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A dozen years of warnings and interventions and 
millions of extra dollars had done nothing to improve 
the school or its results. At the end of the 2008–09 
school year, only 12 percent of seventh-graders 
and 6 percent of eighth-graders could demonstrate 
proficiency in math. Only one in five eighth-graders 
was proficient in English language arts. In the spring 
of 2010, leaders of the Los Angeles Unified School 
District had run out of ideas; they were ready to close 
the school and reopen it under new management. 
Perhaps a charter operator, some idealistic teachers, 
or even the teachers union could do better. The school 
was put on notice that its time was running out.

But though the numbers didn’t yet show it, the 
district’s leaders had done something at the start of 
the 2009–10 school year that within two years would 
have other schools coming to Audubon to find out its 
secret. The district had replaced the school’s checked-
out principal with a serious, methodical veteran 
named DeWayne Davis. He brought with him a team 
of experienced administrators who let students know 
they were expected to be in class, keep the campus 
clean, and work hard. They began visiting teachers’ 

classrooms every day. Although weak performers were 
offered help, it became clear that some were unwilling, 
or unable, to change. The administrators documented 
all that they saw to build a foundation of evidence for 
removing the weakest performers. 

Given the school’s awful math scores, it was not 
surprising that as the end of the year neared, Davis 
and his team informed 18 teachers, including all 
but one math teacher, that they would receive 
unsatisfactory ratings. Removing them could have 
taken years because of the due process protections 
of the district’s labor contract and its policy forbidding 
the transfer of teachers with negative evaluations. But 
the district and the teachers union agreed to expedite 
the teachers’ departures. 

For all that changed that first year, however, the 
available data did not show by June that the hard 
work was paying off. So that fall, then-Superintendent 
Ray Cortines had to make the final call on the school’s 
fate. Had he relied on proficiency data, the decision 
would have been straightforward: only 8 percent of 
eighth-graders were proficient or advanced in math, 

A few years ago, the symptoms of academic failure at Audubon 
Middle School southwest of downtown Los Angeles were obvious. 
Students roamed the trash-strewn campus during class hours, 
unafraid of consequences. The principal was rarely around, and when 
he was, he almost never visited classrooms. Observations required 
for teacher evaluations often were not done, yet teachers still 
received good ratings. The faculty divided into camps. Some closed 
their classroom doors and did the best job they could. Others did 
little more than show videos, knowing it didn’t matter. The nearest 
Subway restaurant did a brisk business delivering sandwiches to 
classrooms during instructional time. “This was not a functioning 
school,” one teacher said. “It was sink or swim, and we were just 
barely keeping our heads above water.”

http://www.educationsector.org
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Davis feared those students would “handicap the 
growth that the Audubon staff initiated this year and 
negatively impact the school’s overall scores.”1 

Authorized by the California Legislature in 1999, 
the API places students in one of five performance 
bands, from “far below basic” to “advanced,” based 
on their performance on tests designed to cover the 
state’s academic standards. The tests for math and 
English language arts contribute the most to the 
index, especially in elementary and middle schools.2 
A mathematical formula is applied to translate how 
many students are in each of those bands to produce 
a single number on a scale of 200 to 1,000. That 
formula gives schools an incentive to focus attention 
on the lowest-performing students, by crediting the 
school with more points for moving students up from 
the lowest band than it does for moving proficient 
students up a notch to advanced. 

One of the original purposes of the API was to identify 
schools for a state intervention program, which doled 
out substantial sums of money to pay for expert 
assistance. Another was to identify high-flying schools 
to receive bonus money that could add up to as much 
as $25,000 per teacher, a program that was ended 
because of its cost. A third was to spur improvement. 
Schools with APIs below 800 were given annual, 
though modest, improvement targets and not meeting 
them was supposed to indicate that something might 
be amiss.

Today, the API is part of the sales pitches of real 
estate agents, a discussion topic at PTA meetings, 
and the focus of school staff meetings. But, over the 
years, complaints about it have accumulated. The 
index is based entirely on standardized test scores 
and is highly correlated with socio-economic factors, 
which means that it reveals more about how many 
poor students attend a school than it does about the 
relative effectiveness of teachers or schools. Because 
it relies so much on English and math, the API is also 
widely blamed for curriculums that give social studies 
and science short shrift.3 The API also is said to give 
schools reasons to pay the most attention to students 
just below the cut-off score for the next performance 
band, to boost them up enough to earn the school 
points toward its overall score. Student and staff 
attendance data and graduation rates were supposed 
to have been included in the API, but they never have 
been. Today, nearly half of all California schools have 

and only a third were proficient in English language 
arts, a poor showing by any standard. Audubon’s fate 
also would have been sealed had Cortines gone by 
the school’s status under the federal No Child Left 
Behind law. The school that year failed to achieve 
Adequate Yearly Progress for the 10th straight time—a 
fact that also would have justified closing it down. 
The federal law allows schools to satisfy the AYP 
requirements as long as they reduce the number of 
underperforming students by 10 percent per year. But 
Audubon and 1,500 other schools in California hadn’t 
met that goal either. 

Cortines had one more measure to consult before 
he took the drastic step of putting an operating 
school out of commission: the California Academic 
Performance Index, a number that is derived from test 
scores and is the state’s main accountability metric. 
On the one hand, the API showed that Audubon 
ranked in the bottom 20 percent of the state’s middle 
schools. On the other, the school’s index had risen by 
more than 12 percent in the single year with Davis on 
duty. That tipped the balance. Cortines removed the 
school from the takeover list, giving Davis more time 
to help the school improve.

But although the decision was no doubt ultimately 
the right one, the year-to-year changes in the API, 
for all the significance attached to them, actually 
convey no information about whether individual 
students are doing any better or worse. The reason 
is that each year’s API is based on a distinct group of 
students. The scores of this year’s seventh-graders, 
for example, are compared to the scores of last year’s 
seventh-graders and, while both are of the same age 
group, they may differ significantly. In the fall of 2010, 
for example, Audubon enrolled 147 new students 
who scored far below the basic level of proficiency. 

The year-to-year changes in 
the API, for all the significance 

attached to them, actually convey 
no information about whether 
individual students are doing  

any better or worse.
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Measuring Student Growth
The idea of measuring academic growth has been 
around for many years. The 1994 reauthorization of 
the federal Elementary and Secondary Education Act 
(then called the Improving America’s Schools Act) 
required states to develop academic standards and to 
hold schools accountable for student achievement on 
tests linked to these standards. It called for schools 
receiving federal funds for disadvantaged students 
to show that their pupils were making “continuous 
and substantial, yearly improvement,” such that they 
would become proficient in a reasonable time period.5 

In 2002, No Child Left Behind replaced the Improving 
America’s Schools Act. NCLB requires states to 
give a criterion-referenced test to students in grades 
three through eight and in one grade in high school. 
The tests are supposed to show whether students 
have become proficient in the knowledge and skills 
contained in states’ academic standards. Each year, 
an ever-escalating number of students in each of 11 
groups of students defined by race, family income, 
language, and learning disabilities have to pass the 
test for the school to make its AYP goal. In California, 
the AYP is based on the same data as the API but, 
like it, reports on different groups of students in 
different years. 

The demands of NCLB escalate such that all students 
are supposed to be proficient by 2014. In the 10 
years since NCLB was passed, more and more 
schools have fallen short of the targets they were 
supposed to hit. Schools that were making progress, 
but didn’t reduce the percentage of students not 
proficient by 10 percent in a year, were required to 
give up some of their federal money to be used for 
tutoring and students were to be given options to 
attend other, higher scoring schools. But those same 
schools might be helping students who came to 
them two or three grade levels behind make great 
strides, even if they had not yet reached proficiency. 
To address concerns about fairness, in 2005 the Bush 
administration began allowing states to base their 
accountability systems on students’ improvement 
rather than their absolute performance. Under 
those rules, 15 states have won federal approval to 
use student growth as a metric to satisfy NCLB.6 
California considered modifying the API to make it 
a measure of student growth and explored a way 

APIs over the target number of 800, which means 
they are exempted from state scrutiny, even if they’re 
doing little to help students who are not academically 
proficient.

Revamping the API to base it on changes in individual 
student test scores has been discussed in California 
policy circles for years, but nothing has been done. 
This is the case even though the quality of the state’s 
tests and the availability of many years of student-
level data mean it would be far easier for California 
to adopt such a measure than it would be for other 
states. Meanwhile, such growth measures have been 
widely adopted across the country.4 They are seen to 
be fairer than measures like the API, because they do 
a better job of identifying schools most needing help, 
making it easier to target resources. Data on individual 
students can also be used to distinguish teachers 
whose students are making the most progress 
from those whose students are making less, giving 
administrators insights into teacher performance. The 
Obama administration is particularly keen on focusing 
attention on individual student progress and has given 
states significant financial incentives to do so.

Despite the lack of movement on the state level, the 
Los Angeles Unified School District has over the 
past few years created its own accountability metric, 
which uses the same tests as the statewide system 
but is based on individual student achievement. By 
this measure, which is called Academic Growth Over 
Time, Audubon has made far more rapid progress 
than even was implied by the API. 

Today, nearly half of all California 
schools have APIs over the target 

number of 800, which means 
they are exempted from state 
scrutiny, even if they’re doing 

little to help students who are not 
academically proficient.
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the static measures such as the AYP or API, which 
simply report on how students performed at a single 
point in time. 

Harris argues that a certain type of growth model 
known as “value-added” is superior, although not 
perfect.11 Like Galileo’s law of momentum, students’ 
past test scores tend to predict their future test 
scores. Value-added models are designed to 
compare students’ actual performance to their 
predicted performance. The prediction is based on 
characteristics such as family income, language, and 
ethnicity, as well as their previous performance. The 
purpose of factoring in these other characteristics is 
to isolate the effects of influences on learning that a 
school cannot control from those it can. It doesn’t 
take any fancy mathematics to know that, generally, a 
student who is a native English speaker and is raised 
in a well-educated, middle-class family is likely to 
have higher test scores than a student whose parents 
are poor, uneducated, and not fluent in English. But 
some teachers and schools are better than others at 
bending that learning trajectory upward. Conversely, 
a value-added accountability model can also help 
identify which schools and teachers are not serving 
their students well. The Academic Growth Over Time, 
or AGT, metric now used in Los Angeles is a value-
added model.

Academic Growth Over Time
In the spring of 2009, the Los Angeles Board of 
Education directed Cortines to develop a more 
rigorous teacher evaluation system that would 
establish “measureable learning outcomes.”12 Soon 
after, the Los Angeles Times published a series 
of articles that detailed the difficulty of firing even 
the most dysfunctional, ineffective, and dangerous 
teachers. Those stories, which revealed teachers 
continuing to be paid even though they had been 
removed from the classroom, led to the creation of 
a task force charged with devising a new evaluation 
system based partly on student achievement.

During this reporting, the Times learned that LAUSD 
had a crucial asset that could help estimate the 
relative effectiveness of teachers: years of student-
level test data that could be matched to demographic 
data, and back to students’ teachers. The data 
made it possible to follow the academic progress 

of doing it, but ultimately chose not to participate, 
because of technical and political concerns.

California was bucking what would soon become 
a national movement. Growth measures now enjoy 
wide support, based largely on a boost from the 
Obama administration’s $4 billion Race to the Top 
competition as well as the rules for receiving part 
of the 2009 stimulus package. The administration 
wants states to use student achievement gains as 
an element of the evaluations of teachers, principals, 
and schools. More recently, requirements for 
states seeking waivers from much of NCLB also 
called on states to create accountability systems 
based on changes in student achievement. The 
administration also wants new assessments being 
developed by consortia of states operating with 
federal financial support to be “capable of measuring 
individual student growth” toward career and college 
readiness.7 The budget also calls for replacing the 
AYP measure, “which is based on a single, static 
snapshot of student proficiency on academic 
assessments” with a “broader, more accurate 
measure of student performance that looks at student 
achievement, student growth and school progress.”8 

In 2010, a national survey by the Council of Chief 
State School Officers found that 17 states were 
using growth models, 13 more were developing them 
and 11 were considering doing so.9 The National 
Council on Teacher Quality reported in October 
2011 that 23 states now require teacher evaluations 
to reflect changes in student achievement.10 But 
there are a number of ways to build growth models, 
and, according to Douglas N. Harris, an expert on 
growth measures, some are not much different from 

California considered modifying 
the API to make it a measure of 
student growth and explored a 
way of doing it, but ultimately 

chose not to participate, 
because of technical and 

political concerns.
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was literally off the chart—a six on the five-point 
scale, which meant that its students’ gains were 
much higher than those of similar students across the 
district. The gains also were far higher than had been 
made by Audubon’s students for the three years prior 
to 2010. The schoolwide math gain was smaller, and 
the school’s math AGT was lower—3.7. But that was 
still slightly above the district average and significantly 
higher than it had been during the previous three 
years. This measure, more than any other, was 
evidence that Davis’ efforts were paying off.

The value-added approach also solves another 
problem—the fact that California tests are grade-
specific. Edward Haertel, the Stanford University 
professor who heads the technical group that 
designed the API, said the state’s tests are aligned 
with those standards and, thus, quite different from 
one year to the next; in the parlance of psychometrics, 
they are not built on a continuous, or vertical, scale, 
which some argue makes it harder to precisely 
measure year-to-year growth.16

But Meyer says that value-added measures such 
as the AGT do not need tests built on a vertical 
scale. The AGT can measure the difference between 
students’ and schools’ predicted and actual scores 
using entirely different tests. For example, some 
students study general mathematics in the seventh 
grade, algebra in the eighth grade and geometry in 
the ninth grade—three different bodies of knowledge. 
What’s more important than a vertical scale, he said, 
is the quality of the tests and the connection between 
the curriculum taught and what the test covers. He 
said California’s tests are psychometrically solid and 
tightly related to the state’s standards. In that sense, 
California is better positioned than many other states 
for adopting a value-added accountability system.

The AGT also provides much more information to 
parents and the public than does the one-dimensional 
API. Detailed, 26-page reports show how well a 

of individual students from year to year, teacher to 
teacher, and school to school. Using that data, the 
Times, in August 2010, published stories that ranked 
teachers from ineffective to most effective, based on 
an expert’s value-added analysis.13 The Times also 
published the names of 6,000 teachers for whom it 
had calculated rankings.14 The resulting controversy 
overshadowed the fact that, from a value-added 
perspective, student achievement at some schools 
in affluent neighborhoods was lower than would 
be expected and that some schools serving lower-
income students were helping them achieve far more 
than would have been expected. One outcome of the 
series put pressure on the district to use the data in its 
own teacher and school evaluations. 

The concept of measuring performance with value-
added formulas first gained attention in the early 
1990s, when William Sanders, an agricultural statistics 
professor at the University of Tennessee, used test 
scores to estimate the relative effectiveness of 
individual teachers. Since then, researchers have 
refined and improved such measures. One leading 
source of that research is the University of Wisconsin, 
where LAUSD turned to help it come up with a 
measure accurate enough for evaluating schools, 
principals, and teachers. The result was the AGT. 

Robert H. Meyer, who directs the Wisconsin center 
and is working with the schools in other states, is 
leading the work on the AGT. The basis for his work, 
he said, is “a practical theory of action that says it’s 
good to track reliably whether kids learned what 
we want them to learn using tests that are sensitive 
to the curriculum. My whole orientation is thinking 
about whether I gave a good lesson and did the child 
learn.”15 Using data for all of the district’s students 
over at least three years, the calculations underlying 
the AGT produce an estimate of how each student 
is likely to score on tests in each subject—math, 
reading, science, social studies, and history. That 
prediction is arrived at by factoring in the average 
effects on performance at all schools across the 
district of gender, race, family income, English 
fluency, housing situation, and mobility. The AGT also 
produces an estimate of predicted gains for each 
tested subject and school. 

The districtwide average gain is expressed as a three 
on a five-point scale. The year Davis took charge at 
Audubon, its AGT score for English language arts 

California is better positioned 
than many other states for 

adopting a value-added 
accountability system.
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bit the next year. In the 2009–10 school year, the first 
year Davis was on duty, the dot keeps going up higher 
and moves into the lower right quadrant, meaning the 
students were making bigger gains than their peers in 
other schools. The next year, Audubon’s dot becomes 
blue and proficiency continues to go up. Audubon’s 
progress in English over four years is represented by 
a different set of dots marking a sharp trend upward. 
In the latest year, Audubon shows up as a blue dot in 
the upper right quadrant, meaning its proficiency rates 
and value-added scores are both well above average.

Davis’ focus on rigorously evaluating teachers 
“changed the culture of the place,” said Joel Parks, 
a history teacher who chairs the school’s teachers 
union chapter.20 Although Davis offended some 
teachers, most welcomed the shift and were happy 
to see the most ineffective teachers gone. “Before, 
the math teachers gave homework, no one did it, and 
then they failed the students and explained it away 
by blaming the students for their failure,” Parks said. 
Test scores improved, he said, because Davis made 
the teachers teach.

An English teacher at Audubon said she had been 
trying for years to find a teaching job nearer to her 
home. Now, she said, “I don’t want to leave.” She 
attributes her change in attitude to Davis’ leadership. 
She said she had been given many opportunities 
to improve her practice and be recognized for her 
efforts. “He set a standard for us and he expects us to 
meet it and, if not, you’re gone,” she said. 

To Davis, it’s not magic. “Other schools come here 
and want to know the secret and there isn’t anything 
for me to teach them,” he said, other than monitoring 
the performance of all students and supporting 
teachers. “It’s just doing the work.”

In contrast to Audubon, Charles Drew Middle School 
which is in South Los Angeles, had the unwelcome 
distinction in 2010 of having one of the lowest AGT 

school is serving all types of students in all of the 
grades and all of the subjects that the state tests.17 So 
Davis, for instance, could see that the gains by eighth-
grade algebra students at Audubon were relatively 
smaller than those made by algebra students with 
similar backgrounds districtwide. Consistent with that, 
he could see that students who had done well in the 
past in math also were making relatively smaller gains. 
That information helped him identify the challenges he 
had to address in subsequent years.

During Davis’ second year, Audubon students 
continued to make larger gains than their peers across 
the district. For instance, the second-year rate of 
growth in math for all grades at Audubon jumped 
sharply—perhaps reflecting the fact that Davis had 
been able to replace most of the school’s math 
teachers.18

Of course, growth is not all that matters. It also 
matters—a lot—whether students are reaching 
proficiency. During Davis’ tenure the percentage of 
seventh-graders scoring proficient or advanced in 
English language arts has increased from 23 percent 
to 44 percent; the percentage of eighth-graders who 
are proficient or advanced jumped from 30 percent 
to 46 percent. In math, the gains were even steeper, 
rising from 23 percent to 36 percent for sixth-graders 
and 12 percent to 32 percent for eighth-graders. 

When combined, these two measures—the AGT 
and proficiency rates on the California Standards 
Tests—provide the potential for interesting and 
useful analyses. The AGT displays the two types of 
data on what the district calls a two-by-two matrix. 
Imagine a square divided into quadrants. Schools 
that have low proficiency rates and low value-added 
scores are represented by dots in the lower left 
quadrant. Schools that are low in proficiency but are 
making strong gains are seen as dots in the lower 
right quadrant.19 The schools gaining the least are 
represented by red dots. Those gaining slightly more 
are yellow. Grays represent the district average for 
growth. Greens are better, and the schools adding the 
most value are blue.

In mathematics in 2007, Audubon was a yellow dot 
in the lower left quadrant—about 10 percent of the 
students were proficient, and the school was adding 
less value than similar schools across the district. 
Audubon’s dot turns from yellow to gray and rises a 

Although Davis offended some 
teachers, most welcomed the 

shift and were happy to see the 
most ineffective teachers gone. 
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she did not expect was biology, where the school’s 
AGT score was far above the district average.

Estrada thinks the AGT will provide her with more 
useful data than will the results of the state’s 
standards tests. “Are you doing right by each child, 
and what’s a fair measure of that?” she asked. “The 
kids who are proficient and advanced, are they 
staying there and are you serving them well? If that’s 
what it can tell us then it can be a very powerful way 
of measuring my work.”

Los Angeles is using the AGT to help it sort schools 
in a more precise and useful way than either the AYP 
or the API, making it easier to target interventions. 
“We want to help highlight for folks some areas of 
strength and areas where there is opportunity for 
improvement,” said Noah Bookman, a district official 
who has worked on the AGT.23 If judgments about 
schools were based solely on the API or AYP, he said, 
“we might have had schools subject to major, costly 
intervention. But if you look at the same schools 
over time, they might be making some real, serious 
progress and should just be left alone.” 

Using value-added measures as one factor in 
evaluating schools is not controversial. The more data 
that is available, the smaller the random error that 
always accompanies testing. What is controversial is 
using student achievement data to evaluate teachers. 
In small part, this is due to the anger stirred up by 
the Los Angeles Times decision to publish teachers’ 
names and ratings. Those articles galvanized 
statewide opposition to growth measures based on 
individual achievement, and the controversy spread 
nationwide as journalists in other cities requested 
similar information. Nonetheless, LAUSD, led by 
Superintendent John Deasy, has pushed ahead. The 
district wants a new evaluation system for the 2012–
2013 school year that has, as one element, individual 
teachers’ AGT scores. 

In the spring of 2011, the district confidentially shared 
effectiveness ratings with individual teachers, asking 
them for feedback. Last fall, it gave the scores to the 
teachers’ principals. Principals are not supposed to 
use the scores to evaluate teachers, but in exchange 
for small bonuses, about 1,000 teachers agreed 
to have their work evaluated this year partly based 
on the AGT. The arrangement has again raised the 
hackles of the United Teachers Los Angeles union. 

scores in the district. Ninety percent of Drew’s 1,200 
students are Latino and the rest African-American. 
More than eight in 10 students are poor.21 Proficiency 
rates are below 20 percent. According to interviews 
with former teachers, many classes, especially in 
math, were taught that year by substitutes. The school 
was on a year-round schedule, and some teachers 
would earn extra money by substituting during the 
time they were supposed to be off. 

There was a constant churn of students from class 
to class due to errors in scheduling, the sudden 
departure of teachers, or attempts by some students 
to escape from classes with substitutes to get into 
ones with full-time teachers. Former teachers said 
that some newer staff members tried to ignore the 
chaos around them and got good results. But some 
older teachers would complain if a faculty meeting 
went five minutes over schedule. “Even if my kids 
made big gains,” one former teacher said, “it was 
balanced out by other teachers not trying at all.” Not 
surprisingly, Drew’s dots were red or yellow showing 
its students were doing more poorly than had been 
predicted by the model for four straight years. This 
year Drew has a new principal and has abandoned the 
year-round schedule.

The AGT also can reveal weaknesses in schools that, 
based on average achievement, appear to be stronger 
academically. Taft High School, located in an affluent 
area of the San Fernando Valley, has a relatively 
high API score; nearly two thirds of its students are 
proficient or advanced in English language arts and 
nearly 60 percent are on grade level or above in math. 
But the school’s 2011 AGT scores were far below the 
district average. Delia Estrada, Taft’s new principal, 
said the AGT results “confirmed that the school had 
a problem with how it is teaching algebra. If you’re 
just pushing out students and saying they can’t learn 
math, it’s not going to work.”22 One bright spot that 

Los Angeles is using the AGT to 
help it sort schools in a more 
precise and useful way than 

either the AYP or the API, making 
it easier to target interventions. 
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years, those fixes have been aimed at converting 
the index into a growth measure based on student 
achievement. In 2009 a legislative analysis found 
that, using the API, schools are “often unfairly held 
accountable for the low performance of the school the 
pupils previously attended.”25

A law passed that year required the state 
superintendent of public instruction to propose a way 
of fixing that problem. But no significant changes 
have been made, largely because of opposition from 
the powerful California Teachers Association. Not that 
the CTA is a fan of the API. Patricia Ann Rucker, a CTA 
lobbyist appointed to the state Board of Education by 
Gov. Jerry Brown, said she believes the API would be 
stronger if it were truly a growth measure. She also 
agreed that information about changes in individual 
student achievement would be valuable for teachers. 
But she said student achievement data should not be 
used by the state for any purpose.26 

Another reason the API has not been updated is a 
concern over the technical challenges involved, with 
some arguing that the standards and the tests they 
are based on would also have to also change, which 
would be costly. Depending on how it were done, 
changing the API could make historical comparisons 
impossible. 

Last year, Senate President Pro Tem Darrell 
Steinberg introduced legislation to modify the API 
so that it measured “group and individual academic 
performance growth by utilizing individual pupil 
results from a longitudinally valid achievement 
assessment system.”27 That idea was quickly dropped 
due to opposition. The bill that eventually passed 
the Legislature would have created the Education 
Quality Index, which would have incorporated dropout 
rates and measures of career and college readiness 
and pupil engagement and given more weight to 
subjects other than reading and language arts. The 
bill would have established growth targets for schools 
and groups of students, but the gains would not 
be measured using changes in individual students’ 
scores. The CTA did not oppose the legislation in its 
final form.

Still Brown vetoed the bill, citing his antipathy toward 
using test scores to judge schools. “Lost in the bill’s 
turgid mandates,” he wrote, “is any recognition that 
quality is fundamentally different from quantity.”28 

Likewise, the California Teachers Association, which 
is one of two statewide unions that include UTLA 
members, opposes using student test scores in 
teacher evaluations at all. The union’s position is that 
using student test scores in this way “is inherently 
flawed and meaningless.”24 Reliance on test scores, 
it says, “leads to teaching to the test and a narrowing 
of the curriculum.” It also says that the “misuse of 
data threatens individual teachers’ well-being, creates 
unhealthy school environments, and undermines 
otherwise effective evaluation systems.” The problem 
with this argument is that few of those “otherwise 
effective evaluation systems” exist. 

Revisiting the Academic 
Performance Index
The API was created around the same time that 
California was putting into effect rigorous new 
standards in math, science, English language arts, 
and social studies, and it satisfied several purposes. 
New tests aligned with the standards in each of 
those subjects were being developed, and students 
in grades two through 11 would take them. The tests 
generated an enormous amount of score data from 
each school, and the API was a convenient way to 
combine all of it into a single number that gave the 
public a crude proxy for student achievement and 
allowed schools to be ranked.

But it was not designed to give educators much help 
in analyzing school performance, and it told the public 
more about who attended each school than how well 
they were being taught. The shortcomings of the 
API have been known from the beginning. Over the 
years, various studies highlighted those problems and 
lawmakers have proposed legislative fixes. In recent 
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their marks for seven years and, under NCLB, they 
should be pressured to make dramatic changes. 

California could seek a waiver from much of NCLB, 
and in May the state Board of Education voted to 
do that. But that request would have to receive 
special consideration because the state is resisting 
meeting the requirements set by the U.S. Department 
of Education. Specifically, the state would have to 
develop a system that identifies schools for either 
interventions or rewards, based in part on changes in 
individual student achievement. It would also have to 
put in place teacher and principal evaluations based 
in part on students’ test scores. 

The state is not offering to make any of these 
changes. But failing to do so could be costly. 
Education spending in the state has already been 
cut dramatically—and will be further cut without tax 
increases. A waiver would free up the estimated $350 
million annually that school districts must now set 
aside for outside tutoring or to pay for students at 
low-performing schools to transfer elsewhere. 

Michael Kirst, a professor emeritus at Stanford 
University and president of the state Board of 
Education, argues that too many other policy 

Arun Ramanathan, executive director of the reform 
group Education Trust West, said the veto sent a 
message that Brown “has rejected the use of data 
in any way, shape or form, and that sort of boggles 
the mind.”29 Steinberg also is the author of a new bill 
that once again seeks to supplement the API with 
other measures, such as the percentage of students 
advancing to the next grade in middle and high 
school.30 The bill also calls for school inspections to 
add human judgment to the process. The API would 
be retained, but it would only count for 40 percent of 
a school’s overall rating. It would continue to compare 
different groups of students and would reveal little 
about whether the teaching at one school is any 
better than the teaching at another.

Why California Should Replace 
the API Now and How It Could 
Be Done
What Steinberg should propose instead is to scrap 
the API entirely as the student achievement measure 
and to replace it with a schoolwide value-added 
system that incorporates proficiency rates. The 
API once served a purpose, but today it is simply a 
placeholder for a real accountability system. A higher 
index number indicates almost nothing about whether 
the teaching at one school is any better or worse 
than the teaching at another. The API is, to a large 
extent, an indicator of students’ wealth rather than of 
a school’s educational quality. It places overwhelming 
emphasis on math and reading, which results in an 
under-emphasis on science and social studies. And 
because more than 40 percent of California schools 
have API scores at or above the state minimum, they 
no longer have to worry about helping students who 
are not yet proficient reach that goal. That means that 
schools that enroll more affluent and better performing 
students could rest on the laurels of their students 
and let the quality of teaching slide.

Now is the time to fix those problems because the 
current policy context presents California with an 
opportunity to make significant changes that might be 
less possible later on. One reason is NCLB’s looming 
deadline. By 2014, students in grades that are tested 
are supposed to be proficient in English and math. 
Already, 2,500 California schools have failed to hit 
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Local school districts could seek exemptions from 
the API and be offered incentives to create their 
own growth measures. The state would continue to 
gather and report on proficiency rates, so it would 
still be possible to see how schools and districts are 
doing against a uniform objective benchmark. But the 
districts would also report on their value-added scores 
or other types of growth measures. The state, or 
private foundations, could fund an external evaluation 
of the different models so that California could learn 
lessons for rebuilding a statewide system.

Already, other schools besides the Los Angeles 
school district are exploring or implementing a value-
added or growth measure of student progress. Four 
charter management organizations that together 
operate about 70 schools in Los Angeles are 
using student-level growth models in their teacher 
evaluations. Nithya Rajan, the interim executive 
director of the organization, known as The College-
Ready Promise, said the organization is proceeding 
cautiously; before attaching consequences to the 
scores, it is trying to determine whether teachers who 
are highly rated by that measure also score well in 
observations of their practice. “This is a big change… 
so we wanted to be sure we had confidence in the 
data,” she said.33 

Los Angeles is also part of a consortium called 
the California Office to Reform Education, which 
includes San Francisco, Long Beach, Fresno, and 
Sacramento, districts that are also interested in 
adopting a growth model. “I can’t wait around for the 
state,” says Los Angeles Superintendent Deasy. “I 
can make much more informed decisions because 
I have a trajectory. If I can keep improving I can get 
there. Then, it’s about pace.”34

Deasy acknowledges that the AGT is far from 
perfect. There is no way, for instance, to factor in the 

changes are pending—such as the implementation 
of Common Core State Standards and new tests that 
are supposed to go into use in 2014—that it would be 
better to leave the API as it is for now.31 But looked at 
another way, the next two years provide the state with 
a great opportunity to begin an important transition.

Richard Wenning, an architect of the Student Growth 
Percentile model that was pioneered in Colorado 
and is now being adopted or explored by 20 states, 
recommends that a new accountability system based 
on a growth measure be phased in, with schools held 
accountable for producing gains before teachers or 
principals are. One way to do that would be to use a 
growth measure for a few years to identify schools, 
such as Audubon, that are improving quickly, even 
if their proficiency rates are low. A school could be 
helped by having strong growth, but it couldn’t be hurt 
if it was judged not to be making sufficient progress. 
Both the API, and a new measure, could continue 
to be reported. The low-stakes pilot would allow the 
state to iron out any bugs that occurred, as is being 
done in Los Angeles. 

One of the consequences of shifting to the new 
Common Core assessments is that trend lines 
could be lost; each school would start with a clean 
slate. Growth measures require two or three years 
of data to construct, so if the state switched to new 
assessments in 2014, it could be 2017 before the 
state had an accountability and evaluation system 
based in part on student achievement. If the state 
adopted a value-added system now, however, the 
transition would be much faster and smoother. 
Students’ performance on the current tests could 
be used to predict their performance on the new 
assessments. Meanwhile, other steps, such as 
explaining the new system to teachers, principals, 
and parents, could be put in place. “It’s about political 
will,” Wenning said.32 “It’s not technically hard at all, 
but you need to be committed to building a next-
generation accountability system that produces a 
consistent source of information about how children 
are progressing.”

Alternatively, if dropping the API and creating an 
entirely new mechanism is too big a step, the state 
Board of Education could create a state waiver, 
similar to what the federal government is offering. 
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