February 15, 2008

Kerri L. Briggs, Ph.D.

Assistant Secretary

United State Department of Education

400 Maryland Avenue S.W.
Washington, D.C. 20202

Dear Assistant Secretary Briggs,

Thank you for granting Minnesota the opportunity to submit a growth model proposal to incorporate into our Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) accountability system.

Minnesota’s will meet the seven core principles to implement the growth model into the 2008 AYP determinations.

1. Ensure that all students are proficient by 2014 and set annual goals to ensure that the achievement gap is closing for all groups of students identified in the statute. 

· Minnesota’s growth model uses the Annual Measurable Objectives (AMOs) currently approved in the accountability workbook for the status calculation.    These approved AMOs ensure that all Minnesota students will be proficient by 2013-14.

2. Set expectations for annual achievement based on meeting grade-level proficiency, not based on student background or characteristics. 

· Minnesota currently does not use student background or characteristics in its current AYP calculation and does not use them in the proposed growth model calculation.

3. Hold schools accountable for student achievement in reading/language arts and mathematics separately. 

· Minnesota currently holds schools accountable for students achievement in reading and math separately.  The growth model continues to uphold this principle by calculating growth separately for reading and math.

4. Ensure that all students in tested grades are included in the assessment and accountability system, hold schools and districts accountable for the performance of each student subgroup, and include all schools and districts. 



· Minnesota currently includes all students in tested grades in the assessment and accountability system, and this will not change with the inclusion of the growth model.

5. Include assessments that produce comparable results from grade to grade and year to year in grades three through eight and high school in both reading/language arts and mathematics, that have been operational for more than one year, and that have received Full Approval or 
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Full Approval with Recommendations before the State determines AYP based on 2007–08 assessment results. 

· Minnesota’s assessments produce comparable results from grade to grade and year to year in grades three through eight and high school in both reading and math.  These assessments have been operational for two years, 2006 and 2007, and will be operational for the third year in 2008.  The assessment system is currently undergoing peer review and Full Approval or Full Approval with Recommendations is expected in summer 2008, prior to Minnesota determining AYP based on 2007–08 assessment results.

6. Track student progress as part of the State data system. 

· Minnesota currently has a data system with unique student identifiers to track student performance from one year to the next with a matching rate of 99 percent.

7. Include student participation rates and student achievement on a separate academic indicator in the State accountability system. 

· Minnesota currently includes student participation rates and student achievement on a separate academic indicator in the accountability system and will continue to do so with the inclusion of a growth model.

Minnesota is also making progress in the following areas: 

1. Raising overall achievement and closing the achievement gap. 

· Minnesota is raising overall achievement and continues to close the achievement gap as demonstrated on the Minnesota Comprehensive Assessment – Series II and the National Assessment of Educational Progress.

2. Ensuring that information is accessible and timely and that parents have options.

· Individual student assessment results are accessible in a timely manner and parents have options prior to the start of the next school year.

3. Improving teacher quality, including providing parents and the public with accurate information on the quality of the local teaching force. 

· Improving teacher quality is a priority in Minnesota.  Parents and the public have accurate information on the quality of the local teaching force posted on the Minnesota Department of Education Website.

Minnesota’s growth model proposal includes all available years of existing data in creating its growth model using a value table that provides schools credit for students moving up achievement levels towards proficiency, and compounding points for students that move up achievement levels toward proficiency for consecutive years.  The value table does not award any credit for students that regress from a proficient to a non-proficient status. Additionally, Minnesota does not reset targets each year.  

Minnesota’s growth model does not aggregate growth, it relies on individual student growth, and all students, including currently proficient students must make growth to earn full credit in the value table.  Minnesota’s model holds the current year school accountable for student growth and 
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does not consider changes in school configurations as grounds for changing growth expectations.  Minnesota’s growth model does not propose the use of confidence intervals when measuring individual student growth.

When considering a growth model, Minnesota evaluated its use in the context of the full accountability system. Minnesota’s model does not present too many ways for a school to make AYP and does not dilute accountability. While Minnesota’s model uses status, safe harbor, and a rigorous performance index, the application will provide evidence that doing so does not weaken Minnesota’s accountability system. 

Minnesota has determined that a value table model is the best fit for its accountability system to maintain integrity, make use of all available data, and provide motivation to educators.  Minnesota will be using a value table with compounding points to incorporate multiple years of data for each student into the calculation.  

The value table model is relatively simple to explain and apply; the complexity was in developing the assessment and alignment of standards from grade to grade on which the achievement levels are based.  Having a model that is easy to explain and understood by educators will result in more student growth.  Educators will be able to understand how student growth translates into meeting AYP.  Educators will be able to use student data at the beginning of the year applied to the value table to see how each student has the potential to earn points for the school towards making AYP.  Educators will be encouraged that even very low performing students do not need to advance to proficient in just one year for the school to earn some credit for the student’s growth and therefore will have an increased incentive to leave no child behind.  The more realistic expectation of growth, moving up an achievement level, is motivational to educators.

Minnesota’s growth model application uses the 13-page structure set forth in the January 2006 peer review guidance for growth model proposals.  Minnesota’s responses are embedded in the document and include appendices.

Thank you for considering Minnesota’s growth model proposal.  Please direct questions to Christy Hovanetz Lassila, Ph.D., Assistant Commissioner at Christy.Hovanetz-Lassila@state.mn.us or 651-582-8856.
Sincerely,

Alice Seagren
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