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While there is an increasing sense of national 
urgency about chronically low-performing schools, 
far too many schools continue to fall short, and far 
too many students continue to pay the devastating 
price.

Every state must drive schools and districts 
to achieve college and career readiness for all 
students, and hold individual schools and districts 
accountable if they fail to do so. • is means 
building robust accountability systems, and € nding 
ways to identify and intervene in chronically low-
performing schools. It also means providing those 
struggling schools with the supports necessary to 
make signi€ cant and sustainable improvement. 

Over the last ten years, state and national e• orts to 
turn around low-performing schools have largely 
failed.i Despite the fact that the 2001 No Child 
Left Behind Act (NCLB) mandated all states 
move toward statewide accountability systems with 
the goal of all students achieving pro€ ciency by the 
2012-13 school year, the law's impact has fallen far 

short of what its creators intended. Almost a decade 
after the law's implementation, most experts agree 
that NCLB has done little to rescue schools that 
are chronically low-performing. 

Recent national e• orts are paving the way for major 
accountability reform, and already driving states 
across the country to develop robust accountability 
systems that deliver results. • e 2009 American 
Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA) 
established two programsÐRace to the Top Fund 
(RTTT) and Title 1 School Improvement Grants 
(SIG)Ð aimed to move states and districts toward 
dramatic improvements in their accountability 
systems, with the goal of turning around chronically 
low-performing schools. 

· Race to the Top Fund, $4.35 billion: RTTT 
is a competitive grant program that has four 
key criteria, including a requirement that states 
clearly identify a turnaround school reform 
plan that includes state authority to intervene 
in the lowest-achieving schools and districts.

· Title I School Improvement Grants, $3.5 
billion:  SIG grants are targeted to dramatically 
improve chronically low-performing schools. 
Under the program's guidelines, every state 
must identify the bottom € ve percent of Title 
I schools and implement one of four federal 
intervention models (turnaround, closure, 
restart and transformation) in each school. • e 
program's $3.5 billion will be distributed to 
states and districts across the country over the 
next three years.ii   

With billions of dollars scheduled for distribution 
in the next few years, states throughout the country 
have a historic opportunity to dramatically improve 
their systems for holding schools accountable for 
student achievement, and at the same time provide 
struggling schools with the support necessary for 
real, sustained improvement.

Millions of students in the U.S. attend schools that fail to provide 
them with the knowledge and skills they need to succeed in the 21st 

century. A staggering 2.5 million students in this country attend 
schools that fall into the most extreme federal designation for failure . 
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Washington's 
Accountability System
Too many of Washington's students attend public 
schools that are not successfully preparing them for 
college and careers and, unfortunately, the state is 
not adequately identifying these schools or holding 
them accountable for their poor performance. 
In 2010, Washington's O•  ce of Superintendent 
of Public Instruction identi€ ed 41 schools in 
21 districts that meet the federal criteria for a 
low-performing school and district.iii  Of these 
persistently low-performing schools identi€ ed 
for improvement or corrective action, over 60 
percent of students were from a minority group. 
Additionally, nearly 35 percent, or 700, of the 
roughly 2000 schools in the state are designated in 

one of the levels of ªunder-performanceº stipulated 
by the No Child Left Behind Act.iv

Furthermore, Washington has a persistent 
achievement gap between minority and non-
minority students. ! e state's 2009 National 
Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) 
scores indicate that Washington is one of the 
few states were the achievement gap is growing, 
despite reform e" orts over the last 15 years. 

Clearly, Washington has struggled to implement 
a rigorous and e" ective accountability system that 
is able to identify struggling schools and districts. 
! e current K-12 accountability system is a 
combination of state accountability under House 
Bill 1209 and federal accountability under the No 
Child Left Behind Act. ! e state assesses school 
and district performance based on graduation rates 
and the percentage of students meeting pro€ ciency 
on the state's high school assessments. 

! e current system falls short of the rigorous 
accountability requirements necessary to ensure 
that all students are pro€ cient and on track to 
graduate college and career ready. 

Intervention and School 
Turnaround
Recently, the Wahington legislature took action 
to implement reforms to strengthen the state's 
accountability system. In 2010, the legislature 
passed Senate Bill 6696, which authorizes the 
state to intervene in low-performing schools and 
districts ± an important step forward in holding low-
performing schools accountable. 

! e legislation now requires the state to identify 
the bottom 5 percent of low-achieving schools and, 
beginning in  2011, schools and districts must submit 
a turnaround action plan to the state that identi€ es 
the steps, goals and metrics that will be used to 
improve student achievement (Figure 1). Districts 
are required to use one of four federal intervention 
models as the framework for its plan:

1. Turnaround: Includes among other actions, 
replacing the principal and at least 50 percent 
of the school's sta" , adopting a new governance 
structure and implementing a new or revised 
instructional program.

2. Restart: Requires school districts to close failing 
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Accountability Systems 
with ªTeethº

Good accountability systems have 
ªteeth.º They include real consequences 
for low-performing districts or schools 
that do not comply with the restructuring 
planning process or do not improve 
after three years. Florida, Arizona and 
Massachusetts are strong examples of 
systems that address low-performing 
schools:

Florida:  The state has publicly 
announced it will not take over schools, 
but threatened to withhold discretionary 
funds and grants from districts in which 
chronically under-performing schools 
were located, if those districts failed to 
implement reforms at the school level. 

Arizona:  The state dictates that severe 
state interventions may result from either 
stagnant low performance or a lack of 
good faith restructuring by the district. 

Massachusetts:  If districts fail to comply 
with necessary reforms, the state can 
withhold funds or designate the district 
as ªchronically under-performingº and 
subject to state receivership. 

Source: MassInsight
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schools and reopen them under the management 
of a charter school operator, a charter 
management organization or an educational 
management organization selected through a 
rigorous review process.

3. Closure: Requires school districts to shut down 
a failing school and enroll its students in high-
achieving schools in the district.

4. Transformation: School districts must address 
four speci! c areas: 1) developing teacher and 
school leader e" ectiveness, which includes 
replacing the principal and requiring student 
achievement growth to be used to reward and 
dismiss teachers, 2) implementing comprehensive 
instructional reform strategies, 3) extending 
learning and teacher planning time and creating 
community-oriented schools, and 4) providing 
operating # exibility and sustained support.v

Accountability Index
In 2009, the Washington Legislature passed 
House Bill 2261, an overarching education reform 
law that called for the creation of an accountability 
index to identify schools for recognition and 
additional support. 

$ e Washington State Board of Education is in the 
process of developing a statewide accountability 
system designed to measure schools and district 
e" ectiveness based on results of state assessments 
in ! ve subject areas against four indicator areas
(Figure 2).vi 

While not a perfect system, it is an improvement 
on the current model which assesses school and 

district performance based on graduation rates and 
the percentage of students meeting pro! ciency on 
the state's high school assessmentsÐinsu%  cient 
indicators for assessing whether schools and 
districts have prepared students for post-secondary 
success. $ e new index will be used starting in 
2010, but due to federal NCLB guidelines, the 
accountability index will, at least initially, only be 
used to identify schools for recognition. It cannot 
be used to determine which schools receive federal 
fundingÐand therefore cannot be used to identify 
struggling schoolsÐuntil the U.S. Department of 
Education approves it through a waiver or through 
the reauthorization of ESEA. 

Overall, Washington's proposed accountability 
index o" ers a promising start, but there is room 
for improvement. Achieve, a leading national 
nonpro! t focused on standards and accountability, 
recommends that states build their accountability 
systems around three types of indicators: 
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Figure 1: By 2011, Washington state will intervene in the bottom 5& of low-achieving schools by requiring districts to submit an 
action planning detailing school turnaround e" orts. $ e state has developed a robust process to identify, approve and monitor district 
and school progress. Source: Washington State Board of Education

Figure 2: Washington Statewide Matrix of Accountability Measures
Source: Washington State Board of Education

SUBJECT AREAS INDICATOR AREAS

1. Reading
2. Writing
3. Math
4. Science
5. Extended Graduation Rate

1. Achievement of non-low 
income students
2. Achievement of low income 
students
3. Achievement vs. peers
4. Improvement from previous 
years
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completion of, and success in, a college- and career-ready course 
of study; achievement of college- and career-ready standards; 
and attainment of a college- and career-ready diploma. 

In order for the accountability index to meet the requirements 
recommended by Achieve, the state should broaden its set of 
accountability indicators to include, at a minimum: 

· • e percentage of students graduating high school, measured 
by the four-year cohort high school graduation rate;

· • e percentage of students taking and completing a college- 

and career-ready course of study;
· Student performance on vertically-scaled statewide 

assessments of college and career readiness; 
· • e number of students that are earning college credit while 

in high school;
· Enrollment in postsecondary education after high school; 

and,
· Enrollment in remedial courses in the € rst year of college.

It is important that Washington's accountability system measures 
if students are meeting college- and career ready standards by 
the end of high school, but also if they are on a path toward 
college and career readiness early in their education. • e state 
should build its accountability system along a continuum of 
readiness standardsÐon a path toward meeting, and exceeding 
standardsÐto ensure students identi€ ed as o• -track get the 
attention and resources they need.vii

Finally, it is critical that Washington's accountability system 
measure progress against the goals and targets the state has set 
in its Education Reform Plan. Aligning the Education Reform 
Plan's goals to the accountability system is an important step that 
will hold everyoneÐlegislators, state leaders, superintendents, 
principals, teachers and studentsÐaccountable to the same 
de€ nition of success. 

Supporting Strong Achievement 
in Washington State  
Washington's progress in identifying and developing a high-
quality accountability system is beginning to take shape. • e 
passage of House Bill 2261 in 2009, and Senate Bill 6696 in 
2010, set forth provisions for the state to begin intervening 
in low-performing schools and developing a statewide system 
to identify low-achieving schools and districts. While both 
are crucial to strengthen strong student achievement and 
performance, neither system is su!  cient. • e state must broaden 
its accountability indicators, adopt measurable performance 
goals, implement a system for intervention when students fall 
behind, and intervene in chronically low-performing schools.

Speci! cally, the following actions will increase 
the ability of schools and districts to drive 
student achievement. 

1. Ensure that the state's current accountability 
system sets high goals, and achieves them.  
As the state develops its new accountability system, it must be 
designed to drive all schools to meet pro€ ciency as de€ ned by 
the state of Washington. • is measure of pro€ ciency must be 
based on college and career ready standards for all students. 
Due to federal NCLB guidelines, the accountability index 
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Louisiana's Recovery 
School District

In 2003, Louisiana created the Recovery School 
District (RSD) to address chronically under-performing 
schools. Under this system, schools labeled 
ªchronically failingº are taken out of local school 
district control and placed in the state-run RSD. 

When a school is placed in the RSD, the district takes 
control of all aspects of the school, and the school gets 
a fresh start. This means that the state-run district is in 
full control of each school's funding, building, students 
and the sta• . The school's faculty may be asked to 
leave the school, and the school is free from the local 
school board policies, procedures, and contracts. 

A second important element of the RSD's strategy 
is their embrace of high-quality charter schools. In 
Louisiana, charters are outperforming traditional 
schools. Charters make up an unusually large 
percentage of the schools in the RSD. The state has a 
rigorous screening process for charter operators, and 
closely monitors schools to hold them accountable. 
Charters must meet speci€ ed academic-performance 
standards by their € fth year in order to have their 
contract renewed.  

The results thus far are promising. In the past four 
years, Louisiana's percentage of failing schools is down 
signi€ cantly, and student test scores are up in every 
grade and subject. For example, the state's 10th grade 
math pro€ ciency rate has jumped from 39 percent to 
58 percent, and the senior graduation rate from 79 
percent to 89 percent. 

Source: Vallas, Paul and Jacobs, Leslie. Race to the Top 
Lessons from New Orleans. August 2009. Education Week.



will, at least initially, only be used to identify 
schools for recognition. It cannot be used 
to determine which schools receive federal 
funding, and therefore cannot be used to 
identify struggling schools. Still, Washington's 
system must be designed to help the state 
understand and measure how all of its students 
are progressing, and to provide real incentives 
for school improvement, including rewards and 
sanctions based on results. All schools should be 
expected to demonstrate growth and continued 
improvement. • e system's built-in monitoring 
should ensure real and enduring improvement, 
and quickly identify schools and students that 
are falling behind. 

2. Improvements to the state's 
accountability system should 
include: 
· Broader college- and career-ready 

indicators. Currently, Washington assesses 
school and district performance based 
on graduation rates and the percentage 
of students meeting pro! ciency on the 
state's high school assessments. • ese are 
insu"  cient indicators for assessing whether 
schools and districts have prepared students 
for post-secondary success. Washington 
should broaden its set of accountability 
indicators to include, at a minimum: the 
percentage of students graduating high 
school, measured by the four-year cohort 
high school graduation rate; the percentage 

of students taking and completing a 
college- and career-ready course of study; 
student performance on vertically-scaled 
statewide assessments of college and career 
readiness; the number of students that are 
earning college credit while in high school; 
enrollment in postsecondary education after 
high school; and enrollment in remedial 
courses in their ! rst year of college.

· Measurable performance goals based 
on key college and career readiness 
indicators. Washington should adopt 
state-level goals that are used to establish 
performance targets for districts and 
schools. • e goals should re# ect ambitious 
expectations for the number of students 
who will graduate college- and career-
ready and, ultimately, go on to succeed in 
postsecondary education.  

· An e! ective trigger for identifying and 
supporting students who fall behind. 
Washington's accountability system should 
measure not only whether students have 
met college- and career ready standards by 
the end of high school, but also whether 
they are on a path toward college and career 
readiness early in their education. • e state 
should develop a continuum of readiness 
standards ± on a path toward, meeting, and 
exceeding standards ± and ensure students 
identi! ed as o$ -track get the attention and 
resources they need.
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Figure 3: • e status of Washington's accountability system as compared with Achieve's college- 
and career-ready indicators.
Source: Closing the Expectations Gap 2010, Achieve. 
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3. Allow innovative school models 
when schools demonstrate 
appropriate capacity and 
commitment.  
While the state remains hindered by its lack of a 
charter school law, it does have the opportunity 
to allow for other innovative schools to • ourish.  
Washington should provide autonomy, including 
freedom from the teacher union contracts, to 
schools that propose to replace a chronically 
under-performing school or that propose to 
locate in a high poverty neighborhood. € e state 
could prioritize applications for such schools 
that use a proven model or provider, such as the 
Knowledge is Power Program (KIPP), Green 
Dot or Aspire, or those that propose to test an 
innovative model for closing the achievement 
gap.vii Such schools would feature open 
enrollment and their funding would be fully 
dependent on their performance. 

Washington's lawmakers, policy experts and 
education advocates must work collaboratively 
and act decisively to ensure that recent reforms 
are fully and thoughtfully implemented. € e 
state's schools and districts must be held 
accountable for ensuring that each and every 
student in Washington graduates from high 
school with the skills and knowledge to succeed 
in college, careers, and beyond.
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