only a about 11% of the A schools. It may also

explain why there has been relatively little protest against the system. Those most adversely

affected belong to the poor and minorities who are often politically marginalized while the

middle and upper classes have even been favored (through school bonuses) by the system.
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