Public Comments by Dr. Vic Smith                              Indiana State Board of Education, Sept. 7, 2011
My name is Vic Smith, and I live in Indianapolis.  In making these comments, I speak only for myself.

On August 29th, this board heard public comments and later discussed the problem created by linking the flawed federal Adequate Yearly Progress measure to Indiana’s letter grade system.  Many schools earning an “A” or a “B” were capped at a “C” due to this problem.  The Board voted to instruct the IDOE to identify in the press release that some schools are reduced from “A” to “C” due to federal rules.  

I was disappointed to see that this resulted in just one sentence in paragraph 8 of the press release announcing letter grades.  I was hoping, and I am sure the schools affected were hoping, for a public listing of the schools that would have received an “A” or “B” if the separation from federal AYP had already been achieved.  I still hope that list will be provided to the public.

The Indianapolis Star documented how several high scoring high schools, including Plainfield and Hamilton Southeastern, were graded down due to federal rules that have been discredited even by Secretary of Education Duncan.  This problem leaves Hoosier citizens wondering just what a “C” means in the Indiana grading system.  Such uncertainty is a source of invalidity which must be cleared up.

This problem, though, is not the only source of invalidity in Indiana’s letter grades.  There is a second problem which was brought to the Board’s attention during several hearings which is best summarized with the question:  Are you sure our school should get a “D”?

Unbelievably, In Indiana’s system, schools that score above 79% passing while showing positive improvement from the previous year will land in the “D” category.  Consider these three schools:
 
                                                              
  2011 


  
       2010

                              Category/Performance/Improvement                Category        

Pennville Elementary (Jay)             D    Watch      79.5          + 0.2                            Exemplary           

Hamilton Elem(Lake Station)         D    Watch      79.3          + 0.2                            Exemplary   

Fishback Creek Elem (MSD Pike)   D    Watch      79.7          + 0.3                            Exemplary   

After scoring “exemplary” in 2010, these schools dropped from the highest category to a “D” by scoring only a few percentage points lower, even though they showed positive improvement.  Fishback Creek plunged from Exemplary to “D” even though its performance rose by nearly 1%.  That is not fair.

Altogether, I found 43 schools judged to be a “D” that scored above 75% and simultaneously showed positive improvement.  Of these, 10 schools fell from Exemplary to “D”.  Most citizens would call this unfair.  If criteria are being revised, I would urge you to use confidence intervals to remove the injustices seen in these examples.   
These results tell us more about the rating system than about the schools.  The overactive “D” category was pointed out in testimony about the rule, but the concern was ignored.  This comprises a second source of invalidity in Indiana’s grading system.  Besides not knowing clearly what a “C” means, the public may well question what a “D” means and question whether it is being applied unjustly.  I urge the Board to provide further information to the public on these two concerns and then to correct them.
