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Forum Brief

AYPF Using Student Surveys: Implications for State and District Policy

March 14, 2014

Overview

AYPF hosted the third in a series of three forums examining the use of student surveys to inform continuous improvement of teaching and learning. This forum focused on the use of surveys at the state and district levels, particularly as a tool to evaluate teacher, administrator, and school performance, with lessons learned from implementation in Illinois and Colorado. It built upon the work of two earlier forums. The first forum in the series focused on what policy makers and other stakeholders have learned through recent research on the use of classroom-level student surveys. That forum discussed how surveys capture key dimensions of classroom life and teaching practices as students experience them; the validity and reliability of student feedback; and the relationship between survey results and student learning outcomes. The second forum in the series focused on the use of student surveys at the school level. Presentations centered on how surveys are implemented and how their data can be utilized to improve professional development and to track schools' progress over time. 

Forum presenters for the March 14 event were:

· Elaine Allensworth, Ph.D, Lewis-Sebring Director of the University of Chicago Consortium on Chicago School Research (CCSR);
· Kendra Wilhelm, Senior Program Manager of the Leading Effective Academic Practice (LEAP), Denver Public Schools; and 
· Amy Farley, Director of Research and Impact at the Colorado Legacy Foundation. 
AYPF Senior Director Loretta Goodwin introduced the three speakers and highlighted the work of the previous two forums in the series. She noted that the first two forums are available via webinar, and that today’s forum will also be available via webinar by the end of April 2014. 

Presentations

Elaine Allensworth from the University of Chicago Consortium on Chicago School Research (CCSR) began her presentation by noting that her work enabled her to provide both state and local perspectives on the use of student surveys. Her experience administering the Chicago 5 Essentials Survey in Chicago Public Schools (CPS) was ultimately expanded to the entire state through the Illinois 5Essentials Survey. The data generated by the surveys provide an evaluation system for schools based on what the CCSR found to be the five best indicators of school improvement.

The Chicago 5Essentials Survey was developed jointly by researchers, teachers, principals, and members of reform organizations in 1994. After several iterations, based on field testing and other feedback, the surveys were first administered to teachers and students in CPS in 1997. Between 1997 and 2010, the surveys were administered biannually, with annual administration beginning in 2011. Currently, about 80% of teachers in all grades and students in grades 6 through 12 participate in the survey.   

According to Allensworth, the impetus for the surveys was prompted by the decentralization of school governance in CPS in the early 1990s. The surveys give schools actionable information that they can use to prioritize initiatives and drive improvement. Because the surveys offer evidence of how policies and initiatives affect teachers’ and students’ experiences in individual schools, the data can be used effectively to target schools’ specific needs for improvement. 

She highlighted the five essential areas that make up the survey: 1) Effective Leaders; 2) Collaborative Teachers; 3) Involved Families; 4) Supportive Environment; and 5) Ambitious Instruction. Each essential includes its own set of measures, and each measure has its own set of guiding questions. Allensworth explained that the survey data are used for both research and improving school practices and that CPS adopted the five fundamental areas for their own school improvement framework in 2008: “We’ve been doing these surveys for a long time, and there has been a lot of opportunity to build buy-in from the school district. We modify the instrument each year to ensure that we are gathering the best information possible. At this point, the surveys are an essential part of schools in Chicago.” 

However, she noted that the CCSR and school district faced obstacles when the survey data were initially made public in 2009. Before that time, the survey results were provided confidentially to school leaders. Eventually, the CCSR responded to outside pressure to make the results public, and they became so in 2009. CCSR was concerned that in making the data public, the validity of the survey would be compromised. For example, researchers worried that principals would put pressure on teachers to answer questions about leadership in a positive light. After much discussion, the CPS and CCSR reached a compromise: The survey results would be released to the public, but researchers would continue to analyze the data and produce accompanying reports. In addition, the school district would not have access to individual teacher data; rather, the CCSR would publish teachers’ responses in the aggregate.

Allensworth acknowledged that by enabling the survey results and reports to become public, they have become a more effective and useful tool for reform. In 2013, the survey results became a component of a school’s accountability rating, accounting for 5% of the overall score. She explained: “Initially, some principals didn’t want to share their schools’ data with teachers or the school improvement team because they may not have painted a favorable picture. That meant that teachers and students who took the survey wouldn’t always have access the results.  Now, everyone in the school community has access to the data.  We give principals a chance to review their school’s data a few months ahead of time. That way, they can prepare their responses and plans for the future.” 

Allensworth emphasized that the surveys provide invaluable insight into what policies are working in schools, and their effects--intended or otherwise--on instruction, the learning environment, and supports for students. For example, she pointed to a situation in a particular school in which failure rates in 9th grade Algebra increased, despite a “double dose” of the class and increased test scores in the subject. Allensworth said that the student survey results helped to explain the phenomenon: the 9th grade students reported that they received more challenging instruction and there were fewer behavioral problems, leading to more learning, but no increase in support from teachers than they had in previous years. In short, the survey revealed that the level of teacher support did not increase with the level of student demand, which led to lower grades and pass rates, despite higher levels of learning.

Next, Allensworth noted that the Chicago 5Essentials Survey has been validated and refined through two decades of research and that the gradual pace of implementation has been critical to its success. She explained that the reports have changed considerably based on feedback from schools: “We have undertaken massive amounts of work. It’s hard to look at all of these measures at once, and the landscape changes each year, so we need to refine our measurement and our theories. The survey is truly an iterative process between research and practice.”

One controversial development has been the use of color codes in the school reports. According to Allensworth, the colors make the reports seem evaluative, while the CCSR wants them to be formative. However, she acknowledged that the color codes make the reports easy to read—schools can immediately see in what areas they are strong and where they need improvement--and allow for simpler comparisons across similar schools and across the district. She added that schools can look at the distribution of responses not only for each measure, but also for each question within that measure.  

Allensworth concluded by highlighting the expansion of the 5Essentials Survey throughout the state of Illinois, as well as in select other cities through a separate partner organization, UChicago Impact. In Illinois, the surveys became mandated under state law for the 2012-13 school year. In contrast to the survey implementation in Chicago, which was rolled out slowly and was low-stakes initially, the statewide implementation was rolled out quickly and with high stakes. Although 93% of districts participated in the first year, once the results became public, schools and districts pushed back. According to Allensworth, many leaders were surprised and disappointed to find their districts and schools rated as average or below. “In the end, we learned that it’s a good idea to roll out survey implementation slowly and give people a chance to get used to the surveys and their results,” she added. 

The next forum presenter was Kendra Wilhelm, Senior Program Manager of the Leading Effective Practice (LEAP) with the Denver Public Schools (DPS). She began by giving a snapshot of DPS’s demographics and the brief history of LEAP, the school district’s teacher 

evaluation system. She explained that although the district is making dramatic gains in student achievement, the achievement gap between high- and low-income students is also increasing. Most of the work around LEAP is funded by the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, Wilhelm noted. 

Components of LEAP were piloted in 16 schools in 2010-11, at which time DPS engaged principals and teachers in the system design. The district simultaneously built organizational capacity through principal professional development and Teacher Leader Academies. Also during the 2010-11 school year, the district administered its first student survey, and the state legislature passed Senate Bill 191, which governed teacher evaluations.     

According to Wilhelm, 94% of schools opted to pilot LEAP during the 2011-12 school year. During that year, DPS developed a peer observation team to conduct teacher observations, refined the system based on research findings, and piloted the first Student Perception Survey.

In 2012-13, LEAP was still in the pilot phase, but the district narrowed its Observation Framework from 21 to 12 indicators, and fine-tuned the survey. This school year, LEAP is being implemented in 100% of schools, with final ratings being reported to the state, and DPS is conducting ongoing work to differentiate teaching and learning roles to support the evaluation system and provide targeted professional development. 

Wilhelm further described the components of LEAP, which are broken down into two key areas, each of which comprise 50% of a teacher’s evaluation: 1) Student Growth and 2) Professional Practice. Under Professional Practice, teachers are evaluated by either school leaders or peer observers in their classrooms, evaluated for their professionalism, and by their students. The Student Perception Survey is a sub-component of the Professional Practice measure and accounts for 10% of a teacher’s overall rating. She explained that Student Learning Objectives are being phased into the Student Growth measure in 2014-15. Scores from both areas are combined into one overall score.

According to Wilhelm, DPS is working diligently to ensure that LEAP measures effective teaching, ensures high quality data, and invests in teachers’ improvement. To ensure the validity and reliability of its instruments, the district has incorporated Measures of Effective Teaching (MET) Guiding Principles and over the past four years of development has responded through a variety of feedback structures. She explained the challenge: “In a large district there are many aspects of implementation to get a handle on. We have many different schools, with different structures and cultures, and we need to make sure they are implementing programs in the same way.”

Wilhelm elaborated on the feedback structures and emphasized their importance in the process. She noted that the most valuable feedback structures are design teams of teachers and DPS’s work with the teachers’ union. One union leader is serving on LEAP working teams, and another liaison works in the school to help communicate teachers’ perspectives and share these with the district LEAP team. In addition, Wilhelm noted that union leaders also serve on the LEAP steering committee, along with district leadership.. “The steering committee makes decisions collectively. Having the union a part of these discussions and decisions has helped teachers’ acceptance of LEAP enormously,” explained Wilhelm. 

Wilhelm next turned her attention to the Student Perception Survey and its evolution since 2011. Over time, she explained, the survey has become shorter, better tailored to the needs of English Language Learners and special needs students, and aligned to the rigor of the Common Core State Standards. In addition, the district reduced the burden on students, teachers, and other staff by administering the survey only in the fall, since they found no statistical difference between fall and spring administrations. The surveys given in fall 2013 were the first time they were officially used for LEAP evaluation ratings. She noted that DPS is hoping that the student survey can be offered online in the future; the Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for College and Careers (PARCC) assessment may require the district to invest in increased technological resources, which would make the possibility of an online survey more feasible.  

Wilhelm concluded by highlighting the procedures for scoring and reporting student survey results. Under the system, teachers and school leaders can access the reports online within six weeks of administration. She noted that students are overwhelmingly positive about their teachers and that individual teacher data is compared with other teachers across the school and district and disaggregated by construct, question, student demographics, and response distribution.. In conclusion Wilhelm noted that DPS is determining how best to support teachers in using the results, which are discussed with teachers, among school leaders and school improvement teams: “LEAP is a support and growth system before an evaluation system. We want to give teachers their results and concrete scores before the end of the year to provide them ample time to improve.”

The final presenter was Amy Farley, Director of Research and Impact at the Colorado Legacy Foundation (CLF). She described CLF as an independent nonprofit organization that works with the state department of education to build capacity within districts. Her work mostly focuses on the integration of policies related to standards, assessments and evaluations across the state, serving both urban and rural school districts. In Colorado, she noted, more than one-half of districts serve small student populations. 

The Colorado Legacy Foundation developed the Student Perception Survey following the adoption of Senate Bill 191 in 2010, which mandates the state’s teacher evaluation system.  According to Farley, the framework does not require student perception surveys to be part of a district’s teacher evaluation system, but the law does encourage feedback from students. She explained that the state asked CLF to help it develop a robust student survey, which would be freely available to districts and would be especially helpful for smaller districts with fewer resources. Farley emphasized that it “was very important to us that the survey be free and accessible to all of our districts. We did a validation study to make sure that nothing in the survey compromised buy-in. We then mapped it to the state’s teacher quality standards. Our survey really fits in well to the evaluation system in Colorado.”

The Colorado Student Perception Survey contains 34 items about students’ learning experiences. It contains two versions--one for students in grades 3 through 5, and another for students in grades 6 through 12. Both versions have a set of anchor items that are the same. The validity and reliability of the survey instrument was confirmed through rigorous analyses and field testing in 16 districts, and it was enhanced based on feedback from more than 1,400 teachers. Based on the feedback,  CLF either changed or eliminated items, particularly those that had any negative wording. Farley said that CLF’s timeline for survey implementation shows how seriously it took the development of the survey. She explained, “We constructed definitions, underwent psychometric testing, tested the survey in two large pilots, built in a process to analyze the results, and revised the instrument.” 

To obtain student feedback as part of the design and implementation process, CLF conducted “think-alouds” with students in which they explained the cognitive process they use to arrive  at an answer for each question. “This process was very helpful. We wanted students to think holistically and thoughtfully. We wanted to make sure our language was clear and captured the intent of our questions,” she noted. 

Farley described in detail the value of student perception surveys. She said that: 1) students surveys are unique forms of actionable feedback that districts, schools, and teachers can use to inform practice; 2) students are in a unique position to contribute to a comprehensive view of classroom practice because they experience it more than anyone else in the education system; and 3) student perception data can offer a big picture view of what is happening in classrooms as well as school and district trends. Furthermore, research supports the use of surveys, suggesting    that they are mutually beneficial for teachers and students.

According to Farley, the Student Perception Survey measures teachers’ performance in four domains, mapped to the teacher quality standards in Colorado. The domains include: 1) student learning, 2) student-centered environment, 3) classroom community, and 4) classroom management. However, she emphasized that the survey does not measure whether or how much a student likes or dislikes a teacher. The results of the survey suggested a strong correlation between the student perception surveys and overall teacher evaluation ratings. This same relationship holds true across all survey elements.

In conclusion, noted Farley, CLF has identified a few guiding principles for administration. They include: 1) Teachers care about their practice and their students; 2) by itself, a reliable and valid instrument does not ensure that teachers will receive good feedback; 3) messaging matters, as does engaging administrators early and often; and 4) give stakeholders real decision making power. “Administrative processes are very important. The more information given to school administrators and all stakeholders, the better the implementation,” said Farley.  

Question and Answer 

Following the presentations, forum attendees had an opportunity to ask a few questions of the experts. The first member of the audience asked whether researchers gave survey participants any indication beforehand that the surveys were important. 
Farley responded that CLF offers a lot of guidance around best practices because implementation and fidelity are critical to the success of the survey implementation.. Implementation on the school level can vary widely, she noted. Wilhelm agreed that there is inconsistency of communication around the surveys in Denver, adding that some schools hold assemblies to explain the importance of the surveys to students.

The next question concerned the level of item difficulty and whether researchers make adjustments when reporting results. Farley explained that there are not cut scores on the survey but rather that CLF encourages teachers to consider comparison data as a way to interpret their own results. "We think of the survey results as an anchor. There are a lot of things that go into identifying areas of growth and weaknesses," she said. 

Wilhelm concurred and noted that DPS is looking at mapping the distribution of student response scores against teacher effectiveness scores.  

Goodwin queried whether there was a tradeoff between the survey and report lengths and whether researchers tended to make surveys shorter. According to Allensworth, this tradeoff is a constant struggle with survey instruments. For example, a longer survey can lead to bias against students with lower achievement, since they may have difficulty completing a survey. As a result, it is better to test the survey in different environments and slowly add or change survey content. She explained that it is a very long process to determine whether to include a question and to make sure that questions are fair: "Every item we want to add means that we have to take something away. Policymakers need to listen to constituents. Illinois had forums to say how they thought the surveys could adapt to local context."
Another question asked about the measures of similarities among schools, and Allensworth suggested that in Chicago, CCSR was able to make fine grained comparisons using U.S. Census data. The next question concerned the effect of the PARCC assessment on practices in DPS. Wilhelm reiterated that the new computer-based assessment would hopefully bring the district more technological resources that would enable them to move the student survey online. 

The final question concerned efforts to collaborate across states. Wilhelm said that although her district's work is still in progress, they still work with other districts to share best practices and lessons learned, particularly other grantees of the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation. Farley expressed some nervousness about the question. She emphasized the competing need for personalization and expertise throughout the process. The Colorado Legacy Foundation made a significant investment in building and piloting their surveys. "It’s an enormous undertaking, and the process should be reliable, transparent, and accessible," she concluded. 
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