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To: Senator Hank Coe and Representative Matt Teeters, Select Committee Co-Chairs 
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CC: Dave Nelson and Tania Hytrek, LSO 

RE: Review of Pilot Accountability Report  

Date: November 8, 2012 

 
In fulfilment of the requirement from 2012 Wyo. Sess. Laws, Ch. 101, Section 5(d) to review the 
progress on implementation of Phase I of the Wyoming School Accountability System, we have 
prepared the attached document.   This document presents our feedback on the October 15, 2012 
report prepared by Dr. Mike Beck titled, Results of the State Professional Judgment Panel 
Meetings & Recommendations on the State School Accountability Program (i.e. the Pilot 
Accountability Report).   
 
Our feedback is based on an understanding that the intent of the Pilot Accountability Report was 
to comprehensively address the methods and results from a pilot of the state accountability 
system as specified in the Wyoming Accountability and Education Act (WAEA).  From that 
frame, we find that the report is limited, although we recognize there are mitigating 
circumstances.  Accordingly, in our review we explain these limitations and suggest additional 
evidence that should be gathered to implement and evaluate the pilot system.   
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Review of Preliminary Wyoming State Accountability System Report 

Chris Domaleski and Scott Marion, Center for Assessment 

November 8, 2012 

Introduction 

The purpose of this document is to provide feedback on the October 15, 2012 report titled, 
Results of the State Professional Judgment Panel Meetings & Recommendations on the State 
School Accountability Program – hereafter: Pilot Accountability Report.   This report was 
prepared by Dr. Michael Beck and submitted to the Wyoming Legislative Service Office on 
behalf of the State Board of Education in fulfillment of the requirements of the Wyoming 
Accountability in Education Act (WAEA). 

From the outset, it is important to clarify the scope and purpose of this report and recognize how 
this impacts our review of its adequacy.  We had assumed that we would receive a report that 
describes the methods and results from a comprehensive pilot of the state accountability system 
in fulfillment of WAEA.  It appears that the State Board is treating the Pilot Accountability 
Report as this required submission.  Assuming this is the case, we find that the report falls quite 
short.  We will detail the rationale for our conclusion in this document.   

Instead, we find that the report is focused more specifically on describing the process used to 
make judgments to classify schools into performance levels through the use of a Professional 
Judgment Panel (PJP) based on outcomes in each of the four indicator categories.  Normally, the 
work of a PJP would occur after the business rules and other rules for defining and combining 
indicators were established.  Unfortunately, according to a memo received from Dr. Paige Fenton 
Hughes on October 15, 2012, “It was not anticipated that Dr. Beck would be responsible for 
developing the accountability model itself.  There were some delays in receiving data, and 
inconsistencies in the data received from the Wyoming Department of Education (WDE) were 
not resolved prior to the panel meeting.”  In other words, it seems that the author of the Pilot 
Accountability Report was specifically tasked with coordinating the PJP and may not have had 
access to information that fully specified the state accountability system that would otherwise 
have been used by these panels and subsequently documented in the report.  In order to provide 
information to panelists necessary for conducting the PJP, Dr. Beck was put in the position of 
having to make determinations about how indicators would be defined and combined.  This 
poses a critical problem with evaluating the merits of the Pilot Accountability Report.  While we 
understand why Dr. Beck needed to make certain decisions in preparing for the PJP meeting, the 
Pilot Accountability Report does not include the necessary detailed treatment of the decision 
rules or rationale for us to clearly understand how the “model” was implemented, at least for the 
purposes of conducting the PJP.    
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Nevertheless, our focus in this document remains providing feedback on the extent to which the 
Pilot Accountability Report provides complete and technically sound specifications with respect 
to the comprehensive school accountability pilot.  To that end, our feedback is organized into 
three categories.  First, we comment on the approach used for three of the indicator categories, 
noting where design decisions may have limitations or information is not sufficient to provide a 
complete evaluation.  Second, we address the PJP process and outcomes.  Overall, we find the 
PJP process to be one of the strengths of the report, but we address some of the resulting patterns 
that merit scrutiny.  Finally we identify some areas not addressed and additional analyses that 
should be conducted to gauge the extent to which the model produces reliable and valid 
outcomes. 

Indicators 

There are some significant limitations to the specifications and standards for the indicators used 
in the pilot accountability system.  To be fair, some of the limitations identified in this document 
were also acknowledged in appendix H of the Pilot Accountability Report.  However, we assert 
that the pilot cannot be regarded as comprehensive and complete until these and other issues are 
resolved. 

First, we believe the manner in which the equity indicator is defined is problematic.  Page three 
of the Pilot Accountability Report describes equity as, “the percent by which the proportion of 
students in the PAWS/ PAWS-ALT performance level of Below Basic was reduced between 
2010-11 and 2011-12.”  The Pilot Accountability Report further describes the identified 
performance standard for equity on page six indicating that schools must reduce below basic by 
6% to meet the target and by 20% to exceed the target.  Essentially, equity is defined in the pilot 
as a measure of annual improvement in proficiency rate.  We find this approach problematic 
because it impacts schools differently depending on their starting proficiency rate.  For example, 
a school with 95% of students scoring proficient in year one would have no opportunity to meet 
or exceed standard on this indicator in year two.  While it is true the school could demonstrate 
quality on other indicators, the validity of the system is threatened when an indicator is used on 
which many schools cannot achieve favorable performance – particularly in light of the fact that 
many stakeholders will regard these high proficiency schools as among the state’s top 
performers.  In the Wyoming Comprehensive Accountability Report prepared in support of the 
WAEA, we identified one approach that overcomes this limitation.  The approach relies on 
growth rate calculated using Student Growth Percentiles (SGP) for low performing students, 
which we assert is more systemically evenhanded.   

Second, we agree that defining the school growth indicator as the median student growth 
percentile (MGP) is defensible.  However, we do not believe it is sufficient to use a judgment 
based decision alone to establish school MGP growth targets.  This topic was addressed in detail 
in the Wyoming Comprehensive Accountability Report.  Our recommendation was that growth 
thresholds should be determined using both norm-referenced and criterion-referenced standards.  
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Norm-referenced analyses may be used to determine the extent to which the target is reasonably 
attainable by schools.  We note in the Pilot Accountability Report (p.5) that panelists reviewed 
impact data at the school level.  However, the impact data are not provided in the report, which 
prevents us from fully evaluating these outcomes.  Also absent is any reference to criterion-
referenced standards that link target growth to meaningful outcomes.  In the Wyoming 
Comprehensive Accountability Report we discussed some approaches for addressing criterion 
referenced growth, such as including adequate growth percentiles (AGP) or examining growth 
trajectories over multiple years to ensure that selected growth rates are pegged to attaining or 
maintaining proficiency.  In summary, we lack information in the report to provide feedback on 
the extent to which growth thresholds are attainable, meaningful, and appropriate.   

Finally, we are concerned about the manner in which the readiness indicator is defined.  On page 
four of the Pilot Accountability Report the readiness indicator is described as having two 
components, “(1) the percent of students who received a high school diploma within four years 
of entry into the school, and (2) the percent of students whose composite scores on the ACT 
EXPLORE and ACT Grade 11 assessments met the ACT-determined College Readiness 
Benchmark.”  First, while we found a discussion of the composite ACT Benchmark, we did not 
see the actual composite score used.  ACT has defined many benchmarks and we are unclear if 
the composite score used in this case is a score of 21, 24, or something else.  On page six, it is 
explained that the PJP established a threshold of 85% for graduation rate and 20% for readiness.  
Achieving one of these requirements qualifies a school to meet the readiness standard, while 
achieving both standards is necessary to exceed standards.  Our primary concern with this 
definition is that it is very coarse, particularly in light of the rigor of the ACT readiness 
benchmark.  In other words, there are many levels or degrees of readiness that schools may 
exhibit that are masked by defining the indicator in this manner.  We attempted to address this in 
the Wyoming Comprehensive Accountability Report by showing how indices could be computed 
for ACT performance and/or for graduation rate.  Failure to capture this nuance in the model 
prohibits leaders and policy makers from having a more complete and accurate portrayal of 
school performance to inform strategies for improvement.  Also, it could work as a disincentive 
for schools far below the standard.  That is, schools with a large percentage of students not 
graduating in four years or not meeting the ambitious readiness benchmark are not rewarded for 
demonstrating incremental progress and, in fact, would be treated the same as a school below 
these standard that is in decline with respect to post-secondary readiness.  

Overall Outcomes 

As noted in the introduction, we generally found the PJP process to be a strength of the pilot 
initiative.  We agree that professional judgment should play a central role in accountability 
decisions.  Moreover, the PJP appears to be well-planned, informed by credentialed panelists, 
allowed opportunities for iterative review and feedback, and was well-documented.  However, as 
should be clear from our feedback on the indicators, the process cannot compensate for 
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limitations in the data used.  Additionally, professional judgment alone – even based on a 
commendable process - is not sufficient to validate the suitability of the overall outcomes.   

Accordingly, in this section we move from the indicator level and focus on the overall 
performance outcomes detailed in appendix F.  In this section, fully 135 patterns of performance 
across the four indicators at each of three levels are portrayed.  Each pattern was reviewed by the 
panel and classified as not meeting the standard (NM), partially meeting the standard (PM), 
meeting the standard (M), or exceeding the standard (E).  It appears from the report that there 
was significant attention given to having the panelists understand the meaning of the 
performance levels and the performance indicators. It is also made clear that panelists were free 
to ‘weight’ indicators according to judgment.  The author indicates that there was strong 
agreement on nearly half of the judgments (20 of 25 panelists agreed on 63 of 135 patterns) and 
that in another 23 cases there was 70% exact agreement.  However, there were some patterns on 
which decisions were largely split.  In fact, for 12 cases a different decision from 1 or 2 panelists 
would have changed the overall outcome.  To the author’s credit, these were clearly noted in the 
report.  We believe these patterns especially merit additional scrutiny before any decision is 
made to approve them. Unsurprisingly, lack of agreement was chiefly associated with patterns 
where performance on the indicators was not consistent, such as high growth but low 
achievement.    

In our review of the outcomes, we also considered the descriptions for each performance level 
contained in the Wyoming Comprehensive Accountability Report and referenced in legislation.  
For clarity, these definitions are provided below.   

• Exemplary/Exceeding Expectations:  Schools in this category, which is reserved for 
schools considered models of performance, have demonstrated high growth in all 
applicable content areas, have average to high levels of achievement (proficiency rates), 
and have high performance on graduation rates and other readiness indicators (if 
applicable).  

• Satisfactory/Meeting Expectations:  Schools in this category have demonstrated either 
high levels of growth or high levels of achievement in all content areas and are meeting 
state targets for readiness indicators. 

• Approaching/Partially Meeting Expectations:  Schools in this category have 
demonstrated either acceptable levels of growth or acceptable levels of achievement in 
some, but not all content areas.  Schools in the “approaching” category may demonstrate 
average or lower performance on graduation or other readiness indicators. 

• Priority Improvement/Not Meeting Expectations:  This category is reserved for 
schools with unacceptable performance on many or most indicators.  Schools in the 
priority improvement category typically have low levels of achievement in all content 
areas and demonstrate low to average growth in the relevant content areas and fall short 
of expectations on graduation and other readiness indicators (if applicable). 
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We reviewed the indicator patterns associated with each level to judge the extent to which 
outcomes were consistent with the established performance level descriptions above.  
Importantly, we did not have performance data by content area to evaluate – although this is 
explicitly referenced in the descriptors.  Even so, we found a few patterns that did not appear to 
match the performance descriptions.  For example, there were some patterns regarded overall as 
exceeding, where either growth or readiness was not in the exceeding range and there were a few 
patterns judged as not meeting expectations where either achievement or readiness at least met 
standards.    

We do not necessarily regard any ‘aberrant’ pattern as sufficient evidence that the outcomes are 
flawed.  After all, another approach might have used compensatory indices that could lead to still 
other so-called aberrant combinations.  Our point here is that these patterns should be explicitly 
justified and tied to specific performance level descriptors, whether the ones referenced above or 
new descriptors, before moving forward, given that the outcomes in the Pilot Accountability 
Report could lead one to question that some patterns are overly rigid or overly lenient based on 
the descriptors.   

Finally, any adjustments in defining the indicators, which we are clearly advocating, or changes 
to the performance levels established for these indicators, will necessitate re-examining the 
overall performance definitions. 

Additional Information and Next Steps 

In the final section of this report, we identify areas we expected to see included or more fully 
addressed in the Pilot Accountability Report in order to sufficiently evaluate the pilot.  We also 
provide some recommendations for next steps.   

First, there is very little attention in the report to the rationale for defining performance 
indicators.  It is not clear that the accountability system was fully specified and modeled prior to 
the PJP process.  Rather, it seems the PJP approach described attempted to compensate for a lack 
of clear definitions by building this into the process.  More information regarding how and why 
determinations were made for the indicators is critical.  For example, as noted in the indicator 
section, why was readiness defined using a single benchmark for ACT as opposed to providing 
credit for levels of performance?  Or, why was equity based on improvement instead of growth? 

Another critical aspect in any accountability system is the specification and evaluation of 
business rules, which can have a very substantial impact on results.  We acknowledge that 
questions are raised about business rules in appendix H of the Pilot Accountability Report, 
however, this falls well-short of the level of detail required to fully evaluate the pilot model.  
Moreover, it is not clear why these decisions were not made prior to the PJP rather than 
addressed during the PJP.  Examples of critical business rules to resolve include: 

- What is this minimum n-size to include data for each indicator? 
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- How will schools with all possible patterns of missing data be treated (e.g. due to n-size, 
grade configurations etc.)? 

- Will participation rate be included?  How? 
- Will a minimum inclusion rate be required (e.g. 25% of enrolled students must be 

included for the indicator to ‘count’)?  If so, what rules will apply? 
- What is the enrollment requirement for a student to be included in each indicator (e.g. full 

academic year)?    
 

These questions are intended to be illustrative, not comprehensive.  It is critical to establish, 
evaluate, and document these rules before the pilot can be regarded as complete.   

Finally, impact data must be provided by indicator and overall to evaluate the technical 
defensibility of the model.  In the best case, these data should be provided for multiple years and 
for schools of various types.   

Analyses should be conducted to gauge the extent to which the results are reliable.  There are 
multiple statistical approaches to evaluating the reliability of school determinations.  We 
recommend starting with school level results overall and by indicator to determine the extent to 
which classifications shift from year to year.  Dramatic changes will signal a troubling lack of 
stability that will erode the credibility of the system.  

Additionally, it is important to investigate how the accountability results impact different types 
of schools.  Some suggested analyses in the near term include: 

1. What is the distribution of outcomes for elementary, middle, and high schools? 
2. What is the distribution of outcomes for small versus large schools? 
3. How do outcomes vary based on the available indicators (e.g. are schools with missing 

indicators in any way advantaged or disadvantaged)?  
4. How do schools with a higher proportion of students in poverty perform compared to 

schools with low poverty? 
  

Again, this list is not intended to be comprehensive.  Rather, these analyses are intended to be 
illustrative of the types of evidence that must be assembled during a pilot phase to vet the 
reasonableness of the design decisions and business rules. 
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