ESSA Policy Option Factsheet: School Improvement

The Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) requires states to identify and provide additional supports to their lowest performing schools. California must describe how it will support school improvement activities in its ESSA State Plan. To inform State Board of Education (SBE) decision-making, the California Department of Education (CDE) is gathering information from diverse Californians regarding how to best support 
low-performing schools; specifically:

1. What is the most effective approach for supporting school improvement activities?
2. What approach should California take to fund school improvement activities?

Background Information
Over the past two decades, California has provided support to low-performing schools through a variety of state and federally funded initiatives. Such initiatives have generally taken the form of multi-year, intensive, needs-based approaches that include, but are not limited to, Comprehensive School Reform Demonstration Program, Quality Education Investment Act, High Priority Schools Grants, School Improvement Grants, and Program Improvement interventions. The interventions have generally focused on schools with varied levels of attention to school district systems or districtwide intervention.  
California’s new system of state academic standards, assessments, Local Control Funding Formula, and accountability create a statewide focus on performance, equity, and improvement. While all components of California’s new system will impact school improvement, the accountability system will provide schools with information on their strengths and weaknesses, point districts to where interventions need to occur, and help the State identify those schools most in need of support to improve outcomes for all students.

Under the ESSA, California must create a system of support for schools in need of intervention under two designations: comprehensive support and improvement (CSI) or targeted support and improvement (TSI). Schools identified for CSI are the lowest performing five percent of schools participating in Title I, high schools with less than 67 percent graduation rates, and Title I schools with one or more consistently underperforming subgroups over a number of years. TSI schools are defined as schools with one or more low-performing subgroups. Using this information, states are required to determine the types and levels of support they will provide to districts and schools identified for CSI or TSI. States are required to implement comprehensive support and improvement activities beginning in the 2018‒19 school year and targeted support and improvement activities beginning in the 2019‒20 school year.
Furthermore, states are required to reserve seven percent of their Title I allocation for school improvement activities. Ninety-five percent of the seven percent must be allocated to local educational agencies (LEA) with at least one school identified for CSI or TSI. The remaining five percent of the seven percent is used by the State to:
· Administer the grant funds, including establishing the method to allocate the funds to LEAs; 
· Provide technical assistance and monitor and evaluate the use of funds; and 
· Reduce barriers and provide operational flexibility for schools implementing improvement plans and activities.

Examples of past practice include competitive and formulary subgrants through federal and state opportunities specifically designed to turnaround and improve the 
lowest-performing schools (e.g., School Improvement Grants, High Priority Schools Grants, Program Improvement Grants). In addition, CDE has also funded regional networks and consortia to provide support (e.g., Statewide System of School Support and County Office of Education Regional Leads).
Relevant Statute
ESSA Section 1003(b) states: 

Of the amount reserved under subsection (a) for any fiscal year, the State educational agency—

(1)(A) shall allocate not less than 95 percent of that amount to make grants to local educational agencies on a formula or competitive basis, to serve schools implementing comprehensive support and improvement activities or targeted support and improvement activities under section 1111(d); or 
(B) may, with the approval of the local educational agency, directly provide for these activities or arrange for their provision through other entities such as school support teams, educational service agencies, or nonprofit or for-profit external providers with expertise in using evidence-based strategies to improve student achievement, instruction, and schools…
Comprehensive Support and Improvement: ESSA Section 1111(d)(1)(A–B) states that: 
Each State educational agency receiving funds under this part shall notify each LEA in the state of any school served by the LEA that is identified for comprehensive support and improvement under subsection (c)(4)(D)(i), [and] upon receiving such information from the State, the LEA shall, for each school identified by the State and in partnership with stakeholders (including principals and other school leaders, teachers, and parents), locally develop and implement a comprehensive support and improvement plan for the school to improve student outcomes, that— 

(i) is informed by all indicators described in subsection (c)(4)(B), including student performance against State-determined long-term goals; 

(ii) includes evidence-based interventions; 
(iii) is based on a school-level needs assessment; 
(iv) identifies resource inequities, which may include a review of local educational agency and school level budgeting, to be addressed through implementation of such comprehensive support and improvement plan; (v) is approved by the school, local educational agency, and State educational agency; and

(v) upon approval and implementation, is monitored and periodically reviewed by the State educational agency.
Targeted Support and Improvement: ESSA Section 1111(d)(2)(A–B) states that: 

Each state educational agency receiving funds under this part shall, using the meaningful differentiation of schools described in subsection (c)(4)(C)— 

(i) notify each local educational agency in the State of any school served by the local educational agency in which any subgroup of students is consistently underperforming, as described in subsection (c)(4)(C)(iii); and 

(ii) ensure such local educational agency provides notification to such school with respect to which subgroup or subgroups of  students in such school are consistently underperforming as described in subsection (c)(4)(C)(iii)…

Each school receiving a notification described in this paragraph, in partnership with stakeholders (including principals and other school leaders, teachers and parents), shall develop and implement a school-level targeted support and improvement plan to improve student outcomes based on the indicators in the statewide accountability system established under subsection (c)(4), for each subgroup of students that was the subject of notification that— 

(i) is informed by all indicators described in subsection (c)(4)(B),  including student performance against long-term goals; 

(ii) includes evidence-based interventions; 

(iii) is approved by the local educational agency prior to implementation of such plan; 

(iv)  is monitored, upon submission and implementation, by the local educational agency; and 

(v) results in additional action following unsuccessful implementation of such plan after a number of years as determined by the local educational agency.
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