No Child Left Behind - Blue Ribbon Schools Program

ED/OIIA

Other Changes for OMB No. 1860-0506

The changes below are the result of a series of four conference calls during April and May 2004 conducted by the Department with the representatives of the Chief State School Officers (CSSO) to solicit their comments and suggestions on how to improve the No Child Left Behind – Blue Ribbon Schools Program.  

1. Comprehensive Document for States That Lists Requirements.  A common response was that the states needed a short document that listed all the requirements for nominating schools to the program.  The state people thought it was not sufficient for them that their instructions from the Department referred to the application.  They requested that the Department develop a document they could give to the assessment people in their state to complete.  Trying to explain the assessment criteria to their own people proved difficult.  Based on their request, the Department developed a four-page document that contains all the information needed for the states to participate in the program.

2. Application 
a. Sample Table.  On page 4 of the application there is a sample table for fifth grade reading scores.  The former application had a graph.  Since schools can only submit tables and not charts or graphs, states suggested that the document contain a sample table to help the schools understand the requirements better.

b. Change in Number of Nominations.  On page 5, the Virgin Islands has been removed from the program because the schools are not subject to the No Child Left Behind law.  The two agencies, the Department of Defense Education Agency (DoDEA) and the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA), have been assigned one school each instead of the previous three.  DoDEA does not have any schools with 40 percent of the students eligible for free or reduced meals, in effect eliminating them from the program.  This way they may nominate at least one school.  BIA has so few schools, all of which have at least 40 percent of their students in the poverty level, that they are assigned one school.

c. Electronic Submission.  On page 7, the Department is only requesting one paper copy of the application (down from three) with signatures from the principal, the superintendent, and the chair of the school board.  The signed paper copy is necessary to insure that the superintendent and the board agree with the statements in the application.  Most schools do not yet have the capability of supplying electronic signatures.  Each school also submits an electronic copy of the application as an email attachment.

d. Name of County and School Code.  On page 9 on the cover sheet of the application, the school provides the name of the county in which the school resides and the state school code.  As part of the review process, school scores are verified through the states’ Internet sites.  For most states, it is necessary to know the name of the county  or the code before school scores can be found.  If the county name is not available, it is very time consuming to find the school assessment data.

e. Raising the Criterion for Improving Schools.  This section relates to Part VII, page 16 of the application.  During the review of the applications for the 2004 No Child Left Behind - Blue Ribbon Schools, several high-poverty, dramatically-improving schools met the criterion that they score at or above the 55th percentile of schools in their states in reading and mathematics assessments.  However, they did not score above the state mean.  In effect, the Secretary will recognize schools whose students in the last grade tested score below the state average. 

Using school norms to find the top 10% of schools in the state is no problem.  The rule of thumb is that the students in those schools generally score on average at the 75th percentile of all students taking the test at a particular level.  But using school norms for the 55th percentile is a problem.  

If the state scores are skewed to the right (the state tests are difficult), the schools with scores at or above the 55th percentile of all schools in the state may have average student scores below the state mean.  Although it is understandable, it does not seem prudent to continue to give schools an award when the students in the school do not even make the state average.  

The best solution for the future is to continue to use school norms but raise the criterion from the 55th to the 60th percentile.  Secretary Paige originally wanted the level set at the 60th percentile, but eventually agreed to the lower figure.  Raising the criterion will slightly raise student norms to a point that would almost completely guarantee that the average student scores in the school will be above the state mean score.
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