
Topic 1:

Identification of Schools

School & District Improvement FAQs



THE COUNCIL OF CHIEF STATE SCHOOL OFFICERS

The Council of Chief State School Officers (CCSSO) is a nonpartisan, nationwide, nonprofit organization of public officials 

who head departments of elementary and secondary education in the states, the District of Columbia, the Department 

of Defense Education Activity, and five U.S. extra-state jurisdictions. CCSSO provides leadership, advocacy, and technical 

assistance on major educational issues. The Council seeks member consensus on major educational issues and expresses 

their views to civic and professional organizations, federal agencies, Congress, and the public.

COUNCIL OF CHIEF STATE SCHOOL OFFICERS 

Tony Evers, President, Wisconsin 

Chris Minnich, Executive Director 

One Massachusetts Avenue, NW, Suite 700 • Washington, DC 20001-1431 

Phone (202) 336-7000 • Fax (202) 408-8072 • www.ccsso.org 

Copyright © 2016 by the Council of Chief State School Officers, Washington, DC 

All rights reserved.



1

School &
 D

istrict Im
p

rovem
ent FA

Q
s  - Top

ic 1: Id
entification of Schools

Contents

Topic 1: Identification of Schools .................................................................................................................3

Introduction ...........................................................................................................................................3

1. What data measures should be used to calculate status identification?  .........................................3

1a. Comprehensive Support and Improvement (CSI) School ...............................................................3

1b. Targeted Support and Improvement School ..................................................................................5

1c. What are possible indicators of school quality and student success that could be  
used to calculate identification?  ...........................................................................................................6

2. What should the exit criteria include? ...............................................................................................6

2a. Comprehensive Support and improvement Schools  .....................................................................6

2b. Targeted Support and Improvement Schools  ................................................................................7

3. Should supports and interventions end after a school exits status? ................................................8

4. What happens if a school exits status and is then re-identified?   ....................................................9

5. Should districts be identified for status? ...........................................................................................9

5a. Priority Districts ...............................................................................................................................9

5b. Focus Districts ...............................................................................................................................10

6. If designated a district in need of supports and interventions, what supports  
and interventions could be provided or required?  ............................................................................10

7. Should reward schools be identified? .............................................................................................. 11

8. What are other questions that SEA staff should consider? ............................................................. 11

Additional SEA Resources that may be useful: ................................................................................... 12



2 

Sc
ho

ol
 &

 D
is

tr
ic

t 
Im

p
ro

ve
m

en
t 

FA
Q

s 
 -

 T
op

ic
 1

: I
d

en
tifi

ca
tio

n 
of

 S
ch

oo
ls

School & District Improvement FAQs

The School and District Improvement (formally known as Supports & Interventions) State 

Collaborative on Assessment and Student Standards (SDI SCASS) of the Council of Chief State 

School Officers (CCSSO) focused its 2015-2016 work on defining effective school improvement 

strategies and practices. To support themselves and other state education agency staff, the SDI 

members created this series of Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ) documents to define questions, 

highlight examples, and include any considerations that SEA staff may need to consider as they 

plan and implement policies and strategies. The FAQs are organized by topic. 

The SDI SCASS is considering and reviewing the key components of the Elementary and Secondary 

Education Act (ESEA) and ESEA flexibility to be retained (and possibly even strengthened) for 

future state work. Additionally, the new version of ESEA, the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), 

provides significantly more authority directly to state education agencies (SEAs), and the SDI 

members seek to 

• Gather various approaches from states in one resource, 

• Highlight lessons learned and considerations, and

• Codify practices and policies that appear effective. 

SDI members are looking carefully at their current work and have determined four critical 

components for supporting low-performing schools and districts:

  1.  Identification of Schools (including the lowest performing schools and schools with 

persistently underperforming subgroups)

  2. Differentiated Supports and Interventions

  3. Transfer of Funds and Resource Alignment

  4. Family and Community Engagement

State-specific examples are provided and hyperlinked (if available). The SDI SCASS hopes these 

documents will be updated as additional guidance from the U.S. Department of Education 

is released and as SEAs implement successful practices. Please note that regulations from 

the U.S. Department of Education are pending and could adjust elements of the law that are 

discussed within these FAQs. The state education agencies that participated in the creation of 

these resources include Arkansas, Maine, Michigan, Mississippi, Oregon, South Dakota, Utah, 

Washington, and Wyoming. Staff from the Illinois Center for School Improvement and Virginia’s 

state education agency also contributed.
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topiC 1: identifiCation of sChools

Introduction

The No Child Left Behind Act’s (NCLB’s) identification for school improvement, corrective action, 

restructuring, public school choice, and supplemental educational services (SES) are replaced with 

two categories: 

  1.  Comprehensive Support and Improvement (CSI), and 

  2.  Targeted Support and Improvement (TSI).

Comprehensive Support and Improvement – Beginning with school year 2017-2018 and at least 

once every 3 years, state education agencies (SEAs) identify schools for “comprehensive support and 

improvement.” SEAs are also required to set exit criteria for schools that are identified. Schools that 

meet the following criteria are required to be identified: 

• The 5 percent lowest performing Title I schools in the state (as determined by the index 
and differentiation process);

• High schools that graduate less than two-thirds of their students, based on four-year 
graduation rates; and

• Title I schools for which a subgroup is consistently underperforming at the same level as a 
school in lowest 5 percent category for a state-determined number of years. 

Targeted Support and Improvement – In addition to identification for comprehensive support and 

improvement, the SEA annually notifies local education agencies (LEAs) with schools which have at 

least one “consistently underperforming” subgroup. Beginning with school year 2017-2018, SEAs 

identify these schools for “targeted support and improvement.” Further, the SEA must notify LEAs with 

schools that have at least one subgroup performing as poorly as all students in the lowest performing 

five percent of Title I schools for “additional” targeted support and improvement. An LEA set-aside for 

supplemental education services (SES) and public school choice is no longer required. 

1. What data measures should be used to calculate status identification? 

1a. Comprehensive Support and Improvement (CSI) School

Comprehensive Support and Improvement schools (similar to priority schools under the Elementary 

and Secondary Education Act [ESEA] flexibility) are a state’s lowest-performing Title I schools. Under 

the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), SEAs now have increased flexibility in how those schools are 

identified, meaning that determination can be calculated using various formulas. Under ESEA flexibility, 

the most common formula identified priority schools as the lowest achieving 5 percent of Title I schools 

(based on their performance on state assessments). 
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Most states use the state-approved standardized assessment to calculate status. Recent changes to 

state assessments have been problematic for status identification due to different tests being used 

each year and a lack of baseline or trend data. 

With the passage of ESSA, the expectation is that SEAs have increased flexibility in how they decide 

to identify these schools. Rather than having a pre-set definition or formula, the SEA can apply its 

overall state system to the identification. The SEA must identify the lowest 5 percent of Title I schools, 

but under the definitions set in their accountability system. For example, if a state utilizes an A-F 

grading system that is made up of multiple measures, the SEA can use that index to identify its lowest 

performing schools. This is different from the requirements under prior ESEA law (strictly based on 

proficiency goals) and the definition of priority schools under ESEA flexibility (which allowed for an 

expanded approach from ESEA but was still prescriptive in its definition). This flexibility provides 

SEAs with an opportunity to develop one cohesive accountability system and will hopefully make the 

process of school identification more transparent to the public. 

It is important to note, though, that there are still parameters for a state accountability system 

specified in ESSA and the related regulations, which impact which schools would be identified under 

the new federal law. 

Considerations

While these may not satisfy all statutory and regulatory requirements, states could incorporate these 

measures when developing their state approach:

• Use comparable and statewide interim/benchmark assessment data that the district already 
uses or could use for diagnostic purposes as a factor in status identification. It may be 
complex to determine a “state average” for these assessments, but this would not over-
emphasize the accountability of a single test on a single day. Any additional assessments 
should be considered using the Commitments on High-Quality Assessments. 

• Use multiple data points to identify status, including student performance and other school 
or district success or warning indicators. 

• Identify the bottom 5 percent of Title I schools, based on lowest achievement on the state 
assessment based on a 2- or 3-year average in addition to the lowest growth rate and the 
other required indicators. 

• Consider a model where the number or percentage of schools identified as lowest-
performing/CSI/priority status also identifies a district as a lowest-performing/CSI/priority 
district (see question 5). 

• Incorporate growth in the identification to give schools more than one year of growth in an 
academic year. 

• For further considerations on calculating status identification, see CCSSO’s ESSA Critical 
Area Outline: Accountability.

http://www.cgcs.org/cms/lib/DC00001581/Centricity/Domain/4/CCSSO%20CGCS%20Statements%20of%20Support%20October%2015%202014.pdf
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1b. Targeted Support and Improvement School 

Targeted support and improvement (TSI) schools (which are similar to focus schools under ESEA 

flexibility, but which are identified differently) are schools with consistently underperforming 

subgroups, which can be defined by the state. Further, TSI schools include any public school in 

which a subgroup is performing as poorly as all students in the lowest performing 5 percent of 

Title I schools identified for CSI; these schools receive “additional targeted support.” Traditional 

subgroup identification includes English Language Learners, Black/African American, Hispanic/

Latino, Special Education, and economically disadvantaged students. ESEA flexibility waivers 

allowed the creation of super-subgroups, and whether this policy is allowed under ESSA will largely 

be subject to regulations issued by the U.S. Department of Education. 

While final regulations and guidance from the U.S. Department of Education are pending,  

SEAs could utilize various ways to identify schools with consistently underperforming  

subgroups, including

• Comparison of subgroup achievement compared to the state

• Subgroup gaps within the district/school

• The “next” lowest performing schools (i.e., those above the bottom 5 percent, 6 
percent through 24 percent)

• Analyze the gap between the bottom 30 percent of students and the top 30 percent of 
students. The 10 percent of schools with the largest gaps are focus. Student subgroup 
identification is not a factor in this identification (Michigan). 

• High-needs subgroup includes students with disabilities, English Language Learners, 
and economically disadvantaged students (Connecticut).

• Super-subgroups in Virginia’s flexibility waiver included (which may or may not be 
allowed under the final regulations)

o Gap Group 1 – ELL, special education, and economically disadvantaged 
(unduplicated)

o Gap Group 2 – Black students including subgroups included in Gap Group 1 
(duplicated)

o Gap Group 3 – Hispanic students including subgroups included in Gap Group 1 
(duplicated)

Considerations

• The importance of the growth of subgroups, in addition to achievement levels

• Using two or three years of data for identification 
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1c. What are possible indicators of school quality and student success 
that could be used to calculate identification? 

Including other indicators of school quality and student success in the state’s accountability system is a 

new requirement for ESSA, and SEAs are starting to think about possible non-academic and other factors 

that could be used. Some initial ideas include (this is not an exhaustive list) 

• Climate/culture index – could be based on several data points and/or surveys

o Discipline

o Chronic absenteeism

o Positive Behavioral Intervention and Supports (PBIS)

• Social and emotional learning

• College/career readiness, such as participation in and performance on advanced coursework

• Teacher quality

o Attendance 

o Attrition 

o Readiness

o Effectiveness

o Teaching qualifications and teaching with content experience

• Improved operating systems, structures, and policies (note that some of these might be LEA-
based and not school-based)

• Quality of community and wrap around services 

2. What should the exit criteria include?

2a. Comprehensive Support and improvement Schools 

Under ESSA, states have discretion to develop exit criteria for comprehensive support and 

improvement schools. Determining exit status has been a complex topic for many SEAs. Over the 

past several years, many SEAs learned that their originally defined exit criteria (under ESEA flexibility 

waivers) were too difficult to achieve and as more schools entered status, few exited status. Several 

issues resulted from this scenario. First, some schools that were demonstrating improvement were 

unable to exit status. Second, SEAs lacked the capacity to support the ever-expanding number of 

identified schools. The ESEA flexibility renewal process allowed several states to adjust their exit 

criteria. In general, exit criteria have been based on improvements in student achievement (on a 

state-defined standardized test) over a pre-determined amount of time. In addition, changing state 
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assessment systems compounded the exit criteria problem. Schools that entered status under one 

assessment system are no longer taking the same assessment, so it is difficult to demonstrate if 

progress was made. 

States currently utilize a variety of formulas to exit status, which may or may not be applicable under 

ESSA. Examples of current exit criteria include

• Under ESEA flexibility, priority schools receive services for three years and then SEAs revisit 
the identification metric; the schools are released if they no longer qualify for identification.

• Meeting the AMOs in reading and math for all students (Arkansas).

• Priority schools receive services for two years and are released at the end of the two years if 
their new ranking is 15 percent or higher on the top to bottom list (Utah).

• For a four-year cohort, the state monitors the use of Transformation/Turnaround plans. 
Schools cannot exit status after four years unless their plan has been implemented with 
fidelity for those four years AND their gap and non-gap student groups have met AMOs in 
math and reading (South Dakota).

• Requiring improvements to be made for at least two consecutive years (Virginia). 

Considerations

• Align the exit criteria with the state’s overall accountability index (if used to identity the 
lowest-performing schools).

• Some sort of growth measure, as opposed to just looking at top to bottom rankings.

• Multiple years of data and the creation of sustainability plans for the phase out of funding 
and continuation or decrease of programming and technical assistance supports.

2b. Targeted Support and Improvement Schools 

Under ESSA, districts and states will have increased discretion in evaluating progress of targeted support 

and improvement schools. As part of ESEA flexibility, states have used a variety of criteria to determine if 

a focus school is ready to exit status, including

• Has the school met achievement targets for the identified subgroups?

• Have conditions for sustainability been implemented?

State Examples

• Determine if the deficiency gap points decreased and if the school is not in the bottom 10 
percent of schools. 

• Determine if the school performs above 25 percent of all Title I schools in state – on a two-
year average (Utah).
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• Average growth of a school needs to be larger than the “bottom 30 percent” growth or 
“bottom 30 percent” proficiency (Michigan). 

Considerations

• Use the first year as a planning year, then have one year of implementation. The TSI school 
can either exit after the second year or advance to CSI status if the exit criteria are not met. 

• Exit schools annually, even if identification occurs on a longer timeline. 

3. Should supports and interventions end after a school exits status?

The ultimate goal for schools is to be able to sustain the progress they were able to make in order to exit 

status. Often due to limited resources, most SEAs do not provide additional supports or interventions 

(particularly funding) to schools after they exit status. There are, however, other strategies states have 

employed to support schools in their continuous improvement even after they have officially exited 

status. Some states have used a variety of sources of grant funds (including state funds or other Title 

funds to continue supporting and monitoring the school in specific areas of need.

State Examples

• Arkansas’s model delivers a level of service for three years after exiting priority status. The 
same services (distance coaching in school improvement planning platform, limited on-
site for specific needs, regional professional development) are provided the first year after 
meeting exit criteria and are then phased out over the next two years. Services are provided 
by SEA staff, so some existing funds are redirected to support needed technical assistance, 
but additional funding streams are not necessary to cover the work. Supports are also 
focused on building district capacity. Focus schools receive some services, but not to the 
same extent as priority. 

• Washington continues to support and monitor schools for three years from implementation. 

Considerations

• Increase monitoring to track improvements and sustained growth in the initial years after 
exiting status. 

• Maintain increased autonomy or preferential treatment (i.e., early grant/application approval).

Resources

• Center on School Turnaround: Using Federal Education Formula Funds for School 
Turnaround Initiatives: Opportunities for State Education Agencies 

• CCSSO: Summary of Significant Spending and Fiscal Rules in the Every Student 
Succeeds Act  

http://centeronschoolturnaround.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/CST_Using_Fed_Funds_Final2.pdf
http://centeronschoolturnaround.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/CST_Using_Fed_Funds_Final2.pdf
http://www.ccsso.org/Documents/Summary%20of%20Significant%20Spending%20and%20Fiscal%20Rules%20in%20ESSA%20-%2003092016.pdf
http://www.ccsso.org/Documents/Summary%20of%20Significant%20Spending%20and%20Fiscal%20Rules%20in%20ESSA%20-%2003092016.pdf


9

School &
 D

istrict Im
p

rovem
ent FA

Q
s  - Top

ic 1: Id
entification of Schools

4. What happens if a school exits status and is then re-identified?  

This is a challenging issue, and in the past most states added those schools back on the same 

priority or focus lists if they are re-identified. Many states find that the same schools and districts 

cycle on and off improvement lists over the years. 

The U.S. Department of Education has not yet released guidance on the transition process, which 

may include information or suggestions on what do with schools that have exited status and are 

then re-identified. 

Considerations

• Is there a way to diagnose the root cause of continued low-performance? What are 
the effects of school staff or district staff, district structures, district policies? By the 
time a school is re-identified, it might have new teachers, new administrators, and 
different student groups. Can the new staff be held accountable for past performance 
and actions of other staff? Is there a way to compare the current situation with the past 
situation that resulted in the first identification? An SEA could complete a detailed 
diagnostic review to determine what changes occurred and what pieces have not 
changed since exiting status. 

• Depending on the results of the diagnostic, the SEA could create an enhanced 
accountability status for that school (and possibly the district) to target the systemic 
issues that result in the re-identification. If the context is different, it is advisable to start 
over at year 0 of status identification. 

5. Should districts be identified for status?

ESSA requires that states identify schools for low-performance and achievement gaps, but does 

not require states identify districts. Under prior law, some states chose to identify districts based on 

school status, for example, under ESEA flexibility.

5a. Priority Districts

Very few states identified priority districts, but several states required districts with priority schools 

to implement a number of steps. 

State Examples

• Illinois, Virginia, and Washington required districts with Priority Schools to rewrite  
their district-level improvement plans to reflect how they will support the  
priority schools.

• South Dakota policy stated that a district is labeled a priority district if the district has 
more than three schools in the district AND at least half the schools are identified (in 
some level of status), and at least one of those schools is identified as priority. 



10 

Sc
ho

ol
 &

 D
is

tr
ic

t 
Im

p
ro

ve
m

en
t 

FA
Q

s 
 -

 T
op

ic
 1

: I
d

en
tifi

ca
tio

n 
of

 S
ch

oo
ls

• Arkansas identified districts as “Academically Distressed” if the three-year average of 
academic performance (math and literacy) is below 49.5 percent. Additional information on 
the academic distress identification can be found here. 

• Massachusetts identified chronically underperforming districts based on low performance 
and lack of improvement over time. The lowest performing districts are called Level 
5 districts and information about the designation can be found here. In addition, 
Massachusetts identifies underperforming schools as Level 4 schools, and by default, the 
districts are also identified as Level 4. Additional information about Level 4 designations can 
be found here. 

5b. Focus Districts

It is unclear if any state identified focus districts, but several states required districts with focus schools 

to implement a number of steps. 

State Examples

• Illinois, Michigan, Virginia, and Washington required districts with focus schools to rewrite 
their district-level improvement plans to reflect how they will support the focus schools.

6. If designated a district in need of supports and interventions, what 
supports and interventions could be provided or required? 

Staff in local education agencies with high numbers of comprehensive and/or targeted 

supports and interventions schools can play a role in improving the systems and structures that 

support identified schools. All district work should focus on ensuring that the district provides 

differentiated supports for identified schools based on their needs. These supports would include 

a multi-tiered system of support (MTSS), family/community engagement, and teaching and 

learning expectations (with a focus on curriculum). See the FAQ topic on differentiated supports 

for more information. 

State Examples

• Districts with priority and focus schools were required to implement the 14 district 
indicators in Indistar® (Washington) and can be found here, and guidance is  
found here. 

• Districts with priority schools in Illinois worked on assessing and improving the 
following areas:

o A strong District Leadership Team, including autonomy for principals and site-
based decision making at the school level

o An effective and efficient data system

o A strong monitoring system including feedback loops

http://www.arkansased.gov/public/userfiles/rules/Current/ACTAAP-FINAL_-_September_2014.pdf
http://www.mass.gov/edu/government/departments-and-boards/ese/programs/accountability/support-for-level-3-4-and-5-districts-and-schools/school-and-district-turnaround/level-5-districts/level-5-districts-frequently-asked-questions.html
http://www.mass.gov/edu/government/departments-and-boards/ese/programs/accountability/support-for-level-3-4-and-5-districts-and-schools/school-and-district-turnaround/level-4-districts-and-schools/
http://www.k12.wa.us/StudentAndSchoolSuccess/ActionPlanMaterials/IndistarExpectedIndicatorsSchoolsandDistricts.pdf
http://www.k12.wa.us/StudentAndSchoolSuccess/pubdocs/DistrictIndistarActionPlanningRationaleandGuidance.pdf
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• Massachusetts required a number of actions of Level 4 districts and details can be 
found here. 

• Districts with priority schools in Indiana received preferential treatment from the SEA. 
Districts received fast track approval of grant applications and have a lead SEA contact 
person who helps the district navigate the SEA (Indiana).

• Districts with priority schools were required to complete the Education Resource 
Strategies (ERS) resource check tool and complete a resource alignment conversation 
about those issues (Michigan). The tool can be found here.

• District was required to locally hire a school improvement specialist to work with the 
identified priority (1 FTE) or focus school (.5 FTE) (Arkansas). 

• District was required to report to state board of education (with the identified school), 
as requested, if expected progress was not being made (Arkansas, Virginia). Local 
board members may attend to address policy issues (Arkansas). 

7. Should reward schools be identified?

There is no required identification of reward schools under ESSA, but each state could make its own 

determination about if and how it identifies and recognizes top-performing schools.

Considerations

• There may be opportunities to pair lower-performing schools with higher-performing schools 
to support growth for both schools. 

• It may be useful to recognize schools for a variety of achievement indicators, including

o Highest scoring on state assessments – top 5 percent of achievement

o Highest growth on state assessments

o Beating the Odds schools – schools that outperform their demographics 

8. What are other questions that SEA staff should consider?

While determining how to identify, support, and exit low-performing schools and districts, SEA staff 

may want to consider the following questions:

• Does the CSI identification capture the “right” schools?

• Does the TSI identification capture the “right” schools?

• What schools are we not serving within the current identifications that we know need 
supports and interventions?

• What are the implications and opportunities associated with incorporating English 
Language proficiency in school accountability systems?

http://www.mass.gov/edu/docs/ese/accountability/turnaround/level-4-guidance-focused-plan.pdf
https://www.erstrategies.org/assessments/resource_check
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• What are the viable options (including under ESSA) for data dashboards and/or index 
models for initial accountability determinations? Is there a distinction between what you 
would want to use to identify lowest-performing schools and what’s reported as part of 
your school/district report cards? 

• If allowed and used, what do we know about “super” subgroups and how they can 
promote inclusion versus exclusion? What factors do stakeholders feel are important 
with regard to determining a “minimum number” for subgroup size and with regard to 
“super” subgroups? 

• How will you disaggregate data by subgroup for your non-academic indicators of school 
quality and student success? 

Additional SEA Resources that may be useful:

• Arkansas: School Improvement Resources

• Michigan: Blueprint for Turnaround

• Michigan: MI Excel Statewide System of Support Description

• South Dakota: ESEA Flexibility Request

• Washington: Priority Schools Plan

• Washington: Identification Methodology

http://www.arkansased.gov/divisions/public-school-accountability/school-improvement
https://docs.google.com/a/calhounisd.org/viewer?a=v&pid=sites&srcid=Y2FsaG91bmlzZC5vcmd8bWktZXhjZWx8Z3g6NzhiYzRlNWM3NWUzOTQ0Mw
http://www.michigan.gov/mde/0,1607,7-140-6530_30334-103288--,00.html
http://doe.sd.gov/secretary/documents/ESEAflex2.pdf
http://www.k12.wa.us/ESEA/Schools/PrioritySchools2015-16.aspx
http://www.k12.wa.us/ESEA/Schools/MethodologyPriorityandFocusSchools2015-16.pdf
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