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Introduction: 
Meeting the Third 
Leandro Tenet

Under Leandro, North Carolina is required to establish a comprehensive set of measures for evaluating the state’s 

progress toward providing every student with access to a sound basic education. Specifically, these measures 

must assess whether the state is:

1.	 Providing the resources necessary to support effective instructional programs in each school so that 

the educational needs of all children, including at-risk children, to have the equal opportunity to obtain 

a “sound basic education” can be met. A “sound basic education” is defined as one that will provide 

the student at least sufficient:

(a)	 ability to read, write, and speak the English language;

(b)	 knowledge of fundamental mathematics and physical science to enable the student to function in 

a complex and rapidly changing society;

(c)	 fundamental knowledge of geography, history, and basic economic and political systems to enable 

the student to make informed choices with regard to issues that affect the student personally or 

affect the student’s community, state, and nation;

(d)	 academic and vocational skills to enable the student to successfully engage in postsecondary edu-

cation or vocational training; and

(e)	 academic and vocational skills to enable the student to compete on an equal basis with others in 

further formal education or gainful employment in contemporary society;

2.	 Providing a competent, well-trained teacher who can implement effective educational methods that 

provide differentiated, individualized instruction, assessment, and remediation to the students in that 

classroom; and
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3.	 Ensuring each school is led by a well-trained, competent principal with the leadership skills and the 

ability to hire and retain competent, certified, and well-trained teachers who can implement an effec-

tive and cost-effective instructional program that meets the needs of at-risk children so that they can 

have the opportunity to obtain a sound basic education by achieving grade-level or above academic 

performance.

In addition to identifying a set of indicators of progress, the state must establish a system for using data from the 

measures these indicators are based on to identify how to address districts and schools not providing a sound 

basic education, including actions that are necessary and programmatic initiatives that need to be implemented. 

The requirements of the Supreme Court of North Carolina (the Court) provide North Carolina with an opening to 

call for a full set of indicators of students’ opportunities to learn and students’ access to a sound basic education. 

These types of research-based indicators include the following:

»» Access students have to an inclusive and supportive learning environment (e.g., using measures of school 

climate, chronic absenteeism, and suspension)

»» Access students have to a full array of college preparatory coursework (e.g., using a ratio that takes into 

account the number of students vs. the number of course sections, student completion of coursework, 

and students’ earning of college credit) and high-quality career and technical education (CTE) coursework

»» Access students have to learning tools, such as computers

»» Percentage of fully qualified teachers

»» Percentage of inexperienced teachers

»» Percentage of National Board–certified teachers

»» Qualifications of principals

Although North Carolina’s current accountability system under the federal Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) 

includes some indicators that could be used to measure progress toward Leandro, as a whole, the state’s system 

does not provide the information necessary to meet the previously described requirements. 

North Carolina’s Current Accountability System
Under ESSA, for elementary and middle schools, North Carolina measures school performance based on: 

(1) English language arts/reading and mathematics test scores; (2) science test scores; (3) English learner progress; 

and (4) growth (measured by the Education Value-Added Assessment System [EVAAS], a value-added growth 

model that includes student performance on English language arts [ELA], mathematics, and science assessments, 

which results in a composite growth value). For high schools, North Carolina measures school performance based 

on: (1) ELA/reading and mathematics test scores; (2) growth (measured by the EVAAS); (3) performance on the 
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biology end-of-course assessment; (4) math course rigor (measured by the percent of students passing the North 

Carolina Math 3 course); (5) four-year graduation rate; (6) English learner progress; and (7) student performance 

on ACT and ACT Workkeys college and workforce readiness exams.1 

Although not currently used as measures of school performance, North Carolina states in its ESSA plan that it will 

consider incorporating into its accountability system such additional indicators as chronic absenteeism, school 

climate, and a college- and career-ready index. North Carolina also currently has a web-based platform that 

provides state, district, and school report cards and reports on additional indicators (some of these indicators are 

described in Tables 1 and 2 in a subsequent section). 

Using the previously described performance measures, North Carolina designates schools as earning an A, B, 

C, D, or F based on the weight assigned to each measure. For elementary schools, 20% of the weight is based 

on student growth and 80% on performance on ELA/reading and mathematics test scores, science test scores, 

and English learner progress. For high schools, 20% of the weight is based on growth in the statewide ELA/

reading and mathematics assessments and 80% on performance on ELA/reading and mathematics test scores, 

the four-year graduation rate, English learner progress, performance on the biology end-of-course assessment, 

math course rigor, and performance on the ACT and ACT Workkeys exams.2

Although this approach to accountability meets the federal requirements under ESSA, North Carolina’s system 

falls significantly short in providing the information needed to determine whether each child has access to a 

sound basic education. 

This paper describes how North Carolina can establish an accountability system that meets the Leandro require-

ments while complying with federal law, including:

1.	 The data North Carolina could collect and use to track progress toward providing all students with a 

sound basic education, including indicators of opportunities to learn and postsecondary education 

and vocational readiness;

2.	 How data from these indicators could be incorporated into a system of accountability, improvement, 

and reporting, including tracking of these indicators; and

3.	 How to use data from these indicators to set performance goals and identify the appropriate strate-

gies, interventions, and use of resources.

(Note: Included within this series of reports is a companion report that focuses on North Carolina’s assess-

ment system.)
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Prioritizing 
High‑Leverage 
Equity Indicators 
in North Carolina’s 
Accountability System

As previously described, North Carolina’s accountability system is primarily based on measures of student per-

formance on assessments. The system does not include a set of indicators of opportunities to learn that could 

be used to measure progress toward meeting the Leandro tenets. These include measures that can capture how 

students, including at-risk students, are experiencing learning — meaning the extent to which a positive, inclu-

sive, supportive, and challenging learning environment is being provided. Information related to the resources 

provided to ensure that students have access to a sound basic education should also be incorporated into the 

system. This should also include access to well-trained and competent teachers and principals as explicitly 

required by the Court.

As the research reviewed in the next section of this report shows, data from these types of indicators can provide 

the state, districts, and schools with the information needed to determine which actions are required to ensure 

that all students have the opportunity for a sound basic education, including what actions are necessary and/or 

what programmatic initiatives should be implemented. Therefore, North Carolina’s accountability system would 

benefit from:

1.	 Using a measure of the extended-year graduation rate in addition to the four-year rate as part of the 

state’s graduation rate indicator (this could include the five-year rate, as data are already reported by 

the state);

2.	 Including an exclusionary discipline indicator measured at least by student suspension rates;

3.	 Including an indicator of school climate based on student surveys and other measures;
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4.	 Including an indicator of chronic student absenteeism using the measure already reported at the state 

(the rate of chronic absenteeism is based on students missing at least 10% of the school year);

5.	 Including a teacher and leader quality indicator based on multiple measures, such as licensure and 

experience; and

6.	 Including a college- and career-ready indicator based on multiple measures such as access to and 

performance in advanced coursework.

It is important to mention that these types of research-based indicators and their measures are supported by 

North Carolina principals. In a recent survey of North Carolina principals conducted for this series of reports, 

respondents identified school climate and safety, access to fully certified teachers, and access to a college- and 

career-ready curriculum as important indicators of equal opportunity to a high-quality education.

The following describes the research supporting each of these indicators, how other states are using these indi-

cators and the outcomes, and the status of these indicators and their measures in North Carolina, including which 

data North Carolina collects and for what purpose. 

Including an Indicator of the Use of 
Exclusionary Discipline

Research shows that the overuse of suspensions and expulsions, particularly for students of color, has contributed 

significantly to dropout rates and the perpetuation of the “school-to-prison pipeline.”3 Students of color and those 

with disabilities are suspended at a rate that is disproportionate to that of their White and nondisabled peers for 

comparable behaviors.4 High rates of school exclusion have been encouraged by zero-tolerance policies, which 

assign explicit, predetermined punishments to specific violations of school rules, regardless of the situation or 

the context of the behavior.5 Research suggests that a relatively lower use of out-of-school suspensions, after 

controlling for race and poverty, correlates with higher test scores, not lower.6 Students who are removed from 

school lose instructional time, tend to have lower academic success, higher rates of grade retention, and lower 

graduation rates, and are more likely to become involved in the juvenile justice system.7

North Carolina does collect and report data on suspension rates; however, it is not a formal indicator in its 

accountability system under ESSA.8 North Carolina has an opportunity to use this data to inform school improve-

ment efforts and measure progress toward meeting the tenets of Leandro. 

Nine states are using a measure of student suspensions in their statewide accountability and improvement sys-

tems (see Figure 1). 
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Figure 1. States Using an Indicator of School Discipline in Their Accountability System

North Carolina could adopt a similar approach. For example, West Virginia measures disciplinary exclusions in its 

Pre-K–12 accountability system as the percentage of students at each school who receive zero out-of-school sus-

pensions within a school year. The West Virginia Department of Education promotes nonexclusionary approaches 

to discipline, such as positive behavior programs, character education, peer mediation, conflict resolution, and 

prevention of harassment. West Virginia outlines recommendations to schools, such as responding to minor 

behavior violations with student conferences or changes in the student’s schedule rather than through the use 

of exclusionary practices.9 The state supports districts in using a tiered intervention approach that includes a 

comprehensive system of mental health services for students and provides training for educators in how to use 

both the state’s early warning system and a longitudinal data system that enables educators to sort and filter data 

based on academics, attendance, behavior, and other available data. As a result, educators are able to make timely 

and actionable subgroup-specific decisions that reduce disparities between student groups.10

Further, there are many examples of early success among states that have pursued these types of strategies 

prior to the passage of ESSA. For example, California prioritized improving school climate and reducing student 

suspensions as part of its new accountability plan in 2012 and carried them into the school improvement system 

under ESSA. It replaced zero-tolerance policies with legislation encouraging restorative practices, which help 

students understand the consequences of their actions and which enable them to make amends. It also devel-

oped standards for teachers and administrators fostering competencies in using such practices and teaching 

social-emotional skills.
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Between 2011 and 2016, suspensions in California declined by 34% and expulsions dropped by 40%. Meanwhile, 

California schools became safer: According to federal school safety data, school-based firearms incidents — 

which were well above the national average in 2009–10 — declined by more than 50% and were far below the 

national average in 2015–16.11 This is also true for rates of school-based fights, bullying incidents, and classroom 

disruptions. Graduation rates also improved substantially, from 74% for the class of 2010 to 83% for the class of 

2017.12

Including an Indicator of School Climate 
School climate is often thought of as “how a school feels,” that is, whether it feels safe and supportive for stu-

dents, staff, and families. A positive school climate reflects a school’s “norms, goals, values, interpersonal rela-

tionships, teaching and learning practices, and organizational structures.”13 Social and emotional learning (SEL) 

supports a positive school climate. Explicit teaching of social and emotional competencies enables children and 

adults to “acquire and effectively apply the knowledge, attitudes, and skills necessary to understand and manage 

emotions, set and achieve positive goals, feel and show empathy for others, establish and maintain positive 

relationships, and make responsible decisions.”14 The two are linked because as students and school personnel 

refine their social and emotional competence, school climate improves, just as the existence of a positive school 

climate creates the atmosphere within which SEL can take place.15

Providing a positive school climate also requires that staff learn social and emotional skills and their applications 

to a range of school practices, including school discipline and academic instruction that develop students’ abili-

ties to collaborate, problem-solve, and become self-directed, resourceful, and resilient.16 Well-implemented SEL 

programs are associated with positive outcomes, ranging from significantly better test scores to improved social 

skills, attitudes, and behavior.17 A positive school climate is associated with higher student achievement and 

educational attainment for all groups of students. Researchers at the University of Missouri and the University of 

Virginia found that school climate can reduce suspension rates by 10%.18

North Carolina does not have an identified school climate indicator reported statewide. North Carolina does 

include supporting student social and emotional needs in its multitiered system of support that is available to 

interested schools in the state.19 The state’s ESSA plan stated that it is considering developing a school climate 

indicator for accountability and improvement purposes.20 A school climate indicator could include measures of 

inclusive learning environments that meet the social, emotional, and academic needs of students. 

Other states are taking greater advantage of the opportunities under ESSA to improve school climate and meet 

the SEL needs of students through the use of data.21 Eight states are using student surveys to measure school cli-

mate in their statewide accountability systems (see Figure 2). Six of these states are also using survey data to inform 

their school improvement efforts. Sixteen additional states describe how they will use strategies for improving 

school climate in schools identified for support and improvement or as part of a broader statewide effort. For 

example, 6 of those additional 16 states are providing technical assistance that includes evidence-based strate-

gies for improving school climate, and 9 states are supporting a diagnostic/self-assessment process at the school 

level to identify areas of improvement as they relate to school climate. Eleven states, including North Carolina, 
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explicitly mention providing resources and support to schools to improve students’ social and emotional learning. 

Five of these states are addressing student SEL as a part of their overall school improvement support efforts. 

Figure 2. States Using an Indicator of School Climate in Their Accountability System

North Carolina could more closely follow the approach these states are taking to assess how students are expe-

riencing school and provide intervention and support where needed. For example, Maryland is using school 

climate surveys of students as an accountability indicator in all grades and an educator survey to support school 

improvement. Both student and educator surveys will include items in the same four domains: relationships, 

safety, engagement, and environment. These domains include the following subtopics: cultural and linguistic 

competence, relationships, school participation, emotional safety, physical safety, bullying, substance abuse, 

emergency readiness, physical environment, instructional environment, physical health, mental health, and 

discipline.22 Further, the Maryland Department of Education will develop and implement a multitiered system 

of support that will include partnerships between schools and community members to further sustain conflict 

resolution programs, reduce and eliminate disproportionality in discipline, provide a Youth Mental Health First 

Aid curriculum for staff, and implement wraparound services. 

Including an Indicator of Chronic Student Absenteeism
Chronic absenteeism — often defined as missing 10% or more of the school year — negatively impacts students’ 

school performance, high school graduation rates, and students’ overall success in adulthood. For example, after 

controlling for race or socioeconomic status, it has been shown that students who are chronically absent score 
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lower on tests, on average, than students with better attendance.23 Chronic absenteeism in early grades has been 

found to predict students’ levels of success in later grades and the likelihood of their dropping out of school. 

Students of color are disproportionately chronically absent compared with their White peers. Latinx students are 

11% more likely to be chronically absent, African American students are 36% more likely, and Native American 

and Pacific Islander students are more than 65% more likely to miss significant school time.24 

North Carolina collects and reports data on chronic absenteeism rates as required by ESSA; however, these 

data are not used for accountability purposes.25 Thirty-six states and the District of Columbia include the chronic 

absenteeism indicator in their accountability systems for identification purposes (see Figure 3).26

Figure 3. States Using an Indicator of Chronic Absenteeism Their Accountability System

North Carolina currently uses rates of chronic absenteeism to determine whether support in this area is needed as 

part of its approach to overall school improvement. However, North Carolina’s ESSA plan indicates that the state 

will consider including a chronic absenteeism rate for school identification and improvement purposes.

If North Carolina uses chronic absenteeism data in its accountability system for this purpose, there are a number 

of state practices it could consider. For example, Connecticut includes chronic absenteeism as a K–12 account-

ability measure and sets a goal of cutting average statewide rates to 5%.27 To do so, the state uses a multitiered 

approach that emphasizes early prevention, such as providing caring adult mentors who remind students of 

the importance of school attendance and create tailored attendance plans. Students who need more intensive 

interventions receive case management. Connecticut collects chronic absenteeism data, makes the data publicly 

available through its reporting system, and has built-in checks to ensure the quality of the data. These checks 
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include creating district and school attendance review teams, conducting data audits, and routinely analyzing 

attendance data.28 Connecticut’s efforts are beginning to show promise — the average chronic absenteeism rate 

has dropped from 11.5% during the 2011–12 school year to below 10% during the 2015–16 school year. 

Including an Indicator of College and Career Readiness
As previously described, lack of access to a meaningful, relevant curriculum affects student achievement, grad-

uation rates, and postsecondary success.29 Meeting the Leandro tenets requires providing full access to a sound 

basic education that prepares students for postsecondary education without the need for remediation. By 

including information regarding student access to and completion of college- and career-ready curricula in state 

accountability systems, states can assess student access, incentivize increasing students’ curriculum opportuni-

ties, and reveal whether additional resources and supports are needed.

Thirty-nine states, including North Carolina, and the District of Columbia are measuring college- and career-

ready learning opportunities by including measures of student access to, completion of, and/or performance in a 

college- and career-ready curriculum in their statewide accountability systems under ESSA to identify schools for 

support and improvement (see Figure 4).30 

Figure 4. States Using an Indicator of College and Career Readiness in Their 
Accountability System

North Carolina’s college- and career-readiness indicator incorporates student performance on a biology end-

of-course exam, an advanced mathematics assessment, and the ACT college entrance exam, as well as the 

percentage of students completing the ACT Workkeys assessments.31 
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In its current form, North Carolina’s college and career readiness indicator does not include measures of access 

to advanced curriculum or predictors of success.32 As such, data from this indicator will not provide the Court 

with the information it needs to assess progress toward Leandro. In addition, accountability systems that mea-

sure access to a college- and career-ready curriculum and a well-rounded education are especially important 

to principals from low-poverty schools. In a survey of North Carolina principals administered for these reports, 

principals from low-poverty schools identified access to a college- and career-ready curriculum and to gifted and 

talented (G&T) programs (as well as to music and arts programs) as important indicators of equal opportunity to 

high-quality education. 

North Carolina could look to other states that are including measures within this indicator that provide a more 

comprehensive and accurate set of data, such as opportunities for students to earn college credit and have 

access to rigorous coursework. 

For example, South Carolina is measuring college- and career-readiness using two student success indicators 

— the College and Career Readiness indicator and the Prepared for Success indicator. The College and Career 

Readiness indicator is based on whether the student completes or earns one or more of the following nine 

metrics: (1) an Advanced Placement (AP) test with a 3 or higher; (2) an International Baccalaureate (IB) test with 

a 4 or better; (3) a composite score of 1020 or higher on the SAT; (4) a composite score of 20 or higher on the 

ACT; (5) at least six credit hours in dual-credit courses with a grade of C or higher; (6) a CTE work-based certifica-

tion program with a state-recognized or nationally recognized industry credential; (7) a Silver, Gold, or Platinum 

National Career Readiness Certificate on Workkeys assessments; (8) a scaled score of 31 or higher on the Armed 

Services Vocational Aptitude Battery; or (9) a registered apprenticeship through a state-approved program. For 

transparency, graduation rates for each of the nine metrics are reported separately. The student success indicator 

is calculated by dividing the number of students who have met at least one of the nine metrics by the number of 

students in the grade 12 cohort.33 

South Carolina is also aiming to reduce the percentage of students who need to take remedial courses at the 

college level by 5% per year by analyzing and reporting the percentage of high school graduates enrolled as 

college freshmen in credit-bearing courses.34 Moreover, the state developed the Profile of the South Carolina 

Graduate, which includes life, academic, and career skills — such as knowing how to learn, how to engage in 

collaboration and teamwork, how to think critically, and how to solve problems — that students should have 

before they graduate. South Carolina’s goal is to have, by 2035, 90% of its students graduate with these skills.

North Carolina could include similar measures in its college- and career-readiness indicator. Further, the state 

could establish a profile of a North Carolina graduate that is aligned with both ESSA and Leandro requirements 

and that serves as the foundation for its design of a statewide system of accountability and support. 
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Including a Measure of the Extended-Year 
Graduation Rate

Under ESSA, all states are required to report on and incorporate into their accountability and improvement 

systems the four-year adjusted cohort graduation rate. ESSA allows states to include the use of an extended-year 

graduation rate. Data show that it can be extremely challenging for some students to graduate in four years. 

Reasons include incarceration, health issues, pregnancy, the need to work for subsistence, and missing credits. 

The latter is more commonly an issue for students with gaps in their education, students with special needs, and 

students who have immigrated with little prior education. Since students who are unable to graduate on time are 

often low-achieving, there is little incentive to keep them in school because when only a four-year graduation rate 

is used, such students depress both the achievement indicator and the graduation rate indicator. 

North Carolina is not using an extended-year graduation rate for school identification purposes under ESSA. 

However, the state does collect data on and report a five-year rate, therefore the data is available.35 Incorporating 

the use of an extended-year graduation rate into its accountability system recognizes and incentivizes school 

efforts to continue to work with the students — one in five — who do not graduate within four years. The data 

also provide the Court with a more accurate assessment of the number of students who are graduating from high 

school. 

Thirty-five states are including extended-year graduation rates in their statewide accountability systems (see 

Figure 5), recognizing the efforts of schools that provide opportunities to support students who do not graduate 

in four years. Sixteen of these states are measuring a five-year graduation rate only, and 19 of these states use a 

six- or seven-year graduation rate (sometimes in addition to the four- or five-year rate).36 States are also setting 

higher goals for the extended-year rate. For example, New Jersey tracks four- and five-year graduation rates with 

the statewide goal of having 95% of its students graduate within four years and 96% within five years by 2030, with 

the same long-term goal for every subgroup. It is important to note that as New Jersey set these new graduation 

goals, it also increased the rigor of its graduation requirements. 
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Figure 5. States Using an Extended-Year Graduation Rate in Their Accountability System

Several of the states incorporating these rates use them to identify gaps in graduation rates among subgroups 

and to have a more nuanced understanding of which students are graduating and after how many years. For 

example, Nebraska was an early adopter of measuring five- and six-year graduation rates. When using the 

extended-year rates instead of a four-year rate, the graduation gap between White students and students of 

color closed between 2 and 4 percentage points.37 Michigan, which uses a six-year rate, saw a 9% increase in the 

six-year graduation rate for economically disadvantaged students compared with the four-year rate.38 Although 

all states are committed to increasing the four-year graduation rate, the use of an extended-year graduation 

rate provides a more accurate assessment of how many students are completing high school, which schools are 

making progress, and which schools are still struggling to graduate all of their students.

Including an Indicator of Teacher and Leader Quality
As the Court recognized, teachers and principals in the state of North Carolina must be well trained and com-

petent. Multiple studies using North Carolina data analyze the quality and effectiveness of teachers who enter 

through different pathways, as well as of those who are National Board–certified.39 These studies underscore that 

teacher credentials and preparation impact student achievement. Furthermore, their findings are consistent with 
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the findings of a broader national body of research that teacher experience and qualifications matter to student 

achievement, especially to the achievement of students of color and those from low-income families.40 

At a minimum, teachers and leaders should satisfy North Carolina’s certification requirements, which should 

be aligned with the skills necessary to address the needs of a diverse group of students, especially the needs 

of at-risk students. Requirements might also include a teacher candidate performance assessment, such as the 

edTPA, whereby individuals have the opportunity to demonstrate and be measured on the skills and knowledge 

that all teachers need. 

Currently, North Carolina reports on a range of teacher and principal qualification measures. In its reporting on 

teachers, the state includes the number and percentage of fully licensed teachers, of teachers with an emergency 

certification, of teachers with an advanced degree, of National Board–certified teachers, and of teachers teaching 

outside their areas of certification. It also includes teachers’ years of experience. In its reporting on principals, the 

state includes the number of years of experience and principal performance based on evaluations. 

Research demonstrates links between the types of preparation experiences individuals receive and their ability 

to lead school effectively.41 In addition to the data the state already collects, North Carolina could consider mon-

itoring principal-preparation programs for the presence and quality of evidence-based features, such as targeted 

recruitment and selection of expert teachers with leadership potential, student-centered instruction, formalized 

mentoring, support through cohorts, partnerships between districts, and well-designed clinical experiences.42 

These data would further the state’s understanding regarding the extent to which it is preparing well-trained 

school leaders. 
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Using Measures of 
Growth to Assess 
School Performance

In addition to incorporating opportunity-to-learn indicators into an accountability system, growth, along with 

performance, is an effective and important measure of what the school is contributing to student learning. This 

provides information that can be used at the state and local levels to prioritize resources and supports for schools 

that are not providing components of a sound basic education and are not making any progress toward doing so. 

As described below, research demonstrates that due to the strong negative relationship between achievement 

and poverty at the school level, focusing primarily on achievement on certain indicators to evaluate a school’s 

performance and a school’s contribution to learning biases the evaluation system against schools that serve large 

percentages of economically disadvantaged students and rewards schools with wealthy populations. 

Although it is important to measure achievement, a high-growth school’s overall achievement level may remain 

relatively low since low-achieving students continually enter in lower grades and higher-achieving students 

graduate. Heavily weighting achievement fails to adequately recognize schools that are producing growth. High 

levels of growth over time lead to higher levels of achievement. Schools in North Carolina need time to increase 

achievement, and it is important to assess whether progress is being made using measures of growth, in addition 

to status on each indicator. As currently structured, school performance on almost all of North Carolina’s indica-

tors is based on status and not on growth in performance. 

The Benefits of Focusing on Performance and Growth
Measuring, reporting, and using growth in performance on individual indicators in accountability and improve-

ment systems is particularly useful for tracking gains and changes in equity gaps. Growth can describe whether 

the selected supports and interventions are working and where progress is being made. For example, focusing 

primarily on a percent-proficient measure fails to make distinctions among students or schools who are further 

away from or closer to cut points and among those who have made significant progress or have largely stagnated 

in their progress. Further, measures that rely solely on moving students across a threshold — for example, from 

“basic” to “proficient” — create the incentive to overdirect attention to students who have come to be called the 

“bubble kids” (students near the cut point) at the expense of others.43 
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Research also shows that an overemphasis on proficiency tends to advantage higher-performing, higher-income, 

low-minority districts compared with lower-performing, lower-income, and high-minority districts. This advantage 

is due to the strong negative relationship between achievement and poverty at the school level. This relationship 

between poverty and school outcomes in North Carolina public schools is demonstrated by Figure 6: Math, 

Reading, and Science Proficiency in North Carolina in High-Poverty vs. Low-Poverty Schools and by Figure 7: 

Math, English, Biology, and ACT Proficiency and Graduation Rates in North Carolina in High-Poverty vs. Low-

Poverty Schools. 

These figures show that, as stated above, focusing primarily on achievement to evaluate school performance 

biases the evaluation system against schools that serve large percentages of economically disadvantaged 

students from poverty and rewards schools with wealthy populations. Because status measures do not show 

what the school has contributed to student learning, growth measures should be a significant measure in eval-

uating schools. 

Figure 6. Math, Reading, and Science Proficiency in North Carolina in High-Poverty vs. 
Low‑Poverty Elementary Schools (ES), Middle Schools (MS), and High Schools (HS)

Source: Learning Policy Institute analysis of North Carolina Department of Public Instruction data. 
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Figure 7. Math, English, Biology, and ACT Proficiency and Graduation Rates in 
North Carolina in High-Poverty vs. Low-Poverty Elementary Schools (ES), Middle Schools 
(MS), and High Schools (HS)

Although it is important to measure achievement, a high-growth school’s overall achievement level may remain 

relatively low, since low-achieving students continually enter in lower grades and higher-achieving students grad-

uate. Heavily weighting achievement fails to adequately recognize schools that are producing growth. High levels 

of growth over time lead to higher levels of achievement. 

Schools need time to increase achievement, and it is important to assess whether progress is being made using 

measures of growth in addition to status on each indicator. Examining growth data provides a very different 

picture of whether learning is occurring at a school, as demonstrated by Figure 8: Growth in Math and Reading 

Proficiency in North Carolina in High-Poverty vs. Low-Poverty Schools. These data show that, contrary to the pic-

ture painted using achievement data alone, high-poverty schools are making significant contributions to student 

learning, comparable to the contributions to student learning made by low-poverty schools. 
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Figure 8. Growth in Math and Reading Proficiency in North Carolina in High-Poverty vs. 
Low-Poverty Elementary Schools (ES), Middle Schools (MS), and High Schools (HS)

There are a number of informative ways North Carolina could report and incorporate performance and growth 

within its accountability system and for the purposes of Leandro. This could include progress along the entire 

scale used to reflect scores, movement across score categories, or even a proficiency index. Reporting using 

scale scores can reveal, for example, that students moved, on average, from a score of 234 to 250 and that English 

learners moved from 208 to 240, a rate of improvement twice as great. All of these changes, however, might not 

have any effect on the percent-proficient measure or might affect it in ways that do not reflect the actual gains 

made. 

Using growth in school performance in other indicators shares similar benefits. This type of information across 

indicators would provide the Court with a more accurate assessment of which schools are making progress 

toward meeting the Leandro tenets and variations in the extent of that progress. Efficient use of resources is 

a requirement under Leandro. Schools that are not providing components of a sound basic education and not 

making any progress toward doing so should be prioritized when decisions regarding the use of resources are 

being made. This type of information can assist in those efforts. 
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Using the Additional Data 
Needed to Track Progress 
Toward Providing All 
Students With a Sound 
Basic Education

Based on the tenets established by the Court, there are additional data North Carolina should collect, report, and 

analyze to track progress toward providing all students with a sound basic education. These data can be orga-

nized into two categories: (1) indicators of opportunities to learn and of access to a sound basic education and 

(2) outcome indicators measuring postsecondary education and vocational readiness. The following describes 

evidence-based options for these indicators, how they can be measured, and the current status of their use in 

North Carolina. 

Indicators of Opportunities to Learn and of Access to a 
Sound Basic Education

Indicators of opportunities to learn and of access to a sound basic education can include measures of the extent 

to which students are learning in an inclusive environment that meets their social, emotional, and academic needs. 

This can include the extent to which there is access to a postsecondary education and vocational curriculum and 

whether they are taught and led by competent, well-trained teachers and principals. A school’s performance on 

these measures impacts student performance (and overall school performance) on postsecondary education and 

vocational readiness indicators.

For example, lack of access to a meaningful, relevant curriculum affects student achievement, graduation rates, 

and postsecondary success.44 A large body of research has shown that students have differential access to col-

lege preparatory curriculum and to high-quality career-technical programs that can lead to skilled employment 

in the modern economy.45 For example, schools with high proportions of students of color are much less likely to 
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offer advanced courses, such as calculus and physics, and across schools, students of color are underrepresented 

in AP courses and G&T programs, the kinds of settings in which higher-order skills are most purposefully devel-

oped.46 Research has also found that schools serving African American, Latinx, and Native American students are 

“bottom heavy” — that is, they offer fewer academic courses and fewer high-end career-technical options and 

more remedial and vocational courses training for low-status occupations.47 

In addition to curricular offerings, student access to a sound basic education is influenced by whether the con-

ditions for learning exist. This includes a positive and inclusive school climate as previously described. Measures 

of student opportunities to learn can include measures of school climate, such as parent, student, and teacher 

surveys, discipline rates, chronic absenteeism, and other measures capturing the conditions under which students 

are learning. 

By including data on access to a sound basic education and opportunities to learn, North Carolina can assess the 

achievement data within the context of more descriptive and meaningful data about equity in learning opportu-

nities. When indicators capturing information on the success of these efforts are reported by race and ethnicity, 

economic disadvantage, and language and special education status, they illustrate where there are inequalities 

that should be addressed in order to fulfill the requirements of the Leandro decision. 

Examples of these types of evidence-based indicators, how they can be measured, and whether North Carolina 

is collecting these data and for what purpose are described in Table 1: Indicators of Opportunities to Learn and 

of Access to a Sound Basic Education.

Table 1. Indicators of Opportunities to Learn and of Access to a Sound Basic Education

Indicator Measures of Opportunity and 
Progress Toward Opportunity

Status of the Data Availability and 
Use in North Carolina

Access to Advanced or 
College-Preparatory 
Coursework

•	 Percent of students enrolled by 
course, including advanced courses

•	 Student participation in and comple-
tion of AP/IB courses, dual enrollment, 
and early college programs

•	 Student participation in and comple-
tion of high-quality CTE programs

Collects data on student enrollment 
in, participation in, completion of, and 
performance in AP/IB courses, dual 
enrollment, and early college programs

Student Discipline •	 Number of incidences of in-school and 
out-of-school suspensions, expulsions, 
and referrals to law enforcement

•	 Length of these incidences

•	 Number of students receiving multiple 
suspensions, expulsions, or referrals

•	 Incident rates

Reports on state and district report cards 
the rates of in-school and out-of-school 
suspensions, expulsions, school-related 
arrests, referrals to law enforcement, and 
incidences of school violence, including 
bullying and harassment
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Indicator Measures of Opportunity and 
Progress Toward Opportunity

Status of the Data Availability and 
Use in North Carolina

School Climate (in 
addition to student 
discipline and chronic 
absenteeism)

•	 Student surveys

•	 Staff surveys 

•	 Parent surveys

Is considering including a school climate 
indicator in its accountability system for 
federal purposes

Chronic Absenteeism •	 Students missing 10% or more of 
the school year (which may exclude 
excused absences when being used 
for school identification purposes)

Reports chronic absenteeism rates 
(including both excused and unexcused 
absences) and uses the data to determine 
whether support in this area is needed 
as part of its approach to overall school 
improvement; is considering including it 
for school identification purposes

Teacher Quality •	 Number and percentage of fully 
licensed teachers, lateral-entry 
teachers, and teachers with an emer-
gency certification

•	 Percentage of teachers with advanced 
degrees

•	 Percentage of teachers who are 
National Board certified

•	 Percentage of teachers with fewer than 
three years of teaching experience

•	 Percentage of teachers assigned 
outside their area(s) of certification

•	 One-year teacher turnover rates

•	 Percentage of teachers chronically 
absent (e.g., 10% or more of the 
school year)

Reports on state and district report cards 
in the aggregate and disaggregated by 
high-poverty compared with low-poverty 
schools the number and percentage of:

•	 Inexperienced teachers, principals, 
and other school leaders

•	 Teachers teaching with emergency or 
provisional credentials

•	 Teachers who are not teaching in the 
subject or field for which the teacher is 
certified or licensed

•	 Distribution of National Board–
certified teachers

At the school, district, and state level, 
reports on and makes available data on 
chronic teacher absenteeism and teacher 
turnover rates 

Principal Quality •	 Years of principal experience

•	 Principal performance on evaluation

•	 Annual average principal turnover rate 
at the district level

Makes data available at the school, 
district, and state level

Preschool Access Number and percentage of students 
enrolled in preschool programs by type of 
program (e.g., Head Start, state or private 
preschool, family-based program)

Reports the number and percentage of 
students enrolled in preschool programs; 
select data available through NC Pre-K
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Indicator Measures of Opportunity and 
Progress Toward Opportunity

Status of the Data Availability and 
Use in North Carolina

Sufficient Resources 
and Funding Provided

•	 Availability of instructional materials, 
textbooks, and computers 

•	 Ratio of students to guidance 
counselors, social worker, nurses, and 
librarians

•	 Dollars per pupil 

•	 Instructional dollars per pupil

Reports on state and district report cards 
the per-pupil expenditures of federal, 
state, and local funds, including actual 
personnel expenditures and actual 
nonpersonnel expenditures of federal, 
state, and local funds, disaggregated by 
source of funds, for each local educational 
agency and each school in the state for 
the preceding fiscal year; North Carolina 
Teacher Working Conditions Survey 
provides data from teachers on access 
to instructional materials, computers, 
software, and other resources

Class Size •	 Average class size at each grade level

•	 Pupil-teacher ratio

Reports average class size at the school, 
district, and state level

The inclusion of each of these indicators within North Carolina’s accountability system for either school identifica-

tion, improvement, or reporting purposes can provide a comprehensive set of data to assess student opportuni-

ties to learn and student access to a sound basic education. As described in further detail below, research shows 

that improvement on these indicators results in improved academic outcomes for students and are predictors of 

student success.

A Deeper Look at Key Indicators of Opportunities to 
Learn and of Access to a Sound Basic Education

Access to Advanced and/or College Preparatory Coursework
In addition to measures of student performance in a college preparatory curriculum, including AP and IB courses, 

availability and completion of such coursework provide a more complete picture of student opportunity and 

access. According to a report by the Equity and Excellence Commission, inequities in educational opportunities 

are perpetuated through differentiated access to a high-quality curriculum that focuses on critical thinking skills 

and prepares students for college and careers. 

A large body of research has shown that students have differentiated access to college preparatory curriculum and 

to high-quality career-technical programs that are aimed at skilled employment in the modern economy.48 The 

U.S. Department of Education’s Office for Civil Rights reports, for example, that schools with high proportions of 

African American and Latinx students are much less likely to offer advanced courses like calculus and that, across 

schools, African American and Latinx students are underrepresented in AP courses and G&T programs—the 

kinds of settings in which higher-order skills are most purposefully developed.49



USING THE ADDITIONAL DATA NEEDED TO TRACK PROGRESS TOWARD PROVIDING ALL STUDENTS WITH A SOUND BASIC EDUCATION 23
 

A lack of access to these curricular opportunities, in part a result of the early sorting of children into different 

curriculum tracks, often prevents students from encountering and acquiring the knowledge and skills they need 

to succeed in subsequent grades.50 Research shows that dropping out of school is more often than not the final 

stage in a cumulative process of increasing disengagement from school, the moment when students decide it 

offers them little of interest or utility.51 Lack of access to a meaningful, relevant curriculum disengages students 

from school and affects student achievement, graduation, and postsecondary success. 

Student Discipline
Over the past several decades, researchers have noted that the overuse of suspensions and expulsions, particu-

larly for students of color, has contributed significantly to dropout rates and the perpetuation of the “school-to-

prison pipeline.”52 Further, students of color and those with disabilities are suspended at a rate that is dispropor-

tionate to that of their White and nondisabled peers for comparable behaviors.53 High rates of school exclusion 

have been encouraged by zero-tolerance policies, which assign explicit, predetermined punishments to specific 

violations of school rules, regardless of the situation or the context of the behavior.54

School Climate
As previously described, school climate is often thought of as “how a school feels,” that is, whether it feels safe 

and supportive for students, staff, and families. A positive school climate reflects a school’s “norms, goals, values, 

interpersonal relationships, teaching and learning practices, and organizational structures.”55 Social and emo-

tional learning supports a positive school climate. Explicit teaching of social and emotional competencies enables 

children and adults to “acquire and effectively apply the knowledge, attitudes, and skills necessary to understand 

and manage emotions, set and achieve positive goals, feel and show empathy for others, establish and maintain 

positive relationships, and make responsible decisions.”56 School climate and SEL are linked because as students 

and school personnel refine their social and emotional competence, school climate improves, just as the exis-

tence of a positive school climate creates the atmosphere within which SEL can take place.57

Chronic Absenteeism
Chronic absenteeism — often defined as missing 10% or more of the school year — negatively impacts students’ 

school performance, high school graduation rates, and students’ overall success in adulthood. For example, 

students who are chronically absent score lower on tests, on average, than students with better attendance, after 

controlling for race or socioeconomic status.58 Chronic absenteeism in early grades has been found to predict 

students’ levels of success in later grades and the likelihood of dropping out of school. Students of color are 

disproportionately chronically absent compared with their White peers. Latinx students are 11% more likely to 

be chronically absent, African American students are 36% more likely, and Native American and Pacific Islander 

students are more than 65% more likely to miss significant school time.59
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Teacher and Leader Quality
As discussed in the accompanying teacher supply and demand report, teacher quality is influenced by prepara-

tion, certification, and experience. Multiple studies using North Carolina data analyze the quality and effective-

ness of teachers who enter through different pathways, as well as those who are National Board certified.60 These 

studies underscore that teacher credentials and preparation impact student achievement. Furthermore, North 

Carolina literature is consistent with the findings of a broader national body of research that teacher experience 

and qualifications matter to student achievement, especially to the achievement of students of color and those 

from low-income families.61

Teacher turnover also impacts student opportunities to learn and achievement. In particular, when turnover con-

tributes to teacher shortages, schools often respond by hiring inexperienced or unqualified teachers, increasing 

class sizes, or cutting class offerings, all of which impact student learning.62 In addition, turnover impacts the 

achievement of all students in a school, not just those with a new teacher, by disrupting school stability, collegial 

relationships, collaboration, and the accumulation of institutional knowledge.63 Research is clear that both teacher 

inexperience and turnover rate negatively impact student learning.64

Further, the costs of teacher turnover are disproportionately borne by students in hard-to-staff schools, typically 

those serving primarily students of color and students in poverty, which are more likely to rely upon uncertified 

teachers who are often hired as a last resort when fully certified teachers are not available. In 2013–14, the quarter 

of schools enrolling the most students of color nationally had four times as many uncertified teachers as the 

quarter of schools enrolling the fewest students of color. Uncertified teachers were also more common in schools 

serving the most students eligible for free and reduced-price lunch than in those with the fewest.65

In addition, teacher absenteeism can negatively impact student achievement.66 Schools with persistently high 

rates of teacher absenteeism are much more likely to serve low-income students than high-income students.67 

Principals are the second most important school-level factor associated with student achievement — right 

after teachers.68 As one study notes, “There are virtually no documented instances of troubled schools being 

turned around without intervention by a powerful leader.”69 This conclusion has been bolstered in recent years 

by numerous studies that associate increased principal quality with gains in high school graduation rates70 and 

student achievement.71 For example, one study found that a 34% improvement in principal quality was associated 

with increased student achievement, which was equivalent to more than four weeks of additional learning in 

reading and more than six weeks in mathematics.72

Principal preparation contributes to their effectiveness. Several studies find improved leadership outcomes and 

student achievement outcomes due to principal preparation. For example, exemplary leadership preparation 

programs (i.e., those rated with high program and internship quality) are positively associated with what principals 

learned in their programs about organizational and instructional leadership.73 This learning was positively asso-

ciated with the frequency with which principals engaged in instructional leadership activity, which, in turn, was 

positively associated with school improvement and a positive school climate. 
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Principal preparation also positively impacts teacher satisfaction and effectiveness. One study finds that teachers 

whose principals had participated in one of the innovative leadership preparation programs under study were 

more likely to rate their principals’ leadership practices highly and, through that, had higher job satisfaction 

and teacher collaboration ratings. Innovative preparation programs were those evaluated to have, among other 

features, pedagogical practices emphasizing active learning strategies, coherent and high-quality programs of 

study, and high internship quality. In addition, graduates of innovative, research-based principal preparation pro-

grams are more effective in developing high-quality teacher teams, resulting in greater student learning gains.74 

These findings “underscore the importance of investing in quality leadership preparation.”75 

Turnover in school leadership can result in a decrease in student achievement. Studies in North Carolina,76 

Texas,77 and multiple urban districts78 have found a clear relationship between principal turnover and lower gains 

in student test scores across grade levels and subjects.79 This relationship is stronger in schools serving large 

proportions of students of color80 and high-poverty, low-achieving schools — the schools whose students most 

rely on education for their future success.81 There is also evidence that principal turnover results in higher teacher 

turnover,82 which, in turn, negatively impacts student achievement.83 Principal turnover is also costly in terms of 

financial resources. One report estimates the cost to develop, hire, and onboard each principal is about $75,000.84 

Further, high principal turnover rates can contribute to schools being led by less-experienced principals, who 

research shows are less effective than experienced principals.85

Unfortunately, North Carolina’s principals are not equitably distributed. One study found that across a range of 

quality measures — principal test scores, competitiveness of undergraduate university, experience — principals 

in high-poverty schools scored worse than their counterparts in more affluent schools.86 

Preschool Access
High-quality preschool gives children a strong start on the path that leads to college or a career. Research shows 

that all children benefit from high-quality preschool, with low-income children and English learners benefiting the 

most.87 A substantial number of studies demonstrate the benefits of high-quality Pre-K programs.88 These include 

long-term research on Perry Preschool, the Abecedarian Project, and the Chicago Child-Parent Centers, as well as 

ongoing studies of the preschool programs in Tulsa and Boston and of New Jersey’s Abbott Preschool Program, 

among others. Economists also have shown the benefits of early education investments, which generate approx-

imately $7 for every dollar invested.89 However, the potential of preschool can be realized only if programs are of 

high quality.

In addition to access to high-quality preschool, there are several measures that would support assessment of 

the state’s progress toward meeting its responsibilities under Leandro. These include measuring the length of 

day, length of school year, Quality Rating and Improvement System (QRIS) rating, and access to developmental 

screenings. For each of these indicators, building a data system that allows the state to disaggregate and report 

data by county and by communities within counties by poverty level will be critical to assess whether all at-risk 

students have equitable access to Pre-K. Such a data system will identify any gaps or areas where high-quality 

Pre-K options are absent. In addition, turnover among early childhood staff is a concern because continuity of 

care is an important dimension of quality in early childhood education — one that helps to support the formation 
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of stable and sensitive relationships between children and the adults who care for them.90 For this reason, gath-

ering sufficient data to report turnover of early childhood education staff should also be considered alongside 

K–12 teacher and principal turnover measures.

Sufficient Resources: Integrated Student Supports
Providing sufficient resources includes providing integrated student supports (the impact of school funding on 

student achievement is discussed in greater detail in the accompanying report on school finance). Integrated 

student supports (ISSs) are a school-based approach to promoting students’ academic success by developing or 

securing and coordinating supports that target academic and nonacademic barriers to achievement.91 The types 

of school-based supports vary depending on local needs, but often consist of medical care, dental services, 

mental health supports, tutoring, mentoring, resources for families, housing assistance, and nutrition programs.92 

Research shows all students benefit from receiving these school-based interventions, but ISSs are particularly 

impactful for historically underserved students who often show improvements in attendance, behavior, social 

well-being, and academic achievement.93

Further, one study designed to assess whether ISSs improved academic and nonacademic outcomes finds signif-

icant positive effects for students’ progress in school, attendance, mathematics achievement, reading achieve-

ment, and overall grade point average.94 More specifically, the study finds significant decreases in grade retention, 

dropout rates, and chronic absenteeism, along with significant increases in attendance rates and mathematics 

scores when integrated student supports are provided.95

Class Size
Reducing class size can be an effective strategy for improving student outcomes under some circumstances. 

However, the effects appear to vary depending on the age and character of the students and the extent of 

class-size reduction pursued. And they assume that other variables, such as the quality of teachers and curric-

ulum, remain constant. For example, a meta-analysis of 77 studies exploring the effects of class size found that 

smaller class sizes were associated with improved student achievement, with the greatest effects when certain 

smaller-class-size thresholds were reached. For example, reducing a class size of 40 students to a class of no more 

than 20 students or a class of 25 students to a class of 10 to 15 students produced the greatest gains in student 

achievement.96

Similarly, the well-known experimental study of Tennessee’s Project Student-Teacher Achievement Ratio found 

that reducing class sizes below certain threshold levels in kindergarten and first, second, and third grades 

improved student achievement, with benefits persisting through at least five years after being assigned a smaller 

class.97 Classes of fewer than 18 students made greater gains in their achievement on standardized tests than 

students in regular-sized classes (22 to 25 students). The effect of being in a small class was nearly twice as large 

for students of color compared with their white peers. Test score gains were greatest for children in kindergarten 

and first grade, with persistent long-term effects on a variety of academic outcomes in middle and high school.98 

Studies of Wisconsin’s statewide class-size-reduction experiment found that reducing student-teacher ratios in 
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kindergarten and first, second, and third grades to fewer than 15 students per teacher (compared with ratios 

of 21:1 and 25:1) was associated with improved student achievement. The largest benefits from smaller class 

sizes were experienced by African American students and students in urban districts with large proportions of 

low-income students.99 

In sum, positive results, especially for low-income students and students of color, have been found in the liter-

ature when class-size-reduction programs are well designed, meet a relatively low threshold of class size (in the 

vicinity of 15 to 18 students), and are implemented in the early grades.

Postsecondary Education and Vocational 
Readiness Indicators

Under Leandro, postsecondary education and vocational readiness indicators should measure whether students 

have gained the academic and vocational skills necessary to successfully engage in postsecondary education or 

vocational training and compete on an equal basis with others in further formal education or gainful employment 

in contemporary society. For example, these indicators could include measures of student academic performance 

and growth and high school graduation rates. 

As required under ESSA, North Carolina’s accountability system includes these measures. However, under 

Leandro, the definition of a sound basic education is more comprehensive than federal requirements for math 

and ELA proficiency, requiring additional measures to be incorporated.

Therefore, an accountability system that measures progress under Leandro needs to assess student success and 

growth across additional areas of content. These include science (which North Carolina includes in its account-

ability system under ESSA), history, geography, and the acquisition of skills that prepare them to succeed and 

compete on an equal basis with others in postsecondary education or vocational training. 

In addition to performance and growth on annual assessments, research shows that other predictors of post-

secondary success include student performance in AP, IB, dual enrollment, and early college programs and the 

completion of a CTE pathway. Further, because acquisition of these skills for some students may take longer 

than the standard number of years or be provided in different educational settings, the accountability system 

should be inclusive of these students, for example, by including extended-year graduation rates and alternative 

educational settings. 

Examples of these types of evidence-based indicators, how they can be measured, and whether North Carolina 

is collecting these data and for what purpose are described in Table 2: Postsecondary Education and Vocational 

Readiness Indicators.
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Table 2. Postsecondary Education and Vocational Readiness Indicators

Indicator Options for Measures of 
Performance and Progress 

Status of the Data Availability and Use in 
North Carolina

Academic 
Achievement

•	 Student performance on annual 
assessments including math, ELA, 
science, history, and geography

•	 Student growth on annual assess-
ments including math, ELA, science, 
history, and geography

•	 Number and percentage of English 
learners achieving English language 
proficiency

Uses for federal accountability purposes:

•	 North Carolina math scores, math end-of-grade 
(EOG) scores, ELA/reading EOG scores

•	 Growth (ELA/reading, math, and science)

•	 Number/percentage of English learners 
achieving English language proficiency

High School 
Graduation

•	 Four-year adjusted cohort graduation 
rate

•	 Five-, six-, and/or seven-year 
adjusted cohort graduation rate

Uses for federal accountability purposes:

•	 Four-year adjusted cohort graduation rate 

•	 Data reports on:

•	 Five-year graduation rate

College 
and Career 
Readiness

•	 Student performance on the ACT/
SAT college entrance exam, AP and 
IB exams, and the ACT Workkeys 
assessment on career readiness

•	 Students earning a seal of biliteracy

•	 Students earning an advanced state 
diploma 

•	 Students earning postsecondary 
education credit

•	 Students earning industry creden-
tials/CTE program completion

•	 Military acceptance and/or perfor-
mance on military readiness exam

Uses for federal accountability purposes:

•	 Student performance on biology end-of-course 
exams

•	 Advanced mathematics assessment

•	 ACT college entrance exam

•	 Students completing the ACT Workkeys 
assessments

Data reports on:

•	 Number and percentage of students still in high 
school who are enrolled in accelerated course-
work, such as AP/IB courses and examinations, 
and who earn postsecondary credit through, 
for example, dual or concurrent enrollment 
programs 

•	 Results on the state academic assessments 
in reading and mathematics in grades 4 and 
8 of the National Assessment of Educational 
Progress compared with the national average of 
such results

•	 Where available, for each high school the per-
centage of graduates who enroll in programs 
of public postsecondary education in the state 
in the subsequent academic year and where 
available and to the extent practicable, the per-
centage of graduates who enroll in programs of 
private postsecondary education in the state or 
outside the state in that same year
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Indicator Options for Measures of 
Performance and Progress 

Status of the Data Availability and Use in 
North Carolina

Students 
on Track to 
Graduate

•	 Credit accumulation

•	 Grades

•	 Attendance

•	 Behavior

Collects data on:

•	 Credit accumulation

•	 Course performance

•	 Attendance

•	 Discipline

Postsecondary 
Education and 
Workforce 
Outcomes

•	 Postsecondary enrollment, atten-
dance, and completion rates

•	 Workforce training program 
completion

•	 Military enlistment

Via the North Carolina SchoolWorks System, 
collects data that is available for five years on:

•	 Postsecondary outcome, including enrollment, 
attendance, and completion rates

•	 Workforce training program completion 

•	 Military enlistment 

A Deeper Look at Key Postsecondary Education and 
Vocational Readiness Indicators

The following describes the research showing how these indicators can accurately measure postsecondary edu-

cation and vocational readiness and progress at the school level toward meeting the Leandro tenets. 

Academic Achievement 
When fully aligned with the state’s challenging academic standards, state assessments can measure progress 

on academic achievement indicators, which contributes to our understanding of student readiness for postsec-

ondary education and vocation. High-quality assessment systems should have the capacity to provide students 

with innovative and effective opportunities to demonstrate higher-order thinking skills and the full breadth and 

depth of the state’s challenging academic standards. Under ESSA, these assessments must also have the capacity 

to differentiate across all levels of student performance as well as by subgroups of students and provide the 

required, comparable determinations of grade-level performance and academic proficiency.100

The assessments adopted by North Carolina to measure student achievement should be fully aligned with the 

state’s challenging academic standards in order to be an accurate measure of progress toward the requirements 

under Leandro. For example, an American Institutes for Research study finds that college entrance exams, such 

as the ACT and the SAT, in their current form lack sufficient test questions to differentiate among low-performing 

students. According to the study, one state implementing the ACT was unable to provide accurate data for 

87% of the state’s English learners, 71% of the state’s students with disabilities, and 31% of the state’s economi-

cally disadvantaged students.101 Further, according to a report by the Human Resources Research Organization, 

when comparing the ACT with the Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for College and Career and Smarter 

http://www.dpi.state.nc.us/data/ncp-20w/
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Balanced assessments, the ACT consistently scored lower in the areas of math and ELA/literacy content and 

depth when evaluated against the common core state standards.102

One example of a high-quality high school assessment that allows for meaningful differentiation of student 

performance and broader coverage of the standards is the graduation portfolio approach used by some 

states and several networks of schools. For example, the New York Performance Standards Consortium (the 

Consortium) developed and implemented a student-focused performance assessment system in 28 member 

schools throughout New York City and New York state.103 Using common rubrics and moderated scoring, the 

performance assessment is aligned to the state’s learning standards and requires students to demonstrate con-

tent knowledge, critical thinking, and performance skills related to literary analysis and writing; mathematical 

modeling, calculation, and problem solving; research, analysis, and expository writing; scientific investigation; 

uses of technology; and public speaking. 

New York’s set of assessments provides “evidence that students are receiving a broad range of academic and 

social skills”104 needed for success in college and careers. Students participating in the Consortium have higher 

graduation rates than other New York City high school students, across subgroups, and better postsecondary 

education outcomes than both the state rate and the national rate.105 Student achievement is a valid and reliable 

measure under Leandro when the state assessment system is fully aligned with the state’s challenging academic 

standards and provides students the opportunity to demonstrate the knowledge and schools required by the 

Court.

High School Graduation Rates
North Carolina’s high school graduation requirements are aligned with the skills identified by the Court (see 

Appendix A: North Carolina’s High School Graduation Requirements). Therefore, student attainment of a stan-

dard North Carolina high school diploma is an effective measure of whether the requirements under Leandro are 

being met. The federal government requires the reporting and use of the percentage of high school students 

who obtain a regular high school diploma in four years. As previously discussed, although the four-year adjusted 

cohort graduation rate provides a much-needed common measure of graduation, when used in an accountability 

system, it removes incentives and recognition for schools to keep working with struggling youth to help them 

graduate in five or six years. 

For a variety of reasons, it is extremely challenging for some students to obtain a regular diploma and graduate 

in four years. Those reasons may include everything from incarceration to health issues to pregnancy to employ-

ment necessary for subsistence. And those who have gaps in their education, who have special needs, or who 

have immigrated with little prior education may be missing credits. One in five students does not graduate within 

four years (with much higher proportions in high-need communities), and the use of extended-year graduation 

recognizes and incentivizes the efforts of schools that continue to work with students who need additional time 

to earn a high school diploma.106



USING THE ADDITIONAL DATA NEEDED TO TRACK PROGRESS TOWARD PROVIDING ALL STUDENTS WITH A SOUND BASIC EDUCATION 31
 

College and Career Readiness
Research demonstrates that taking college preparatory coursework in high school correlates with several indi-

cators of college readiness, from college enrollment107 and grades108 to persistence and completion.109 Similar 

research shows that students enrolled in career academies (which blend academic preparation with well-de-

signed experiential learning in occupational fields) graduate from high school110 and enroll in community college 

at higher rates,111 are more prepared for college coursework,112 and experience higher wages and greater employ-

ment stability.113 The importance of access in addition to performance in these courses is discussed in greater 

detail later in this paper. 

On Track to Graduate
Research shows that students who complete the ninth grade on track to graduate within four years are almost four 

times more likely to graduate from high school than those who are not on track.114 Further, a “student’s on-track 

status is more predictive of high school graduation than their race/ethnicity, level of poverty, or test scores.” At 

a minimum, this indicator would be based on a measure of whether a student has (1) enough credits to move to 

the 10th grade and (2) earned no more than one F in a core course per semester. This indicator could also include 

measures of suspension and chronic absenteeism, which can interfere with a student staying on track to graduate 

and are, as previously described, predictive of dropping out of high school. Although this indicator would be 

reported annually under state accountability and improvement systems, more frequent access at the school level 

to data from this indicator can support early and timely intervention during a critical transition time for students. 
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Effectively Using 
Indicators to Monitor 
Whether Students Are 
Receiving a Sound 
Basic Education

How North Carolina uses the previously described indicators is as important as which indicators North Carolina 

selects. Under ESSA, North Carolina “weights” performance on a limited number of indicators and rolls up 

performance into a single summative rating (A, B, C, D, or F). Unfortunately, this approach to describing and 

reporting school success obscures performance on individual indicators, focusing attention on the summative 

rating, but not on the individual components and whether they are improving. 

North Carolina is not federally required to use this approach to measure and report on school progress. There 

is no requirement under ESSA that states produce a single summative rating on which to rank all of the schools 

in order to identify the lowest-performing 5% of schools or adopt an index or grading system. Therefore, North 

Carolina has an opportunity to modify its current approach and instead use an approach that can identify the low-

est-performing 5% of schools and measure school progress toward meeting the tenets of Leandro for providing 

a sound basic education. 

The Limitations of a Single Summative Rating Approach 
to Evaluating School Performance and Progress

Just as parents want and need report cards that show how their children are learning in different subjects — 

reading, math, science, social studies — as well as how they are attending and behaving in the classroom, under 

Leandro, North Carolina needs reporting systems that allow the state to identify how students are doing in 
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particular areas so that useful interventions can be designed for and targeted to those who need them. This 

requires a set of indicators that are individually reported, not a single summative rating. 

In addition, use of a single summative score can undermine subgroup accountability. When multiple indicators 

are aggregated together to yield a summative score, student subgroup performance can be hidden, making it 

difficult to identify and understand how improvement efforts should be focused. For example, in one state that 

produces a single summative A–F letter grade, the average proficiency rate for African American students in 

schools that received an A rating was only 58%.115 In another state that uses a single summative rating, 183 high 

schools received the highest rating within the state accountability system while having at least one subgroup with 

a graduation rate below 70%.116 

Important factors and data related to school performance can be overlooked when they are buried underneath a 

single summative score — meaning that schools identified for improvement may not have a clear understanding 

of where and how they should focus their attention. This can result in students’ and schools’ needs being unidenti-

fied and unaddressed. For example, an analysis of schools within California’s CORE districts117 found the following:

»» Of the schools in the bottom 5% of all schools on the measure of academic performance, only 40% are 

identified as Comprehensive Support and Improvement schools using the summative measure.

»» Of the 14% of schools that are in the bottom 5% on any single indicator, 71% are not identified as being in 

the bottom 5% of all schools on the summative index.

The analysis concludes that “by aggregating across measures that represent very different dimensions of perfor-

mance, the summative score may not identify schools that are low on one measure if they are even average on 

another. Depending upon the state’s accountability system, the use of a single summative score for the purpose 

of school identification could prevent schools with low performance on one or more academic indicators from 

getting the support and resources they need.”118

The importance of the approach North Carolina takes in using the system’s indicators to identify whether schools 

are making progress toward Leandro should not be underestimated. Different approaches will identify different 

schools, even when using the same set of indicators. Although summative ratings can be simple to create and 

understand, they could fail to identify schools with acute levels of low performance on particular indicators that 

get masked when rolled into a single rating. Decision rules, in contrast, can more systematically set minimum 

performance thresholds that a state deems acceptable or can ensure that certain prioritized indicators are always 

taken into account.

Alternatives to a Single Summative Approach
There are a number of approaches that North Carolina could consider that have been adopted by states moving 

away from the use of a single summative score because they found it masked areas of needed improvement. 

California, Colorado, Iowa, Kentucky, New Hampshire, Oregon, Pennsylvania, South Carolina, Vermont, Virginia, 
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and West Virginia are implementing new accountability systems focused on better information for school identi-

fication, intervention, and improvement.119 

Several of these states have previously used a single measure, such as an index or a grading scheme similar to 

North Carolina and found that it impeded useful approaches to identifying schools in need of assistance and 

supporting continuous improvement across all schools. Their experience was that large amounts of resources 

and attention were directed to the single summative score at the expense of many other factors that impact 

teaching and learning. Schools may become complacent in making progress if they ranked above an arbitrary cut 

point, rather than paying attention to continuously improving performance on every indicator and for subgroups 

of students. Important factors and data were forgotten because they were buried underneath the score, and 

schools identified for improvement often did not have a clear understanding of where and how they should focus 

their attention. In many cases, this resulted in students’ and schools’ needs being unidentified and unaddressed.

For example, Vermont used a comparison of the data shown in Figure 9: School Averages Using a Single 

Summative Score Approach in Vermont and Figure 10: School Averages Using an Aggregate Approach in 

Vermont to determine that the use of a single summative score for schools would result in more low-performing 

schools being overlooked than would the use of an alternative approach (aggregating the number of struggling 

areas). The data show that using a single summative score would identify Frakes Secondary School as being in 

the bottom 5% (Figure 9), but it would miss the even lower graduation rates at Madson and Solina high schools, 

the lower mathematics performance at Darwish Secondary School, and the lower reading performance at Lindsay 

High School. The low performance by these schools on different indicators would be revealed using an approach 

that shows school performance across multiple measures (Figure 10). 
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Figure 9. School Averages Using a Single Summative Score Approach in Vermont

Figure 10. School Averages Using an Aggregate Approach in Vermont
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Vermont’s aggregate approach can be used to identify for support the neediest schools in each indicator area 

(e.g., those that are the lowest performing and are not improving). These determinations of need can also focus 

on particular subgroups that are not improving within a given area. 

This type of approach would enable North Carolina to identify schools that are low performing and are not 

improving (or that have large, persistent equity gaps) and to provide focused intensive assistance to those schools 

to help them improve in that area. For example, North Carolina could identify and work with a group of schools 

that are not making sufficient progress in supporting English language proficiency gains by organizing research 

about what works, examples of local schools that have strongly improved and can be visited and studied, curric-

ulum materials and program models that can be adopted, professional development for educators, and coaches 

who work directly in the schools. Just as targeted interventions can be organized for students who are struggling 

in a particular area, so also can interventions be organized to support networks of schools that share a common 

need. The same thing could be done with schools that are struggling with math performance, for example, 

or graduation rates or high suspension rates, whether overall or for specific groups of students. Research has 

demonstrated the power of targeted interventions for networks of schools that share similar needs, and states 

should be supported in these efforts.120

Based on other state models and the underlying research, there are a number of decision rules North Carolina 

could use to evaluate progress and identify schools for support under Leandro and ESSA. These rules could be 

designed to do the following:

»» Make sure all indicators count in the system while also meeting the requirements of ESSA regarding the 

weight of academic indicators

»» Include progress, along with performance

»» Avoid overlooking schools by masking subgroup performance or performance on individual indicators

»» Be transparent in terms of performance overall, performance on individual indicators, and performance by 

subgroups of students

Examples for how North Carolina can use decision rules to identify schools under Leandro and meet the require-

ments under ESSA are described in Appendix B: Decision-Rule Options for North Carolina. 
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Using Data to Inform 
and Meet School 
Improvement Goals 

The data that North Carolina collects can be used for different purposes, including for school identification, to 

inform school improvement, and to report to the public. To meet the Leandro requirements, North Carolina 

should use these data to assess progress toward compliance with each component across all schools and to 

inform the efforts that need to be taken where compliance is not happening. North Carolina could look toward 

California’s approach to school improvement and use of data as a model.

Under California’s Local Control Funding Formula (LCFF) approach to school improvement, the state has estab-

lished multiple measures of student and school success, eight priorities in all: student achievement, student 

engagement, school climate, parental involvement, access to basic services, implementation of state standards, 

access to a broad course of study, and other student outcomes.121 Similar to North Carolina, California uses a 

data dashboard. California’s dashboard is the central tool by which districts and their stakeholders understand 

how schools and districts are doing across these eight priority areas. A key feature of California’s dashboard is 

the reporting of both status and change to determine performance on state indicators, creating incentives for 

districts and schools to focus on achieving significant growth — including across subgroups — as well as high 

overall performance. California’s School Dashboard is used as part of the state’s accountability system as well as 

for purposes of federal accountability under ESSA.122 

These measures are also used in every community throughout the state to guide planning and budget deci-

sions and to assess school progress and improvement efforts. To support districts in making these planning and 

budget decisions, all districts are required to complete the state-provided Local Control and Accountability Plan 

(LCAP) every three years. This planning document requires districts to articulate their three-year policy goals 

and accompanying budget allocations across the eight priority areas.123 LCAPs are updated annually in response 

to data on how students are progressing across the eight priorities. Charter schools and county offices also 

complete LCAPs.

By both statute and expectations, the LCAP serves a variety of purposes and audiences. It is a tool for engaging 

parents, students, community members, and others in developing district plans and budgets. It is also a mech-

anism for holding districts accountable in several areas: incorporating stakeholder feedback into their plans; 
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articulating goals, challenges, and actions across all state priorities and students (including significant student 

subgroups); and using supplemental and concentration grants to increase and improve services for English 

learners, for students from low-income families, and for foster youth.124

County offices of education are responsible for approving district LCAPs and for supporting districts in their 

implementation. Districts are, in turn, placed in charge of monitoring and supporting schools. This marks a sig-

nificant change from the older system that placed the onus for boosting scores primarily on schools, despite the 

fact that they had unequal resources and supports to do so.

California provides three levels of support for districts to implement their LCAP goals. Level 1 provides resources 

and tools, available to all districts. Level 2 provides individually designed assistance to address identified per-

formance issues, including significant disparities in performance among student groups. The state may require 

more intensive interventions — Level 3 support — for districts with persistent performance issues and a lack of 

improvement over a specified time period.125 

Another strategic, but less visible impact comes as a result of the increased spending flexibility afforded districts 

through the LCFF. This type of increased flexibility can also positively impact student achievement.126 A study on 

the impact of the LCCF found that a $1,000 increase from the state in a district’s per-pupil revenue for grades 

10 through 12 leads to a 5.3 percentage-point increase in high school graduation rates, on average, among all 

students. There are also benefits for educators. Researchers have documented increased collaboration between 

district finance staff and their colleagues in the program and education services departments.127 For example, 

superintendents report a rethinking of budget priorities and “greater alignment among district goals, strate-

gies, and resource allocation decisions.”128 Integration of budget and strategic planning processes is one of the 

best practices identified in the October 2017 Continuous Improvement Brief from Policy Analysis for California 

Education, which highlights the innovative practices of three unified school districts.129

North Carolina could follow a similar approach by establishing a set of high-priority areas aligned with the 

requirements under Leandro. The state could develop a local accountability plan that would serve as a tool to 

guide goal setting and planning at the local level. These plans would be available at the state level to deter-

mine the level of state support that should be provided. Further, districts would update these plans to identify 

areas of progress and challenge and to describe efforts that will be taken to address the areas of challenge. 

Examples of evidence-based interventions and supports North Carolina schools could consider are discussed in 

the Recommendations section. 
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Conclusion
North Carolina has an opportunity under Leandro to serve as a model to the nation for how to set high expec-

tations for students and design an educational system that meets those expectations. The Court’s decision rec-

ognizes the dignity and potential in each North Carolinian student and early learner and expects every school 

to reflect the same recognition. Each school in North Carolina is in a different place in meeting the Leandro 

tenets. The state needs to design and implement an accountability system that can accurately assess school 

status, progress, and areas of need and provide the information needed to target the appropriate resources and 

supports. North Carolina is in a strong position to do so based on the data the state already collects. The state 

can build on these data, incorporate additional measures of progress, and adopt new approaches to using these 

data to meet the requirements under Leandro — ensuring each school is making meaningful progress toward 

providing a sound basic education. 
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Recommendations
1.	 Amend the current accountability system, including the information provided by the North Carolina 

Dashboard, in ways that include measures describing progress toward providing all students with 

access to a sound basic education, a number of which North Carolina currently collects data on or is 

considering using. These include:

–– Student opportunities to learn, such as:

oo Tracking student access to competent and well-trained teachers and leaders, including tracking 

teacher qualifications

oo Measuring youths’ access to college- and career-readiness courses of study in an effort to open 

up evidence-based pathways to future success that help youth reach their potential and encour-

aging schools to offer these opportunities to all youth

oo Tracking suspension and expulsion rates while removing zero-tolerance discipline policies that 

have proven ineffective in improving youth performance, replacing them with restorative justice 

practices

oo Including measures of school climate, which is associated with youth achievement and educa-

tional attainment, for all groups of youth, with special attention to those who are most vulnerable

oo Including chronic absenteeism as an accountability indicator under ESSA and creating approaches 

to intervene early and support attendance where needed to increase learning time

–– Student outcomes, such as:

oo Including an extended-year graduation rate (e.g., five, six, or seven years) as an accountability 

indicator under ESSA, as well as a four-year rate, to encourage high schools to work with and bring 

back young people who, for a variety of reasons, could not graduate in four years

oo Measuring youths’ completion of college- and career-readiness courses of study in an effort to 

open up evidence-based pathways to future success that help youth reach their potential and 

encouraging schools to offer these opportunities to all youth

oo Measuring and reporting on student performance below or above the proficient level (e.g., in an 

achievement index)
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2.	 Include in the North Carolina Dashboard state, district, and school performance and growth 

(including overall and by student subgroup) on a comprehensive set of measures that would indicate 

progress toward meeting the Leandro tenets (and is inclusive of the reporting requirements under 

ESSA), including:

–– Performance and growth on indicators of postsecondary education and vocational readiness, 

including: 

oo Achievement, measured by:

»» Student performance on annual assessments, including math, ELA, science, history, and 

geography

»» Student growth on annual assessments, including math, ELA, science, history, and geography

»» The number and percentage of English learners achieving English language proficiency

oo Graduation rates, measured by:

»» Four-year adjusted cohort graduation rate

»» Five-, six-, and/or seven-year adjusted cohort graduation rate

oo College and career readiness, measured by:

»» Student performance on the ACT/SAT college entrance exam, AP exams, IB exams, and the 

ACT Workkeys assessment on career readiness

»» Students earning a seal of biliteracy

»» Students earning an advanced state diploma 

»» Students earning postsecondary education credit

»» Students earning industry credentials/CTE program completion

oo Military acceptance and/or performance on a military readiness exam

oo Students on track to graduate based on credit accumulation, grades, attendance, and behavior

oo Long-term student outcomes, measured by:

»» Postsecondary enrollment, attendance, and completion rates

»» Workforce training program completion

»» Military enlistment

–– Performance and growth on indicators of opportunities to learn and access to a sound basic educa-

tion, including:

oo Opportunities to learn, measured by:

»» Percent of students enrolled by course, including advanced courses

»» Student participation in, completion of, and performance in AP/IB courses, dual enrollment, and 

early college programs
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»» Programs offered at school (e.g., Advancement Via Individual Determination, debate)

oo In-school and out-of-school suspensions, expulsions, and referrals to law enforcement, as mea-

sured by:

»» Number of incidences

»» Length of incidences

»» Number of students receiving multiple suspensions, expulsions, and referrals

oo School climate (in addition to discipline and absenteeism data), as measured by:

»» Student surveys

»» Staff surveys 

»» Parent surveys

oo Chronic absenteeism, as measured by students missing 10% or more of the school year

oo Teacher qualifications, as measured by:

»» Number and percentage of fully licensed teachers, lateral-entry teachers, and teachers with an 

emergency certification

»» % of teachers with advanced degrees

»» % of National Board–certified teachers

»» % of teachers with fewer than three years of teaching experience

»» % of teachers assigned outside their area(s) of certification

»» One-year teacher turnover rates

»» % of teachers chronically absent (10% or more of the school year)

oo Principal qualifications, as measured by:

»» Years of principal experience

»» Principal performance on evaluation

»» Annual average principal turnover rate at the district level

oo Preschool access, as measured by the number and percentage of students enrolled in preschool 

programs

oo Funding for early childhood programs, as measured by the per-pupil expenditures using federal, 

state, and local funds

oo Funding/resources, as measured by:

»» Financial supports, including federal, state, and local contributions

»» Ratio of students to guidance counselors, social workers, and librarians

»» Average class size
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3.	 To measure progress toward meeting the requirements of Leandro, structure North Carolina’s account-

ability system to reward school growth in performance on an indicator, in addition to status on other 

indicators.

4.	 Under ESSA and Leandro, use a process for identifying schools for support and improvement that 

uses a set of decision rules to meet the law’s requirements. Depending on how it is constructed, a 

decision-rule approach can encourage greater attention to the full dashboard of measures, offer more 

transparency about how school performance factors into identification, and support interventions that 

are more strategic than those informed only by a single rating, ranking, or grade. Although summative 

scores determined by an index can be simple to create and understand, they could fail to identify 

schools or subgroups of students with acute levels of low performance on particular indicators that get 

masked when rolled into a single rating.

5.	 Use data from the accountability system at the state, district, and school levels to guide planning 

and budget decisions and to assess school progress and improvement efforts. To support districts in 

making these planning and budget decisions, all districts should complete a state-provided account-

ability plan that requires districts to articulate their three-year policy goals and accompanying budget 

allocations across the Leandro tenets. These plans should be updated annually in response to data 

on how schools are progressing in meeting the requirements under Leandro. All public schools in the 

state, including alternative schools, should be required to compete the accountability plan. 

6.	 Use the data provided in the North Carolina Dashboard to identify the appropriate evidence-based 

interventions and supports. A large body of educational research has explored practices that are 

effective (and ineffective) for improving student outcomes. This research can empower state and local 

policymakers to adopt proven educational interventions that best address the unique context of their 

local education system. These may include:

–– High-quality professional development

–– Community schools and wraparound services

–– High school redesign

–– Class-size reduction
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Appendix A: 
North Carolina’s 
High School Graduation 
Requirements
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Appendix B: 
Decision‑Rule Options 
for North Carolina

There are many ways that decision rules can be used to identify schools in need of support. This section describes 

four options:

1.	 Identify schools with the lowest performance on the greatest number of indicators. If academic 

indicators outnumber nonacademic indicators, they will automatically have greater weight.

2.	 Identify schools with the greatest number of low-performing indicators, but give certain aca-

demic indicators greater weight. This may be necessary if there are many nonacademic indicators to 

ensure that academic indicators carry greater weight.

3.	 Identify schools that have the lowest performance on any indicator and support those schools to 

improve in that domain.

4.	 Consider each indicator in a progressive selection process.

Examples of Decision Rules
To illustrate these decision rules, we have constructed examples based on North Carolina’s current system for 

high schools, which has chosen the following indicators for its accountability and improvement system:

1.	 English language arts (ELA) as measured by achievement (Level 3 and above) on the North Carolina 

end-of-course tests for English II

2.	 Mathematics as measured by achievement (Level 3 and above) on the North Carolina end-of-course 

tests for NC HS Math

3.	 Graduation rate as measured by the four-year adjusted cohort graduation rate

4.	 English learner progress as measured by gains in the WIDA ACCESS for ELLs 2.0™, with an English 

language proficiency exit goal of 4.8 and a minimum of 4.0 on the reading and writing subtests
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5.	 For high schools, growth as measured by performance on the North Carolina end-of-course test for 

English II and NC HS Math

6.	 School Quality or Student Success (SQSS) for high schools as measured by performance on the biology 

end-of-course assessment; by math course rigor (the percentage of students in the school passing the 

NC Math 3 course); the percentage of students meeting the University of North Carolina minimum 

admission requirement of a composite ACT score of 17; and the percentage of career and technical 

education concentrators who achieve a silver or higher designation on the ACT Workkeys 

Under ESSA, Indicators 1 through 5 on this list must be afforded substantial weight individually and, in the 

aggregate, much greater weight than is afforded to Indicator 6. In North Carolina, Indicators 1 through 4 and 6 

comprise 80% of the total weight, with Indicator 5 receiving the remaining 20%. 

Option 1: Identify schools with the lowest performance on the greatest 
number of indicators.
One of the simplest ways to use decision rules is to look at schools’ performance level on all applicable indicators, 

with ELA and mathematics achievement as separate indicators. The state would initially identify those with the 

greatest number of low ratings, for example, a “1” out of 4 possible levels, among the academic indicators.

This method weights all indicators equally. In the example given in Table 1: Identification by Counting the Number 

of Areas of Low Performance, academic indicators comprise five of the nine indicators and are thus more heavily 

weighted. Note that this option will give greater weight to academics only if the state has more academic than 

SQSS indicators.

The example in Table B1 shows a set of five high schools, each receiving a rating on a scale of 1 to 4, based 

on performance and growth on that indicator. School B would be identified as a Comprehensive Support and 

Improvement (CSI) school first since it has the greatest number of “1” indicators. If the state were to identify more 

schools (e.g., because it had not yet identified 5% of all schools), School C would be identified next.

Table B1. Identification by Counting the Number of Areas of Low Performance 

Academic Indicators SQSS Indicators

Indicator ELA Math Growth 
on ELA 
and Math

Graduation 
Rate

English 
Learner 
Progress

Biology 
End-of-
Course Test

ACT ACT 
Workkeys

Math 
Course 
Rigor

Number 
of “1” 
Indicators

School A 1 2 2 3 1 3 2 3 3 2

School B 1 1 1 2 1 2 1 2 1 6

School C 2 1 1 2 1 1 1 2 2 5

School D 3 4 3 4 2 3 4 2 4 0

School E 3 3 3 3 4 3 3 3 4 0
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Option 2: Identify schools with the greatest number of low-performing 
indicators, but give certain academic indicators greater weight.
Another option, similar to Option 1, is to look at performance levels on all applicable indicators, but weight 

certain indicators more or less than others (see Table B2: Identification by Counting the Number of Areas of Low 

Performance (Indicators Weighted)). Each “1,” the lowest score possible, would earn a school a point, and if an 

indicator has a weight of 2, it would count as an additional “1.” This option can ensure much greater weight for 

academic indicators.

In the example below, Schools A and B each earned a “1” on two different indicators. However, since ELA is 

weighted more heavily, School A receives 2 points, and School B receives 1 point. School A would thus be 

identified for intervention first.

Table B2. Identification by Counting the Number of Areas of Low Performance 
(Indicators Weighted)

Indicator 
(Weight)

ELA 
(2)

Math 
(2)

Growth 
on ELA 
and 
Math 
(2)

Graduation 
Rate (2)

English 
Learner 
Progress 
(2)

Biology End-
of-Course 
Test  
(1)

ACT  
(1) 

ACT 
Workkeys 
(1)

Math 
Course 
Rigor (1)

Number of 
Weighted 
“1” 
Indicators

School A 1* 2 2 2 3 2 2 2 3 2

School B 2 3 2 2 2 1 2 3 2 1

*This score is counted twice because the indicator has a weight of 2.

Option 3: Identify schools with very low performance on any indicator for 
support and intervention.
States could identify schools that are low performing and not improving (or that have large, persistent equity 

gaps) on any single indicator and provide focused intensive assistance to those schools to help them improve in 

that area. The state might identify the neediest schools in each indicator area for intensive intervention. The total 

number of schools assisted might be designed to equal 5% or might exceed that number, depending on where 

the bar is set, but each could receive help for the specific areas of need. Across the set of indicators, some schools 

will be low performing in several areas and could receive more comprehensive services and supports.

For example, North Carolina could identify the bottom 3% of schools on each indicator and require that they 

participate in school improvement strategies to address each area of low and nonimproving performance while 

also allowing other schools to voluntarily engage in those improvement supports if they are doing better than 

the lowest-performing schools, but still not well. As an illustration, North Carolina could identify and work with 

a group of schools that are not making sufficient progress in supporting English language proficiency gains 

by organizing research about what works, examples of local schools that have strongly improved and can be 

visited and studied, curriculum materials and program models that can be adopted, professional development 
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for educators, and coaches who work directly in the schools. The same thing could be done with schools that are 

struggling in mathematics performance, for example, or graduation rates or high suspension rates, overall or for 

specific groups of students.

Option 4: Consider each indicator in a progressive selection process.
The final option uses an elementary school as an example and is based on the following indicators: ELA and 

mathematics performance and growth, English learner gains, and Education Value-Added Assessment System 

(EVAAS) performance, a value-added growth model that North Carolina uses as its SQSS indicator for elementary 

and middle schools. This option would establish an initial pool of schools eligible for identification by counting 

the number that received the lowest possible score, a “1” (low performing and/or nonimproving), on certain 

indicators. If not enough schools were identified in that initial pool, schools that received a “1” on other indicators 

would then be considered for identification. In the sample approach to a set of decision rules in Figure B1: 

Considering Each Indicator in a Progressive Selection Process, the state would proceed as follows:

»» Identify schools that received two “1s” on North Carolina ELA/reading and mathematics end-of-grade 

tests. If too few schools (e.g., less than 5%) are identified, then:

–– Schools receiving a “1” on English learner proficiency gains are identified. If still too few schools are 

identified, then:

oo Schools receiving a “1” on the growth measure are identified.

The process of identifying low-performing and nonimproving schools continues in that manner.

Using a progressive selection process may result in some indicators not contributing to CSI identification in a 

given year if 5% of schools are identified before these indicators come into play. Thus, this option is potentially 

less desirable if a state wants to ensure that all of the indicators count in the identification process each year.

Another way to use progressive decision rules would be to use counts of indicators after the first stage or two. 

So, for example, after selecting all schools rated a “1” on ELA and mathematics, one might choose, in order, 

additional schools that have three “1s” on the other three indicators; those that have two “1s”; and those that 

have one “1.”
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Figure B1. Considering Each Indicator in a Progressive Selection Process 

Each of these approaches to school identification is available to North Carolina for the purposes of Leandro 

and ESSA and would provide a more accurate picture of which schools need support and in which areas. This 

would enable North Carolina to more efficiently and effectively target resources based on school performance in 

individual indicators of progress toward the Leandro tenets. 
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