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2011 Statewide Top to Bottom Ranking
Frequently Asked Questions

Why did the Michigan Department of Education choose to publish a Top to Bottom Ranking?

The Michigan Department of Education is required to produce a list of persistently lowest achieving (PLA) schools each year.  Last year, MDE also published an overall Top to Bottom ranking of all the schools in the state along with the PLA list, and has continued with that “light of day” reporting for all schools.

The statewide Top to Bottom Ranking includes all schools, and was calculated using MDE’s preferred methodology, which differs from the methodology used to calculate the PLA list (see question below).  We believe this ranking provides increased light of day reporting for a larger and more comprehensive group of schools.  

How was the methodology determined?

The original ranking methodology was implemented in the summer of 2010.  Through the course of the 2010-2011 school year, MDE spent substantial time and resources revising the methodology with the assistance of various stakeholders.  This included three rounds of public hearings to gather public testimony, presentations to the State Board of Education, and referent group feedback.  MDE also shared the ranking with multiple stakeholder groups in over 30 presentations statewide, and gathered substantial feedback through those interactions.  Finally, MDE shared the ranking methodology with their Technical Advisory Committee for technical advice and guidance.
The methodology used in the 2011 Top to Bottom Ranking reflects substantial changes made based on recommendations and feedback from stakeholders.

This methodology also reflects MDE’s preferred methodology, as it a) was developed in conjunction with the field and b) is a more refined and precise method by which to rank schools.

What are the consequences attached to my ranking on this list?

There are no consequences attached to this list.  This is simply for light-of-day reporting and information.

MDE encourages schools to use this list as a diagnostic tool, to understand their achievement, improvement, and achievement gaps in all tested subjects, and to appropriately target resources to areas of highest need.

What are the major components of this ranking?

Schools are ranked based on student proficiency, student improvement, and achievement gaps between students within a school.  A school with a high ranking is one that has a high level of proficiency, is improving over time, and is ensuring that all students are learning and achieving at a high level.  Graduation rate is also a component of the ranking for high schools.  

What tools are available to help me understand this list?

In order to support schools in understanding the information provided to them by this ranking, MDE has developed a variety of tools, which can be found here:  http://www.michigan.gov/mde/0,4615,7-140-37818_56562---,00.html.  These include:

· 2011 Top to Bottom Ranking Overview Powerpoint:  This takes you through the ranking step-by-step, and includes detailed notes and talking points on each slide.

· 2011 Top to Bottom Ranking Overview (Prezi presentation with voice over):  This is an interactive tool for you to explore the ranking methodology while listening to an explanation of the steps involved.

· 2011 Top to Bottom Ranking Individual School Lookup:  This tool allows you to enter your school’s information and see all of your data and how it fit together to lead to the final ranking.

· 2011 TTB Business Rules, replication file, and data dictionary:  To promote transparency and allow schools access to the base data and rules, we have provided the detailed business rules, a file with all data necessary to replicate the rankings, and a detailed data dictionary.

· Frequently Asked Questions

· Resources:  What is a Z-Score presentation and a Logistic Regression worksheet.  These tools are available to you to assist you in understanding components of your ranking.

Is there a district ranking?

No, there is no district ranking.

Calculations and Methodology

Are you really comparing “apples to apples” with the schools?

Yes.  A major focus of the improvements in the ranking methodology was to ensure that this comparison was more precise.  We now translate all student scale scores into student z-scores instead of performance levels, which helps to compare students to similar students who took that same test in the same grade statewide.  We also use z-scores throughout the methodology to compare elementary/middle schools to other elementary/middle schools, and high schools to other high schools.  

Are high-performing schools disadvantaged by the ranking methodology?

No.  MDE, in collaboration with stakeholders, integrated a series of “ceiling effects” provisions throughout the ranking methodology.  Schools with over 90% of their students proficient do not receive an improvement ranking, as it would be difficult for them to show significant improvement given their high levels of achievement.  In the performance level change metric, students who are previously proficient and maintain that level of proficiency are considered to be “improving.”  Finally, schools with a graduation rate that is over 90% do not have graduation rate improvement considered along with the rate, but are ranked only on their rate.

Doesn’t the inclusion of achievement gap hurt high-performing schools?

We do not believe so. A school with a high ranking is one that has a high level of proficiency, is improving over time, and is ensuring that all students are learning and achieving at a high level.  For schools that have traditionally had high levels of overall proficiency but perhaps have students who are underperforming, this ranking methodology focuses attention on the need to ensure that all students are learning. High-performing schools with large achievement gaps will need to focus their attention on their lowest 30% of students, regardless of which “subgroup” they are in, and focus on enhancing instructional strategies so that all students are learning.

Additionally, achievement gap is only ¼ of the total ranking, so it is not the predominant factor in the ranking.

I can close my achievement gap by simply getting all of my students to do worse, right?

While this is technically correct, it would be inadvisable because overall achievement is still ½ of the total metric.  Decreasing achievement to close the gap would have the net effect of lowering your overall ranking.  We believe schools will not take this approach, but rather will focus efforts on how to close the gap through raising student achievement.

Why is the system so complex?  Isn’t it too hard to understand?

MDE acknowledges that the system is complex.  In order to accurately capture what is going on in schools, it is necessary to have a nuanced approach.  The ranking methodology used last year was much simpler.  However, through the course of the year, many concerns were raised with the simplicity because stakeholders felt it was disadvantaging their school by failing to capture differences well.  MDE agreed and integrated many of these rules in order to more fairly and accurately rank schools, but this did increase the complexity of the system.  There is a constant balancing act between careful calculation and simplicity.

We also note that complexity does not decrease transparency.  MDE is very committed to ensuring that the system, while complex, is still transparent, so we have made available all data necessary for replication, along with all business rules and other supporting documentation.  We also plan to support the transparency of the system through professional learning, technical assistance, and continued open access to data.

Why do we use average student z-scores instead of average percent proficient for the achievement metric?
One of the concerns expressed by a variety of stakeholders was that there may be grade-level differences in cut scores for proficiency levels, and so schools with certain grade configurations may be advantaged or disadvantaged based on which grades they teach.  To avoid this, and to ensure an “apples to apples” comparison between students and schools, we translate student scale scores into student z-scores, by comparing each scale score to the average of all others in the state in that same grade, content area, and test type.  
Why do we weight the Performance Level Change metric?

The weighted performance level change metric is designed to heavily reward significant improvements, reward improvements, reward maintenance of performance level for students who were already proficient, and disincentivize all declines and significant declines.  A ceiling clause is also implemented here such that any student who declines in performance level but remains in the top performance level can be considered to have maintained his or her performance level.  We use the weighting methodology below.
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Why is achievement gap included?

The State Board of Education and MDE are both very concerned that we maintain focus as an educational community on the achievement of all students, and that subgroup achievement continues to be an important element of success for schools.  In order to do that, we integrated achievement gap into the ranking methodology.  To obtain achievement gap, a two-year average bottom 30% minus top 30% z-score gap is created by obtaining the average z-scores of the bottom 30% of z-scores in the school and subtracting from that the average of the top 30% of z-scores in the school. This gives a negative number which when compared to all schools in the state assures that schools with the highest achievement gap receive the lowest z-scores as intended.

My school has a unique grade span.  Does that affect my ranking?

No.  If you have 30 or more full academic year students in two or more tested content areas, you are eligible to receive a ranking.  The translation of student scale scores to z-scores, along with the school-level z-scores used to compare elementary/middle schools to other elementary/middle schools, and high schools to other high schools help ensure that grade span does not drive the final ranking.

Who receives a ranking?

All schools with 30 or more full academic year students tested over the last two years in at least two state-tested content areas.

I have a highly mobile population. Does that affect my ranking?

No.  We use the full academic year (FAY) methodology to ensure that schools are only held accountable for students whom they have instructed for a full academic year.

What changes to the 2010 methodology were made based on feedback from stakeholder groups?

The major changes are outlined in detail above, but are repeated briefly here:
1. Using student z-scores instead of proficiency levels

2. Weighted performance level change

3. Ceiling effects

4. The addition of graduation rate and graduation rate improvement for high schools

5. The addition of achievement gap, and calculating the gap as the difference between the lowest 30% and highest 30%, versus achievement gaps between subgroups.

Top to Bottom Ranking versus the Persistently Lowest Achieving Schools List

Is this different than the list of Persistently Lowest Achieving schools?  Why?

The PLA list is generated following a set of federal approved business rules as described above and applies only to certain schools who meet the federal requirements.  The statewide Top to Bottom Ranking was generated for all schools in the state (who had a sufficient number of full academic year students).  

The Top to Bottom ranking includes all five tested content areas, and graduation rate data (for high schools), and uses MDE’s preferred rules, developed in conjunction with a diverse set of education stakeholders throughout the 2010-2011 school year.  This list is being published to provide information to all schools and to provide “light of day” reporting on the achievement, improvement, and achievement gaps of all schools in the state.  

A comparison of the two lists is included below
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Are there schools on the PLA list that are not in the lowest 5% of the straight Top to Bottom ranking?  Why?
Yes.  Because of the differences in the ranking methodology (see chart above) and because of the tiers that we are required to use in the PLA methodology, a school can have a Top to Bottom ranking that is higher than the lowest 5%.

Why wasn’t the same methodology used for both lists?

The PLA schools were identified using a set of business rules that were approved by the federal government for the publication of the 2009-2010 PLA list. As noted in the August 22, 2011 memorandum from Sally Vaughn, Deputy Superintendent and Chief Academic Officer, the Michigan Department of Education submitted a request for a waiver of certain requirements for the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA) Section 1003(g) School Improvement Grants to the U.S. Department of Education (USED).  This waiver would have permitted MDE to use rules different from those required by Section 1003g for identifying schools as persistently low achieving (PLA).  MDE’s preferred rules use a straight classification of the lowest performing five percent of schools as determined by Michigan standard assessments, growth data, achievement gap data in all five tested content areas, and graduation rate data (for high schools) without using the USED “tier” system.  Because the waiver was denied by USED, Michigan’s 2011 PLA list has been determined by current federal guidelines, following the business rules listed below, which require the use of the tier system and do not include graduation rate data, achievement gap data, and assessment data for content areas other than reading and mathematics.
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