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Details become clearer on NCLB waiver requirements

The state Department of Education will be putting together an application for a federal waiver of what are considered the most burdensome aspects of No Child Left Behind that if granted will require school districts in Maine to adopt new ways of doing business starting in the 2012-2013 school year.
The waiver would require the state to accept conditions in four key areas involving standards and new assessments, new student achievement goals, teacher and principal evaluations and reducing reporting requirements on school districts.
In return, local districts no longer would be subject to the federal Adequate Yearly Progress rating system that unfairly labels schools as failures if a percentage of students, or subgroups of students, don’t make the grade on statewide assessments. 
Under current law, making AYP gets tougher every year and by 2013-2014, 100 percent of students are supposed to be proficient in English and math, based on assessments for their grade level – a goal schools across the nation say they simply cannot meet.
The first-round of waiver applications is due to the US Department of Education on Nov. 14, but, if states aren’t ready, they can submit an application in mid-February or sometime after the end of the school year.

DOE Commissioner Stephen Bowen said he is shooting for the mid-February deadline and needs to get input from a broad range of stakeholders, including school boards and superintendents. He will be working with the state’s educational association, including Maine School Boards Association and Maine School Superintendents Association, to assure their involvement.

 “We have a great opportunity here and the input of school boards and superintendents will be critical moving forward,” said Bowen. 
A peer review committee will be set up at the federal level to evaluate the applications on how well they address the waiver conditions.
Requirements for Waivers
Those conditions require states to:

· Adopt and implement college- and career-ready standards and assessments in English and math.
Maine already has adopted the so-called Common Core standards for English and math and is part of a national collaborative developing assessments for those standards. The assessments the state ultimately adopts must measure student growth.
· Develop an accountability system that is used to measure all schools based on their performance using state developed goals for student growth and achievement that are “ambitious but achievable”. These new achievement goals would replace the 100 percent proficiency requirement under NCLB. The state system would be used to help identify for improvement the lowest performing schools and those with the greatest achievement gaps, and the state and local school districts would have much greater flexibility in designing plans to turn around performance. The best performing schools also would be recognized.
· Use teacher and principal evaluation systems that will assess performance based on “multiple valid measures,” including student progress over time.  Federal guidance currently is silent on how much of the evaluation should be based on student growth, but says it must be a “significant factor”.
The federal rules say the state Department of Education will adopt guidelines for these evaluations and support systems to improve instruction, and local school districts must develop and implement them. Maine already has an advisory group made up of representatives from the Maine School Boards Association, Maine School Superintendents Association, Maine Education Association, Maine Principals Association and Maine Administrators of Services for Children with Disabilities reviewing evaluation models.
· Remove duplicative and burdensome state reporting requirements so local school districts have the flexibility to focus on what’s best for students.

Waivers Allowed

In exchange for meeting the required conditions, states can request waivers from what are seen as the most burdensome aspects of NCLB, including:

· States would not have to meet the 100 percent proficiency requirement for 2013-2014. Instead they would set their own “ambitious but achievable” goals in English and math.

· Schools no longer would be subject to being identified as “failing” because they did not make Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) for two consecutive years. Instead states would develop an accountability system that targets and supports the lowest performing schools and school districts, and also recognizes those making the most progress.
· Schools not meeting achievement targets would no longer have to use 20 percent of their Title I funds for choice or supplemental tutoring and could use the money for other activities that support student learning. The requirement that schools not making AYP for two consecutive years have to offer parental choice also would be removed.
According to the timelines issued by the US Department of Education, the state must submit its new achievement targets as part of its application and can start using them once a waiver is granted.

In the 2012-2013 school year, the lowest performing schools or the ones with the greatest achievement gaps will start implementing programs for turning around school performance. Districts also will start to develop teacher and principal evaluation systems using student growth data. The state is to have adopted guidelines for those evaluations by the end of this school year.
In the 2013-2014 school year, schools will have to implement college and career-ready standards in English and math and the state will pilot assessments aligned to those standards at the same time. Local districts will pilot their teacher and principal evaluation systems.
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