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Guide to Evaluating 
Your Independent Study Practices
INTRODUCTION 

The California Department of Education (CDE) and the California Consortium for Independent Study (CCIS) encourage all schools serving students through independent study to use this guide to evaluate the quality and effectiveness of their independent study practices. 

The guide is adapted from the Exemplary Independent Study Recognition Award (EISRA) Application. The EISRA, a joint project of the CDE and the CCIS, recognizes excellent educational practices in schools where independent study is the primary mode of instruction. This guide shares lessons learned by the CDE and the CCIS from reviewing previous applications for the award. 
The Guide to Evaluating Your Independent Study Practices consists of two parts: Part 1—Legal Compliance, and Part 2—Educational Practices. This guide is available on the CDE Independent Study Web page at http://www.cde.ca.gov/sp/eo/is/ and on the CCIS Web site at http://www.ccis.org/.  
PART 1—LEGAL COMPLIANCE

School administrators and teachers have the responsibility to ensure that their school is in compliance with independent study law, as specified in the California Education Code and California Code of Regulations, Title 5. Compliance is essential for receiving and retaining funding. To review independent study laws and regulations, please see the Independent Study Operations section on the CDE Independent Study Web page at http://www.cde.ca.gov/sp/eo/is/.
All schools are encouraged to complete Part 1 to ensure that their documents meet the legal requirements. Since local board policy and administrative rules and regulations (if applicable) provide the foundation for independent study, it is important that school staff fully understand what is written and directed by these documents. It is also imperative that school staff members are familiar with the legal requirements for the Independent Study Written Agreement to ensure that it is legally compliant and that any changes made to it maintain legal compliance. A sample Independent Study Written Agreement is available on the CDE Independent Study Web page at http://www.cde.ca.gov/sp/eo/is. 
Recommended Review Process

Complete the following tasks in staff meetings or Professional Learning Communities:
1.   Assemble the following documents for review:

· The board policy and administrative rules and regulations for independent study

· Independent Study Written Agreement
· A complete set of subsidiary documents for one course or subject identified in the Independent Study Written Agreement (e.g., assignment and work record forms, course contracts, and curriculum guides)

2.   Review the Common Problems Checklist on page 3 of this document.  

Access, print, and review the Independent Study Legal Compliance Review Form, available from the CCIS Web site at http://www.ccis.org/documents/cde/Legal_Compliance_Review_Form.doc.

3.   This form enables staff to evaluate legal compliance documents and practices. Each item on the form cites the applicable legal reference. Items 8–32 are requirements that districts must meet in order to have legally compliant independent study programs. Even though these items are not required by law to be included in the district’s board policy, administrative rules and regulations, or other written documents, exemplary legal compliance documents do include them and you are encouraged to add them to your documents. 
4.   Complete the Independent Study Legal Compliance Review Form. Carefully and thoroughly review your legal compliance documents to identify areas which do not comply with the items on the form. A word-by-word review is highly recommended.
It is recommended that you notify your local educational agency (LEA) of any proposed changes identified in your review. Changes that are legally required should be made to protect the school/LEA from audit findings. You also may choose to propose changes that would make the independent study documents and practices exemplary. Remember, any changes made to the board policy must be approved by the local Governing Board. Matching changes should then be made to the Independent Study Written Agreement (if applicable).
Legal Compliance Common Problems Checklist

Listed below are problems often identified during legal compliance reviews. Please use the list when reviewing your legal compliance documents. 

	Common Problems

	1
	The Board Policy did not have an adoption date. 
Note: Board Policy dates usually list the original adoption date and each subsequent revision date. 

	2
	The Board Policy and/or Administrative Rules and Regulations were not updated regularly as needed. Regular review and updating ensures that documents are current, and in agreement with any changes to the law, and that all obsolete language has been omitted.

	3
	When applicants did not have Administrative Rules and Regulations, they often lacked some of the legally required elements in their Board Policy. 

	4
	A specific time period for the length of time between the date an assignment is given and the date it is due (e.g., one week) was not stated in both the Board Policy and the Independent Study Written Agreement. 

	5
	Inconsistencies between documents were found. For example, the length of time between the date an assignment was given and the due date was two weeks in the Board Policy, but one week in the Independent Study Written Agreement.

	6
	Independent Study Written Agreements together with subsidiary documents were missing one or more of the four required elements: (1) educational objectives; (2) methods of study; (3) personnel and material resources; and (4) the method to evaluate whether the educational objective had been met.

	7
	One or more of the four required elements lacked specificity (e.g., educational objectives and/or methods of study were not provided; only a general reference to resources was provided; material resources were identified, but personnel resources were not; only generic objectives and/or methods of evaluation were provided). Not providing detailed, specific information may fail to give the student, parent/guardian/caregiver, and any others assisting the student what they need to be successful.

	8
	Independent Study Written Agreements lacked the “Other Assisting Person” signature line and date. 


PART 2—EDUCATIONAL PRACTICES
The Educational Practices and School Information Sheet provide the opportunity to evaluate your school and independent study practices. Most of the Educational Practices are based on the elements listed on the CDE Elements of Exemplary Independent Study Web page at http://www.cde.ca.gov/sp/eo/is/elementsexpemplary.asp. 
Recommended Process

1. Base responses on the current school year.

2. Complete the School Information Sheet, which provides an overview of your school. 

3. Review the entire Independent Study Practices Scoring Rubric before preparing responses. This will help you understand the scope of what is covered.
· You may choose to write out your responses before having a team discussion.
· You may want to take notes of your discussions for inclusion in a future “Focus on Learning” report for Western Association of Schools and Colleges (WASC).  
4. Score the responses on the scoring rubric individually and then as a team. 
· The scoring rubric, beginning on page 6, contains definitions of the scores and space to rate your responses.    

· When considering each Educational Practice, look for the evidence, quality, and effectiveness of each component of the practice. 

· Agree on a consensus score for each component. 
5. In areas where a consensus score is low, develop a plan for improvement. (See Next Steps on page 11.)  
School Information Sheet

a.
Grades served:      
b.
Total enrollment:
     
· Students in grades K–8:      
· Students in grades 9–12:       

c.
Percentage of students in independent study:      %

d.
Teacher-to-ADA ratio:        

e.*
Current Base API:                            Prior Year Base API:        

f.*
Current Statewide Rank:          Prior Year Statewide Rank:      
g.*
Current Similar Schools Rank:             Prior Year Similar Schools Rank:       

h.*
Growth API:       

i.**
Percentages from the School Demographic Characteristics:

· Participants in free or reduced-price lunch:      %

· Participants in Gifted and Talented Education Program:      %

· English learners:      %

· Students with disabilities:      %

· Mobility; School, CBEDS Date:      %

* This information can be accessed from the CDE API School Level Reports Web page at http://dq.cde.ca.gov/dataquest/page2.asp?level=School&subject=API1&submit1=Submit.
** School Demographic Characteristics can be accessed from the Growth API Report, under Growth API Links, located opposite the school name. 
Independent Study Practices Scoring Rubric

It is strongly recommended that you discuss each of the detailed evidence items as a professional learning community or schoolwide team. Doing so will ensure that all staff have a common understanding of each item as a shared practice. 

	Educational
Practice
	Detailed Evidence
	Self-Rating

	1
	Admission 


	a. Discuss your process for admitting students.
	4
	3
	2
	1
	Average

Score

_______

	
	
	b. Discuss how students are assessed for their potential to be successful in independent study.
	4
	3
	2
	1
	

	
	
	c. Discuss the process for identifying each student’s specific needs and the strategies for creating an individualized learning plan to meet those needs (for example, interventions, college and career goals and preparation, extracurricular interests, advanced courses, etc.).
	4
	3
	2
	1
	

	
	
	d. Discuss your policy for admitting and placing students who receive special education services and students working below grade level.
	4
	3
	2
	1
	

	
	
	e. Discuss how you help students and their parents/guardians/caregivers transition into independent study (e.g., orientations, tutorials, study guides, etc.).
	4
	3
	2
	1
	

	
	
	f.
Discuss a unique example to determine the strength of your admission and placement practices or how they could be improved.
	44
	3
	2
	1
	

	2
	Support
	a. Discuss the variety of supports provided to students (e.g., gifted learners, students working below grade level, those who are credit deficient, etc.). Include student access to counselors and/or other personnel and services that meet their academic, social, career, and emotional needs.
	4
	3
	2
	1
	Average

Score

_______

	
	
	b. Discuss how you provide needed support to students when parents/guardians/caregivers are not available or do not play a positive role in the student’s life.
	4
	3
	2
	1
	

	
	
	c. Discuss how you support students who receive special education services.
	4
	3
	2
	1
	


	
	Support, continued
	d. What is the role of parents/guardians/caregivers? What supports are provided to them? Discuss specific examples, including what is expected of them, how often parent/guardian/caregiver-teacher meetings are scheduled? What is covered in the meetings? What other types of student/parent/guardian/caregiver-teacher interactions occur?
	4
	3
	2
	1
	Average

Score

_______

	
	
	e. Discuss a challenging example showing educational, behavioral, and other supports to determine the strength of your support practices or how they could be improved.
	4
	3
	2
	1
	Average

Score



	3
	Intervention
	a. Discuss how you identify if a student is struggling and the interventions you provide to support the student.
	4
	3
	2
	1
	Average

Score



	
	
	b. Discuss a challenging example of an intervention to determine the strength of your intervention practices or how they could be improved. 
	4
	3
	2
	1
	Average

Score



	4
	Transition
	a. Discuss how you ensure a successful transition back to the traditional classroom or another educational option, when needed. 
	4
	3
	2
	1
	Average Score

_______

	
	
	b. List the other educational options available for students, so that independent study is not the only alternative to the traditional classroom. (This may not apply to direct-funded charters.)
	4
	3
	2
	1
	

	
	
	c. Discuss a unique student example to determine the strength of your transition practices or how they could be improved.
	43
	3
	2
	1
	Average Score




	5a
	Teacher  Assignments
	a. Discuss how teacher assignments affect student achievement. 
	4
	3
	2
	1
	Average

Score

_______

	
	
	·   Are all your teachers highly qualified?
	4
	3
	2
	1
	

	
	
	·   Does the average number of students assigned to each supervising teacher meet student needs and improve achievement? 
	4
	3
	2
	1
	

	
	
	·   How effectively has your school organized interactions between highly qualified subject matter specialists and teachers? Are student needs met? Are teachers effective and successful?
	4
	3
	2
	1
	

	5b
	Professional Development

for Teachers
	a. Discuss the professional development opportunities available to your teachers, including:
	Average

Score
_______

	
	
	·   Ongoing instructional assistance and support
	4
	3
	2
	1
	

	
	
	·   Participation in LEA committees (e.g.,  curriculum development committees)
	4
	3
	2
	1
	

	
	
	·   Participation in groups focused on state content standards and on assisting students in passing the California High School Exit Exam (CAHSEE)
	4
	3
	2
	1
	

	
	
	·   Training on how to use student achievement data
	4
	3
	2
	1
	

	
	
	b. Are the opportunities tied to the school plan? Have they improved student achievement? 
	4
	3
	2
	1
	

	6
	Curriculum
	a. Discuss the curriculum used in your school and how it relates to the LEA-adopted curriculum. Describe how it meets the educational needs of your student population.
	4
	3
	2
	1
	Average

Score
_______

	
	
	b. Discuss your student assignments. 

· How are they developed? 
· By whom? 
· How are they aligned to standards?
· How are they delivered to students?
· Do they help to improve student achievement?
	4
	3
	2
	1
	

	
	
	c. Discuss how you address both career and college preparation.
	4
	3
	2
	1
	

	
	
	·   What career exploration courses, internships, or cross-curricular projects have you instituted? 
	4
	3
	2
	1
	

	
	
	·   Do you offer University of California (UC)      a-g courses?
	4
	3
	2
	1
	

	
	
	·   Do you survey students, teachers, and parents/guardians/caregivers to determine what other curricular enhancements are needed?
	4
	3
	2
	1
	

	7


	Instruction


	a. How frequent are regularly scheduled student-teacher meetings/contact (e.g., daily, weekly, every two weeks, monthly, etc.)? 

· Does the frequency address student needs for instruction and support?
	4
	3
	2
	1
	Average

Score

_______

	
	
	b. What other types of student/parent-teacher interactions (e.g., informal meetings, contact by telephone, e-mail) are available? 

· Does the frequency and type of interaction lead to improved student achievement? 

· If yes, explain how.

· If there are no other interactions, discuss what types might be added to increase student achievement.
	4
	3
	2
	1
	

	
	
	c. How do your teachers identify students’ learning styles, interests, and needs? Discuss how this information is used to improve student learning.
	4
	3
	2
	1
	

	
	
	d. Discuss how you pace instruction in order to complete the curriculum. Does the practice vary to meet individual student needs?
	4
	3
	2
	1
	

	
	
	e. Does your school use any of the following: classes, labs, small group sessions, computer-assisted learning, online instruction, access to classes at the comprehensive high school or community college, etc.? If yes, discuss the effectiveness of each in improving student learning. Give specific examples.
	4
	3
	2
	1
	

	
	
	f. 
Discuss other opportunities available to your students (e.g., field trips, performances, community involvement) and their effectiveness. Include specific examples. 
	4
	3
	2
	1
	

	
	
	g. How are at-risk students identified and what interventions are provided (e.g., differentiated instruction, Response to Intervention processes, additional classes, etc.)?
	4
	3
	2
	1
	

	8
	Technology
	a. Discuss how technology is used at your school (e.g., for students, curriculum, instruction, etc.)
	4
	3
	2
	1
	Score

_______

	9


	Assessing

Student

Achievement

 
	a. List the data currently used to measure student achievement and describe how they are used.
	4
	3
	2
	1
	Average

Score

_______

	
	
	b. What is your Standardized Testing and 

    Reporting (STAR) participation rate?

Discuss steps taken to increase the rate.
	4
	3
	2
	1
	

	
	
	c. Access CDE’s STAR Results Web page at http://star.cde.ca.gov/. Review and discuss the school’s latest California Standards Tests results.

    How are your students performing? Discuss steps taken to enable students performing below the proficient level, particularly those who score below basic, to master the content standards and improve their performance.
	4
	3
	2
	1
	

	
	
	d. Is there an achievement gap between groups of students? If yes, describe the gap and what has been done or is being done to address it. 
	4
	3
	2
	1
	

	
	
	e. Schools with high school students: For the current year, review and discuss the percentage of students who have passed the CAHSEE. Results are available on the CDE California High School Exit Exam Web page at http://cahsee.cde.ca.gov/page2.asp?subject=ExitExam&level=School&submit1.

· Grade 10: ELA      %  
Math      %

· Grade 11: ELA      %
  
Math      %

· Grade 12: ELA      %  
Math      %

Discuss steps taken to increase the passage rate.
	4
	3
	2
	1
	

	
	
	f.  Discuss how your teachers, counselors, administrators, and other personnel use data and other measures to monitor, assess, and improve academic progress and achievement at the school level and for individual students. Include examples of the types of data analyzed and the changes (group and individual) made as a result of data analysis. 
	4
	3
	2
	1
	

	10


	Leadership


	a. Discuss your relationship with your LEA, including the LEA’s commitment to offering independent study that is at least equal in quality and quantity to classroom study. 
	4
	3
	2
	1
	Average

Score

_______

	
	
	b.
What percentage of your site administrator’s full-time equivalent (FTE) is dedicated to your school? What percentage of the administrator’s time is spent on your campus? Does this meet the needs of your school?
	4
	3
	2
	1
	

	
	
	c. Describe your site’s leadership structure. How is leadership distributed? Is the leadership structure effective?
	4
	3
	2
	1
	

	
	
	d. Discuss your leadership team’s vision and plan (strategic, action, WASC schoolwide action plan, etc.) for the school, and what the team sees in the future for your school.
	4
	3
	2
	1
	

	
	
	e. Is your school funded in an equivalent manner to other schools in your LEA? Describe the funding process and how your leadership team makes funding decisions.
	4
	3
	2
	1
	

	11
	School Culture
	a. Discuss how you maintain active student, parent/guardian/caregiver, and community involvement in your school. 
	4
	3
	2
	1
	Average

Score

_______

	
	
	b. Describe how the school culture and environment contribute to student achievement. Include expectations for staff and for students, relationships among staff, and relationships between staff and students.
	4
	3
	2
	1
	

	
	
	c. Describe what makes your school culture unique and how it is maintained and communicated to new staff and students.
	4
	3
	2
	1
	


next steps
Based on Your Evaluation: 

· In order of priority, list three items that appear to be your greatest strengths as a school. 

· In order of priority, list three items that need improvement or present a challenge.

Brainstorm changes you could make to your school’s strategic plan that would address the identified issues and improve student achievement, school climate, and teacher satisfaction. Based on consensus, prioritize the major changes you will make to the school’s strategic plan in the coming year.
· Consider contacting and visiting the EISRA recipients. Information is available on the CDE Award-Winning Exemplary Independent Study Schools Web page at 

http://www.cde.ca.gov/sp/eo/is/eisranewsreleases.asp. 
Feedback

The CDE and CCIS would appreciate your comments on this guide. Please e-mail comments to Independent Study Consultant, Educational Options, Student Support, and American Indian Education Office, at eossaieo@cde.ca.gov. 
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