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IDENTIFYING MERIT SCHOOLS? -- WHAT DO
PRINCIPALS THINK?

In late fall of 1985, twenty-four schools were selectxd as "merit
schools" in the Cincinnati Design for School Excellence (DSE). As it might in
any big city school system, recognizing specific schools for their
accompl ishments immediately raised a swirl of questions and ccncerns about the
means used for ranking schools. To separate fact from fiction, the Cincinnati
Associaticn of Administrators and Supervisors (CAAS), Cincinnati's recognized
representative of public school administrators, organized a survey of
principals in March, 1986. The purpose of the survey was to collect
informavion for framing CAAS's response to the Design for School Excellence
program. In particular, the CAAS Execulive Committee was concerned with the
following research questions: Did principals view the program as a fair one
offering realistic opportunities to achieve merit school standing? Were there

persistant and substantive criticisms of program elements, especialiy related

to the means used to measure each outcome variable identifying merit schools?
what recommendations could CAAS advance for program improvement?

A survey to address these questions in detail was developed by a
representative committee of elementary principals, secondary principals and
centrai office personnel not directly involved in the original development of
the DSE program. The survey was reviewed, modified and approved by the CAAS
Executive Committee. Forty-eight principais responded (60%). This paper will
summarize findings related to the research questions, and report on the
response to CAAS recommendations to date.

perceived Fairness of the Design for School Excellence

First, principals were asked to rank the measurement of each of the merit

varisbles on a four point scale: 1 = Very Unfair; 2 = Unfair; 3 = Reasonably

Fair; 4 = Very Fair. Table 1 reports these results. The average ra%ing for




every merit variable was close to 3.0 (Reasonably Fair). The highest rated
variables were those measured by the California Achievement Test. Only four
principals viewed these measures as unfair or very unfair. The lowest rated
variables were those measured by attitude surveys from students, parents and
teachers. Between eleven and thirteen principals (about one quarter of those
responding) viewed these as unfair or very unfair. The measurement of student
attendance as a merit variable was also ranked relatively low, with twelve
principals concerned over the fairness of this variable. Nevertheless, the
lowest rated variable was 2.8 on a four point scale, which in part was an
artifact of the scale used that left no middle ground between Unfair and
Reasonably Fair. The CAAS Executive Committee concluded that, overall, the
Design for School Excellence was grudgingly accepted, despite th: reservations
and concerns of a significant group of principals.

Results from a second que-.tion supported this conclusion. Principals
were asked if the standard for achieving merit status (merit standing from
status or gain on a majority »f indicators) made it realistic for their school
to achieve merit school statis. Twenty principals said Yes; fifteen said
Maybe; seven said No. The usefulness of this question in particular was
limited by the fact that approximately forty percent of the principals did not
reply to the survey. The high percentage of those answer ing Maybe suggested
that steps should be taken to adjust and clarify the program to increase its

acceptance. Many principals were still taking a wait and see approach.

Criticisms of Program Elements

principals were sharpest when given the opportunity to sound off about
particular problems and concerns they had with the Design for School

Excellence. The twenty-four comments in this section of the questionnaire are
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included in Appendix 1. The committec grouped the concerns expressad into
fown major themes,

Thane 1. Somwe Schools Have More Advantages.

Strains related to the differences between neighborhood and alternative
schools surfaced in tais survey. Many neighborhood school principals believid
that schools with greater opportunities for student selection and with school
populations with higher SES background would inevitably be at the top of the
list of schools scoring high on each variable. These schools were seen as
naving so many inherent advantages that the legitimacy of any ranking system
could be called into question. Schools that did not make merit standing on
"status" were seen by some as not justified in having high expectations for
qualifying on the status criteria in the future, simply because the other
schools would be so far ahead.

Another variation on this theme was the sentiment that central office
branches and departments deserved the opportunity to be recognized and
publicized as meritorious. This reaction stemmed from a sense that central
administration had buffered jtself from the competition and exposure it was
visiting upon schools in the name of excellence. There was also a concern
that parent, student and teacher attitude toward individual schools were
directly influenced by their perception of cert.alized services
(transportation, data processing, special education, student personnel,
testing, etc.) that were not directly controlled by schools.

Theme 2. Merit Variables Based on Attitude Surveys Have Limited validity.

Five of the ten merit variables were attitudinal variables based on
Student Information System (SIS) surveys. Principals questioned the face

validity of these surveys, rating them as ivss than reasonably fair. Ten of

the twenty-four comments in the problems/concerns section of the survey were




critical of SIS surveys. Principals doubled whether respondents truly

understood the questions and had adequate information to answer. They
wondered whether survey results were amenable to improvement bhased on
initiatives with‘a the school. They suspected that schools with select
populations had alvantages on these variables. They questicned whether
complex, global issues like "inter-racial understanding," "discipline," or
"attitude toward school" could be validly sanpled with four or five item
scales. In short, principals felt frustrated over having their schools ranked
on surveys they had administered for years for information purposes only.

Theme 3. Attendance Problems Do Not Affect Schools Equally.

Frincipals worried there were not enough safeguards in attendance
accounting prucedures. gxclusions for immunizations or other health problems
like lice could blow an otherwise high attendance record. Schools with high
expulsion/suspension rates would hurt their own attendance. Since attendance
was presumed to correlate with SES, again certain schools would be
handicapped.

Theme 4. Student Mobility and Entry Level Aptitude Affect Schools Unevenly.

One of the sorest points for some principals was that their achievement
and attendance were being measured in a student population that had not all
spent the full time in their buildings. Students who transferred into a
school even davs before testing were counted with the school where they
tested. The end of second Quarter was a time, two months before achievement
testing, when many students retu' :d to their district schrol after failing to
become successtully adjusted to an alternative school program. Trying to
improve achievement in a school with high mobility was like trying to hit a

moving target using tools that take a long time to produce results.
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Further, many principals felt they needed exte-sive attitude and
comnitment changes on the part of their teaching staffs to make a real dent in
achievement. They saw many teachers as believing that entry level aptitude
and pricr achievement of students set limits on how much improvement could be
expected. Some principals undoubtedly shared the same view. In their minds,
high mobility and low entry level aptitude made the playing field even more

uneven for competition.

Recommendations Related to Critical Themes

It's always harder for outsiders not familiar in detail with the
technical details of implementation to recomnend practical alternatives that
accomplish agreed upon ends. Nevertheless, since it was clear that the Design
for School Excellence was strongly supported by the Board of Education and top
central administration, CAAS hazarded recommerdations related to each critical
theme, as follows.

Recommendations Related to Theme 1.

1. Place more weight on gain components without eliminating the status
recognition. Reward gain more generously for merit determination.

2. Extend supplemental planning and personnel resources to non-merit
schools with specific improvement plans.

3. Develop ana implement a Design for Branch Excellence based both on

variables common to DSE (staff attendance, inter-racial understanding, client

satisfaction) and output variables unique to each branch.
wecommendations Related to Theme 2.

4. Keduce the number and percent of merit variables based on perceptual
surveys by collapsing existing variables (for example, client satisfaction

replacing parent and student attitude, quality of human relations replacing




inter-racial undetstanding and discipline, eliminating "teacher attitude
toward school").

5. Develop a plan to address and resolve principal concerns about the
validity of the surveys. The plan should include a principal advisory
comittee, and demonstration from actual case studies how SIS variables have
been used to diagnose school problems and how SIS results have changed in
reflection of school improvements.

6. Reduce the number of SIS survey summary reports printed on multi-
colored papers.

Recommendation Related to Theme 3.

7. Develop a form making it convenient for principals to record
anomalies in student and staff attendance throughout the year. Prior to
finalizing staff and student attendance results for DSE, an evaluator or
administrative researcner with decision-making authority should confer with
the principal to determine that a fair accounting for each auomaly is
reflected in final attendance results.

Recommendations Related to Theme 4.

8. Explore the feasibility of adding corrective factors recogrizing the
increased difficulty of improving achievement when high mobility is present.
In particular, base NCE gains on matched promoted students who remained in the
same school for the entire year between pre and post testing.

9. Examine district policies to find ways to reduce student mobility.

10. Review research literature and report to principals to clarify
whether diffential achievement gains are to be expected with student

populations who have varying entry level aptitude.




Response to CAAS Recommendations

A report containing the CAAS analysis and recommendations for improving
the Design for School Excellence was taken to the Superintendant's Cabinet and
formed an agenda item during several meetings. Based on Cabinet discussion,

the Director of Evaluation was asked to report back to Cabinet and-to the CAAS

comnittee who produced the survey concerning the district response to the
recommendations. This process was interrupted by a change in superintendants,
since the superintendant who had defined the response process was replaced
after a period of uncertainty. While a new superintendant was taking command,
the process of identifying merit schools continued on its usual timecable, and
it was decided to delay tne response process until after the second rourd of

merit schools was identified. The following responses to each recommendation

summarize the status quo.




Recomnendations

1. Reward gain more

generously.

2. Provide supplemental
planning and personnel
resources to non-merit

schools.

3, Develop and implement
a Desic.. for Branch

Excellence.

Response

1. This recommendation was questioned on

philosophical grounds. Gain is computed on an

annual basis, with the top 40% of schools showing
gain on a variable being recognized. To recognize
half the schools (setting the criterion at the top
50%, for example) was viewed as watering down the

concept of merit.

2. No additional resources will be allocated

through the Design for School Excellence.

3. Cabinet appeared receptive to further
consideration of this item, particularly if CAAS

advocates it.




4. Reduce the number of
variables based on SIS
surveys by collapsing

variables together.

L0

4. No change. Attitude variables were included
as a way to allow low achieving schools to gain
merit, For example, 70% of elementary and
secondary schools now achieve merit on status for
teacher attitude toward school. Attitude
variables are less correlated with each other than
are the required variables, making it more
possible for schools to perform well on dif“erent
variar.es. Politically, the SIS surveys are also
less open to criticism since they have been relied
upon for years as a valid and reliable information
tool. To acknowledge weaknesses now throws other
uses of SIS into question.

Inter-racial understanding remains the weakest
link. The reliability of the scale items is
lowest, particularly in elementary schools.
Racially isolated schools (90/10) are not* included
on the attitude measures. To be awarded merit,
area directors also have to approve of the
school's plan to reduce racial isolation, using
unknown criteria. Despite the importance of the
inter-racial undeistanding variable, it is the

most difficult to measure reliably and validly.




5. Develop a plan to
resolve principal concerns
about the validity of SIS

variables.

6. Redv 2 3IS survey

reports on milti-colored
papet.

7. Develop a form to
record anomalies in
student and staff

attendance,

1l

5. Dialogue with CAAS is a step in this
direction. Ther- are very little validity data
available. CAAS should push for a -ole in the

evaluation of DSE and emphasize validity studies
(for example, one on one interviews with students
and parents to determine what comes to their minds
in answering survey guestions).

6. Dou=.

7. No major need for this was acknowledged.
Principals ace encouraged to document and report
anomalies on an individual basis, but no

centralized method is being considered.
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8. Add a corrective
factor to weight
achievement in schcols

with high mobility.

9. Examine district
policies to find ways to

reduce mobility.

10. Review research on
whether differential
achievement gains are to
be expected with student
populations having varied

entry level aptitude.

12

8. No changes yet, but the door appears %o be
open to explore using matched promoted students
within the same school only. "Matched promoted
ctudents within the same school" means those
pupils who were at a school both last year and the
current year through the testing period.

Stability of school enrollment ranges from a low
of 65% to an average of 85%. It would be more
fair to correct for mobility, since robile

students show a bigger achievement loss and lower

attcndance.

9. New mowility policies are be.ng developed

independently of this CMAS recommendation.

10. Low scoring schools are seen to be well
positioned to make gains. To date, gain scores do
not correlate well with status. Cincinnati has
been most successful in moving below average

students to the average range. Above average
students have a tendency to fall back into the
average range. No further research on this topic

is planned.

14
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Conclusions
A. One tmmediate chage has resulted from CAAS rocommendations--the
olimination of multiple reports. CAAS support for changes in mobility
policies reinforced pressures to address mobility from other directions. Many
CAAS recomnendations are essentially still caught in the transition period
betweeen superintendants, and are being tabled for consideration when formal

program evaluaticn of DSE takes place.

B. CAAS should lobby with the Superintendant for an early evaluation of the
Design for 3chool Excellence to be implemented imrediately after the next
round of merit school selection. This would be in accordance with the earlier
dates in the original plan which called for evaluation after three to five

years. CAAS should coordinate this advocacy with the Director of Evaluation.

C. Four issues should be stressed during evaluation.

1. CAAS should have . formal role in planning and implementing the
evaluation,

2. Matched promote” students within the same school should be reviewed as
a better data source for achievement, <ne which would reduce the negative
impact of mobility on achievement and attandance.

3. CAAS total membership reaction to the idea of a Design for branch
Excellence should be analyzed more carefully before CAAS takes a final
advocacy position on this issue.

4. validity studies of variables based on SIS surveys should be a

component of the evaluation of all variables based on surveys.

15
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In sum, Cincinuali principals are working through their representative
otganization to improve the Design for School Excellence so it can be even
more widely petceived as a fair and helpful way to identify and promote

excellence in education.
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APPENDIX A
DEGCRIBE ANY PARTTCUL AR PROBLEMS OR CONCERNS YOU HAVE WITH THE DL SGIG6N
FOR SCHOOL. EXCF11UNCE PROCESS.  ROCOMMEND WAYS DESIGN IFOR GEHOOL

E XCELLENCE CAN Bl TMPROVED.

live of the varibles are determined by $18 Surveys. Our H18 Gurveyw
will not improve unless we cheat.

I feel that we alrcady have more than enough compettion amony
achoolsa.  Why add more?  1f we absolntely have to have the DESE, then
why not extend 1t to the Central Office Departmente™ 1 suggest a
“Design for Department estccellence” with competitiion among departments
on otaff attendance, interracial understanding, starf att stude, client
attitude, etc.!

Wetghts should be applied to the academic component to compensate for
items such as high mobility. With 427 mobality, we arc often teating
larye numbers of pupils who have spent little time betng tanght by the
cirrent staff. The closer we draw to CAT Testing the greater the Flow
of pupi1le coming from other schools, the test results reflect the
gains and/Zor loses of other schools?’ efforte.

arther more, wetghto arc necded wherein standardi.ed testing hay
reflected targe blocks, even whole grades, reflecting 0% at or abovu
wat tonal norm. Cinapt itade) .  Therefore, requiring achievement weorcs
at and above national norm would require an over achrevement statue of
those pupila.

IF thie process 1o to inprove Bloom it will take time. actnal data
will move wlowly. Perceptive data will aloo change gr adnally there
1o an oamt a et np that will take time to change.

Please refor to meno to CAAS 17157846 on K 8 wchools on DS K 8
ochools are treated gust like K-6 and K-3 schools on attendance
performance! G186 and CAT results are treated like clementary

somet imco and middle schools somet imco.  We necd continuity n reanlt
reporting. We ll never make 937 attondance with /7 and 8 inc tadeid.

It 1o another task that the building principal hag to deal withes  Owr
whole system iu run on somebody’s snurvey reasnlto.

This is really rcegarding the $I% surveys which are nsed in DSk.
feel that freguently the percons answering the stems do not nnder ot and
the questions. | feel too much werght is grven to the sarveys.

The merit s.hool process should be abolished! Tt certamly atfect o
otaff morale when teachers try their bewst and statistics don’t measurce
up to mert statug.

A very difficnlt task. HNo suggestions.  Soems bavically farr.

It worke Fineg at thio school but T can se¢ some of my other schools
never maling the grade.

7 BESTCOPY AVAILABLE
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We were merit in 2 ¢ 10 catagories. I personally believe to be
removed from being o merat quality due Lo sihow days and yellow busees
nat running is ahsusd. We have a policy that states studento from
alternat ive schools are to report to neighborhood schools on snow
days. Students SHOU.D BE MARKED ABSENT WHEN THEY ARE NOT 1N
ATTENDANCE FOR WHAT: JE. REASON. 1 lost out being a merit school
becanse I followed cistrict policy on this. Alwo, do not connt
otaff/student attendance as REQUIRED indicators as they arc the

har dest to control. What counts for merit recognitiion ‘« the QuUAL I TY
AND QUANTLITY OF THE INSTRUCTYONAL PROGRAM not how many days 1t onows
or how many pregnan! teachers miss school during the aschocl year.

Keep these two as idicators but not as required ones.  We «onld be
the langhing stock - f the area if we define onr merit schoole
acording to how mp .y days it snows and busses don’t run and how many
teachers get pregne LU during September - Junc. Use EDUCATTONAL
factors as reynirec - not attendance. Onur parcntys, studentea, tendher
att itndes are alway EXCELLENT. This should be & required andicator
o it indicates att: ades toward the educat 1onal program.  Our parents
were quit upset when we lost merit standing due to o snow day Lo many
laut year. T agrce vith them 100%

onur ot aft feels thar we have always been a mer 't school, theruefore
parents expected tho we wonld be so “acclaimed.” 1L really puts the
preosure on 1.

I understand attitud toward interracial understanding 19 required
cratera for mer it Lratus in 19868/ wchool year. Carson hao t.he
higheast white peroen age of students in the system. Even though 1 am
trying my best, Lheoe ie not way [ can by mysclt change the attitade.
of parcnts, stuadente, tenachers, and community gnongh to quality as a
mer 1t school under tiese conditions. e arc a merit school now
becanse of qualifyire reading, math, and writing plus attendance

tat ings. I reqgret « <school not haing “Mer 1t hecanse of an “Aatt i tade”
HHEVEY .

My concern s fhat o much importance is placed on Attitude which may
not reflect fact or  sality. How can the impact of alternative
wchools on the gquali - of neighborhood sehools be factored into this
process?

Ao 1 began on the reveroe side, the whole process ie unfair. We have
croated a dual achool oystem.  1F we arc qoing .0 do this it shonld he
based on gains only unlzgo & achool reaches perlection, which s
unlikely. That way schools with a select population and/or additional
{esonrces conld not attain merit status ach year.

The parent survey = 15 very difficult to receirve Ffrom parcnts on the
secondary level. Moreover, the merit variables could in fact vary
from year to year. The surveys 1t appears to be unfarr to he included
in the merit variables. A team developed to work with arcondary
oehools would be appropriate.

Pt oyruss reports at more frequest intervals gnch ao every three weeko.

I have a great problem with using NCE as & standard. T have 62 - 674
mobility. This 1s not taken mmto consideration.  We must compete with
o hoole that have only 37Z mobility. RIDICULOUGEEL  Sorry, T realy
have nothing pousitive to say.

18
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I believe the surveys necd to be looked at again. 1 have a problem
with some of the gquestions. In my opinton the survey should he given
later in the year after the parcnte have a better idea of what e
happening, as well as the student-. December ie very soon in the casce
of a new administrator as well ao kindergarten parents.  Mud Aprad
would tell a better story.

Use of SI5 data 1o too subjective. We nced to know WHAT 16 me. b by
respndents when questions are answered

GIS 16 the weak 1ink. Timing, % of return, wording, etc., arc factors
that male you doubt theivr validity

Staff is upset with having sick days and personal days available and
yet thear attendance 16 being monitored.

I fecl there needs Lo be closer {follow-up. Fach school necds to be
tanght “llow” to implement the program with a progress reporting syntemn
which should be done on a monthly basio (at leant ).

NCL_Oain/boss_and Wrating Mastery: Schools with hegh mobility rate
have a disadvantage in the measurement of NCE loss/gain.  These
oehools also tend to have pupilse with other problems which negat tvely
invinence theirr achirevement. Altevnative gschools tend to have a low
mopi1lity rate and an advantage.

Recommendat tonz  lactor in the mobility rate variable.

Student aAttendane ey Several factors negatively impact otudent

attendances (D abeences due to lice, (2) absencoes duc to
HSUGHPEND TONS .

Recommendat ion: Do not count thewe abcscnces.

Attendance: xtended absens s due to childbirth, surgury, and
o 111neos negatively influence wtaffl attendance.

Rec ommendat ion: Do not conunt these days.
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