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United States Department of Education
Office of Elementary and Secondary Education

                             The Assistant Secretary

The Honorable Arnold Schwarzenegger

Office of the Governor

State Capitol

Sacramento, California 95814

Dear Governor Schwarzenegger:

I am pleased to inform you that I am hereby approving California’s definition of “persistently lowest-achieving schools” that you submitted to the U.S. Department of Education (ED) on March 25, 2010 as “Enclosure 2, Appendix 1” of California’s application for the School Improvement Grants. This approval is granted for purposes of both California’s application for funds under the State Fiscal Stabilization Fund (SFSF) program and its application for funds under the School Improvement Grants (SIG) program. Please note, however, that this approval is limited to California’s definition of persistently lowest-achieving schools”; you will receive separate notification regarding the approval status of all other aspects of your application for SFSF funds and all other aspects of your application for SIG funds.

Approval of this definition also includes approval of the waive requests under section 9401 of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) that California submitted on March 24, 2010 regarding excluding small schools and identifying Title I secondary schools as Tier II schools. With respect to small schools, California is permitted to exclude, from the pool of schools from which it identifies the persistently lowest-achieving schools for Tier I and Tier II, any school in which the total number of students in the “all students” group in the grades assessed [who were enrolled in the school for a full academic year as that term is defined in California’s Accountability Workbook] is 100. concerning identifying Tier II schools, California is permitted to include, in the pool of secondary schools from which it determines those that are the persistently lowest-achieving schools in the State, all secondary schools participating under Title I, Part A of the ESEA that are not already identified in Tier I and (1) have not made adequate yearly progress (AYP) for at least two consecutive years or (2) are in the State’s lowest quintile of performance based on proficiency rates on the State’s assessments in reading/language arts and mathematics combined.
California must amend its SFSF Phase II and SIG applications to include the approved definition. If California makes any subsequent changes to its approved definition, California must submit the revised definition to ED for approval.

We will post on ED’s website California’s approved definition of “persistently lowest-achieving schools” in the coming days.
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Our mission is to ensure equal access to education and to promote educational excellence throughout the Nation
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I appreciate the work you are doing to improve your schools and provide a high-quality education for your students. If you have any questions, please contact Zollie Stevenson, Director of Student Achievement and School Accountability Programs (SASA), at (202) 260-0826.

Sincerely,

/s/
Thelma Meléndez de Santa Ana
Enclosure

cc:  The Honorable Jack O’Connell

The Honorable Theodore R Mitchell
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California’s Definition of Persistently Lowest-Achieving Schools

The identification of persistently lowest-achieving schools in California is a multi-step process that is informed by both federal and state law. More information can be found on the California Department of Education (CDE) on the Identification Criteria-Persistently Lowest Achieving Schools Web page. The steps in identifying schools as persistently lowest-achieving are summarized below:

Step1: Identifying the Pool of Schools
Per the School Improvement Grant (SIG) guidance (Outside Source) developed by the U.S. Department of Education (ED), schools in improvement, corrective action, or restructuring must be identified for the pool and be classified as Tier I schools. In California, these are Title 1 schools that were identified for Program Improvement (PI) during the 2009-10 school year. Per the Federal guidance, these schools must be part of a local educational agency (LEA) which receives Title I funds.

Also required to be part of the pool are secondary schools that are eligible for federal Title I funds, but do not receive those funds. Per the Federal guidance, these secondary schools must be part of a LEA which receives Title I funds. These schools are classified as Tier II schools per the SIG program.

More information on the definition of the Tiers may be found on the California Department of Education (CDE) Definition of Tiers I, II and III  Web page.

Step 2: Identifying Five Percent of the Pool
To ensure that no one type of school is over-represented in the final list of schools eligible for the School Improvement Grant and to facilitate systemic reform across the K-12 segment, the pool of schools is divided into five separate groups. The table below shows the groupings. Five percent of each group is identified.

Tier I Pool


Elementary schools in PI


Middle schools in PI


High schools in PI

Tier II Pool


Middle schools, eligible but not receiving Title I funds


High schools, eligible but not receiving Title I funds

Middle and high schools identified in the Tier I Pool but not identified as part of the lowest five percent (California has applied for a waiver to change the Tier II definition as part of the criteria for identifying schools.)
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	                          Group
	         N
	    Five    

 Percent

	Elementary schools in PI (Tier I)
	
1,677
	        84

	Middle schools in PI (Tier I)
	601
	        30

	High schools in PI (Tier I)
	
430
	        21

	Sub-total selected from Tier I
	       2,708
	      135

	
	
	

	Middle schools, eligible but not receiving Title I funds 
(Tier II)
	
294
	
15

	High schools, eligible but not receiving Title I funds 
(Tier II)
	
674
	
33

	Sub-total selected from Tier II
	
   968
	
48

	
	
	

	Total
	       3,676
	       183


Step 3: Evaluating Academic Performance and Progress

To identify which schools are the lowest achieving in each of the five groups, a three-year average proficiency rate for English-language arts (ELA) and mathematics is computed for all schools.

The number of students who scored proficient in ELA and mathematic as shown on the Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) reports in the “All Students” group is summed across 2007, 2008, and 2009. That number is then divided by the number of valid scores from the AYP reports in the “All Students” group over the same time period to produce a three-year average proficiency rate. All schools are then sorted on the three-year average proficiency rate from high to low.

Schools are also evaluated on their academic progress on the state’s Academic Performance Index or API. Schools that gain a net of 50 points or more on the API growth score over the last five years or meet the statewide goal of 800 during the 2009–10 school year are deemed to have shown significant academic progress and do not continue in the analysis.

Step 4: Applying Exclusions

Before selecting the five percent of schools in each of the five groups as specified in Step 2 above, school size is evaluated. Consistent with the number (n) size rules for the state’s API system and for AYP determinations, schools with fewer than 100 valid test scores in any of the three years evaluated (2007, 2008, and 2009) are excluded. Valid scores refer to the number of students continuously enrolled for a full academic year as defined in California’s Consolidated State Application Accountability Workbook. (Note: California has applied for a waiver to include a “minimum n” as part of the criteria for identifying schools.)
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No other exclusions are made.

Step 5: Identifying Schools Based on Academic Performance

Using the five groups of schools identified in Step 2, individual schools are identified based on their three-year proficiency rate until the five percent figure is reached. For example, within the “Elementary Schools in PI” group, the school with the lowest three-year average proficiency rate is identified first, followed by the school with the second lowest three-year average proficiency rate and so on until the figure representing five percent is reached.

Step 6: Identifying Schools Based on Graduation Rates

Federal guidance requires that in addition to the five percent of schools identified because of academic performance, schools in Tiers I and II be identified if the school’s graduation rate is below 60 percent over a number of years.

For this identification process, California employed the National Center for Educational Statistics (NCES) four-year completer rate for which we are approved to use until four years of longitudinal data are available through the California Longitudinal Pupil Achievement Data System (CALPADS). More information about the NCES four-year completer rate can be found in the 2009 Adequate Yearly Progress Information Guide located on the CDE’s AYP Web page.

The NCES four-year completer rate was evaluated for schools in Tier I and Tier II. Any school with a high school graduation rate below 60 percent in each of the last four years was included in the list. (Note: To be consistent with the n-size approved in California’s Accountability Workbook, only schools with 100 or more valid scores in each of the last four years were included in the analysis.)

Step 7: Completing the List of Persistently Lowest-Achieving Schools

The final step in the process is to add Tier I schools identified in Step 6 to the Tier I schools identified by academic performance, and then add Tier II schools identified in Step 6 to the Tier II schools identified by academic performance. Finally, Tier III schools (all other schools included in the Tier I pool but not identified as part of the lowest five percent are identified).

Lists of schools will be posted on the CDE Web page separately by Tier. An additional list indicating which schools were identified because of their high school graduation rate is also posted.
