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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The Louisiana Early Childhood Education Act (Act 3) of 2012 requires the Board of Elementary and
Secondary Education (BESE) and the Louisiana Department of Education (LDE) to establish a “uniform
assessment and accountability system for publicly funded early childhood education programs.” In the
2015-2016 school year, the Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE) Accountability System
established by the LDE and BESE in response to Act 3 will produce a practice rating of all of Louisiana’s
publicly funded ECCE programs, which serve 62,000 young children statewide, in one of three
performance rating levels: Excellent, Proficient or Needs Improvement. These ratings will be based
solely on one tool, the Classroom Assessment Scoring System (CLASS) observational assessment of
classroom quality. CLASS is an assessment that measures emotional, behavioral, and instructional
interactions among teachers and children; a trained observer observes and scores each classroom in
four observational cycles, each lasting 20 minutes.

A great deal of research finds that CLASS scores are related to children’s learning and development,
meaning that the tool does an excellent job of measuring aspects of classroom quality that matter for
children. Specifically, this research finds “domain-specific” associations of the Emotional Support and
Classroom Organization Domains with children’s positive social-emotional and behavioral outcomes,
including children’s social competence, behavioral regulation, and peer and teacher relationships.
Similarly, the Instructional Support Domain has been found to be a critically important factor in
children’s learning and development across a wide range of cognitive domains and preacademic skills
such as language, literacy, and math.

The 2015-2016 school year has been designated as a “Learning Year,” in which the state has
implemented CLASS observations and the ECCE Accountability System without imposing consequences
for ECCE programs that demonstrate low quality. Importantly, the state is dedicated to using the
findings from this Learning Year to adapt and improve future iterations of the system. Based on the
results from 2015-2016, the LDE has proposed the following changes for the 2016-2017 school year, the
first year in which the performance ratings will be associated with rewards and consequences:

1. Expand the ratings from three performance rating levels to four performance rating levels in
order to better differentiate programs that are in the middle range. The four performance
rating levels will be titled: Excellent, Proficient, Approaching Proficient, and Unsatisfactory.

2. Publicly recognize high-performing and quickly-improving programs through Honor Roll or
Top Gains designations.

3. Prioritize the delivery of quality improvement supports to programs rated Unsatisfactory
(less than 3.0 overall CLASS average scores).

4. Revoke public funding from programs rated Unsatisfactory for two or more years within a
three-year period.

5. Maintain the use of third party observers’ scores in lieu of local observers’ scores when
scores differ by more than one point within the same semester, and where consistent
scoring discrepancies occur (defined as more than 50% of observer scores diverge by more
than one point), use only third party scores for accountability purposes.

BESE’s Early Care and Education Advisory Council will consider these proposed changes at its meeting on
May 18, 2016, and BESE will consider them at its meetings on June 21 and 22, 2016.



The Louisiana Policy Institute for Children, with support from research expertise at the Ounce of
Prevention Fund, has conducted a review of national research on CLASS and its use in accountability and
Quality Rating and Improvement System (QRIS) across the country, examined data and findings from
Louisiana’s Learning Year, and scrutinized the LDE’s proposed changes.

Based on our analyses, the Louisiana Policy Institute for Children supports the changes to the current
system that the LDE has proposed in #1-5 above. These represent important steps towards ensuring
that Louisiana’s ECCE Accountability System is valid, reliable, and results in higher quality early
childhood experiences for children statewide. However, additional modifications are necessary to
ensure the integrity of the ECCE Accountability System and ensure that it drives ECCE program
improvements not only among the lowest performing programs, but also among those that are
performing just below a level of quality that would support school readiness for the children they serve.
The authors of this report put forth the following recommendations for strengthening the ECCE
Accountability System:

Challenge: As currently designed, programs are rated by averaging all of the domain scores of the CLASS
assessment together to compute one score that determines the program’s overall rating. This
methodology of averaging all the domains together to create one score stands in contrast both to the
academic research and the practices of every other state that uses the CLASS for rating purposes.
Averaging the scores across all the domains allows a program’s overall rating to mask an extremely low
score in one domain. This is particularly problematic because recent research provides robust evidence
that classrooms must score above a threshold of about 3.0 on the CLASS Instructional Support domain in
order to successfully support children’s preacademic learning.

Recommended Solutions:

e Calculate program Performance Ratings based on meeting minimum score thresholds in
both of two CLASS score domain categories:

1. Average of Emotional Support, Classroom Organization, and Emotional & Behavioral
Supports Domains; and

2. Average of Instructional Support and Engaged Supports for Learning Domains.

e Over the next three years, phase in research-based Proficiency thresholds at 5.0 for the
Emotional Support/Classroom Organization/Emotional & Behavioral Supports domain
category and at 3.0 Instructional Support/Engaged Supports for Learning.

e Given the inequities in funding and supports across the many ECCE programs held to the
same standards by the ECCE Accountability System—with programs funded through the
Child Care Assistance Program receiving substantially less funding and supports than either
Head Start/Early Head Start or school systems—it will be critical to target supports such that
the system drives improvement and does not penalize the most under-resourced programs.

Challenge: The credibility of Louisiana’s ECCE Accountability System hinges on the reliability of



observation scores. Currently, Louisiana requires each classroom to be observed twice per year by local
observers—once in the Fall and once in the Spring. Many networks are using teachers, directors, or
other employees of the schools or programs themselves to conduct the assessments (even of their own
programs). These local observers are required to calibrate and establish inter-rater reliability with other
observers within their own lead agency—but not with local observers in other lead agencies. That is,
there is no system in place to ensure inter-rater reliability and calibration across networks statewide.
Instead, the LDE has developed a system by which third party observers from the Picard Center at the
University of Louisiana-Lafayette observe at least 50% of classrooms statewide one time per year. For
each classroom, if the third party observer’s domain scores differ from local observer’s domain scores by
more than one point in the same semester, then the third party’s domain score replaces the local
observer’s domain score for accountability purposes. In Fall 2015, approximately one third (34%) of local
observers’ scores were replaced in this manner.

Recommended Solutions:

e Establish a system to ensure inter-rater reliability and calibration across all observers who
contribute scores to the accountability system statewide—across all lead agencies in all
geographic regions.

e Define reliable observers as those whose scores are within one point of third party scores at
least 80% of the time. The LDE has proposed to define reliable local observers as those who
score within one point of third party observations at least 50% of the time—well below the
accepted standard of 80% of scores within one point established by the CLASS authors, and
supported by research evidence.

e To further ensure inter-rater reliability among observers, deploy observers such that each
classroom’s accountability ratings are composed of scores from at least two different
observers.

e Conduct at least one unannounced reliable observation per classroom per year for
accountability purposes between November and March. Research suggests that CLASS
scores are typically most stable in the middle of the school year — between November and
March —and that they tend to decline rapidly in the last month of the school year.

e Do not conduct CLASS observations to be used for accountability purposes in the first or last
month of the school year.

e To avoid penalizing programs for the month in which they were observed and to reward
programs that have substantially improved their scores over the course of the year,
calculate accountability scores based on each classroom’s one highest score on each CLASS
dimension (regardless of whether it was recorded in the Fall or Spring).

Challenge: A rating system in and of itself will not drive improvement. Rather, to inspire improvement, it
must operate within an ecosystem that uses the information provided by the rating system to make
decisions. For parents, this would mean using Performance Ratings to help them choose among ECCE
programs. For the state and school districts, this would mean using Performance Ratings to target
supports and professional development to programs’ specific strengths and weaknesses, especially for



those that receive disproportionately lower levels of funding (i.e. child care programs). Also for the
state, this would include using Performance Ratings to deliver rewards to high-quality programs and
consequences to eliminate persistently low-quality programs.

Recommended Solutions:

e Adopt the LDE’s proposal to revoke public funding from programs rated Unsatisfactory for
two or more years within a three-year period and redistribute these funds to the highest-
quality programs to support their expansion.

e Conduct a needs analysis in any region where public funding is revoked from low-quality
programs and ensure that children do not lose access to ECCE.

e Prioritize both Unsatisfactory and Approaching Proficient programs for intensive evidence-
based mental health consultation services and targeted supports for curriculum
implementation and instruction.

e Pair directors and teachers from Unsatisfactory and Approaching Proficient programs with
directors and teachers from Excellent programs in a voluntary mentorship model.

e Overtime, adopt the LDE’s proposal to phase in a fifth performance level to inspire
continuous improvement among all programs.

e Restructure the School Readiness Tax Credits to support and incentivize child care programs
to improve classroom quality and improve their Performance Ratings under the new system.

Challenge: Conducting an implementation evaluation of the state’s new system is a critical component
to ensuring that the ECCE Accountability System is able to accomplish its goals. Specifically, this type of
evaluation is needed to provide Louisiana with immediate feedback on the implementation of the new
system in order to inform any course corrections needed to ensure that (1) Performance Ratings are
valid and reliable, (2) the System meaningfully differentiates between levels of program quality, and (3)
delivers a robust set of quality improvement supports and incentives for improvement, as well as
consequences for failure to improve.

Recommended Solutions:
e Conduct an implementation evaluation of the state’s new system to answer questions about
whether the system:
1. Is based on Performance Ratings that are valid and reliable;

2. Meaningfully differentiates between levels of program quality; and

3. Delivers a robust set of quality improvement supports and incentives for
improvement, as well as consequences for failure to improve.

e Use findings from the implementation evaluation to inform the modification and
improvement of the ECCE Accountability System in an iterative fashion.



Challenge: Currently, Louisiana’s ECCE Accountability System relies solely on CLASS to assign programs
Performance Ratings. Although the LDE plans to provide additional information about program best
practices on program Performance Profiles, they have proposed that these indicators not be included in
the calculation of the program Performance Ratings that are the topic of our Recommendations 1-4. No
other state in the country relies solely on one measure for the assignment of program Performance
ratings in early childhood accountability or QRIS.

Recommended Solutions:

e Adopt the LDE’s proposal to retain CLASS scores as the sole indicator used to calculate
Performance Ratings in academic year 2016-17.

e Adopt the LDE’s proposal to continue to include all other indicators of program quality on
the ECCE Program Performance Profiles.

e Explore new and emerging tools—including the Five Essentials-Early Education and New
York City’s Pre-K for All Program Quality Standards Monitoring Tool— that measure other
key aspects of program quality and consider their inclusion in calculating Performance
Ratings in future years.

Since Act 3 passed in 2012, Louisiana has taken great strides to align standards and improve
coordination and quality across its early childhood care and education programs in a historically
disjointed and underfunded system. In order to accomplish this herculean task, one major lever that the
state has chosen to employ is an ECCE Accountability System.

When developed and implemented in a thoughtful and evidence-based way, in tandem with sufficient
resources and targeted supports, accountability systems can be a helpful way to hold all programs to the
same standards, to communicate program performance, and to incentivize programs to continue
improving. As Louisiana’s ECCE Accountability System moves forward, it will be incumbent on program
providers, parents, and stakeholders to ensure the reliability and integrity of the accountability system
and to advocate to the state to use the results to drive change, including the strategic provision of
targeted quality improvement supports and incentives, defunding consistently failing programs, and
ensuring there are sufficient resources in the system to fund both the necessary infrastructure and the
programs themselves.

This report provides a starting point for considering changes to Louisiana’s ECCE Accountability System

that build upon and strengthen the work that the LDE has already begun towards ensuring that all young
children in Louisiana get a strong start in a high quality ECCE program.

Vi



BACKGROUND

Louisiana currently operates five types of publicly funded Early Childhood Care and Education (ECCE)
programs. Four programs are administered by the state—the LA4 Prekindergarten Program, the 8(g)
Student Enhancement Block Grant Program, the Nonpublic Schools Early Childhood Development
(NSECD) Program, and the Child Care Assistance Program (CCAP). In addition to these programs,
Louisiana also has Early Head Start/Head Start programs, which are federally funded and administered.
These different programs are tied to specific funding streams linked to varying eligibility requirements
for family participation, different licensing requirements, and variable measures for quality (see Table 1
for examples of variation). In the past, CCAP programs and Early Head Start/Head Start programs had
the option to participate in the state’s voluntary Quality Rating Improvement System (QRIS), but
participation was not mandatory.

Table 1. Example of variable eligibility, licensing, and performance requirements for Louisiana’s ECCE
programs
Program Eligibility Child:Adult Ratios Accountability
System
Household Child Age (prior to 2015)
Income
LA4 At or below 185% 4 years old 10:1 K-12
2 _8 8(g) Federal Poverty 4 years old Accountability
S5 Level (FPL) System
a un
NSECD 4 years old
2
o)
23
o5
Zan
Child Care At or below 55% of | 0-12 yearsold | 5:1 (<1 year old)
o Assistance State Median 7:1 (1 year old)
S Program Income 11:1 (2 years old)
% 13:1 (3 years old)
O 15:1 (4 years old
Early Head At or below 100% 0-2 years old 4:1
Start FPL Voluntary QRIS
(Note: A small %
can be above FPL)
£ Head Start At or below 100% 3-4 years old 17:2 (3 year-olds)
z FPL 20:2 (4 year-olds)
o (Note: A small %
T can be above FPL)

The variability and lack of coordination across ECCE programs in Louisiana led to a system that was
incapable of accurately and efficiently identifying gaps and redundancies in service and which was
difficult for parents and providers to navigate. In an attempt to highlight and address these challenges




with ECCE programs, in 2012 the Louisiana Legislature passed the Louisiana Early Childhood Education
Act.

The Louisiana Early Childhood Education Act called for the Louisiana Department of Education (LDE), the
State Board of Elementary and Secondary Education (BESE), the Department of Children and Family
Services (DCFS), and the Department of Health and Hospitals (DHH) to unify and streamline the early
childhood system to improve service delivery for Louisiana’s families and to improve academic
outcomes for Louisiana’s children.

Specifically, the legislation required the LDE, in collaboration with other agencies, to create a system
across the state with:

e A definition of Kindergarten readiness aligned to K-12 standards;

e Performance targets for children under the age of 3 and academic standards for Kindergarten
readiness for 3- and 4-year-olds;

e Coordination of licensing regulations for child care facilities and requirements for participation
in Louisiana’s QRIS system; and

e A uniform assessment and accountability system for publicly-funded ECCE programs that
includes letter grades indicative of student performance to be implemented by the 2015-2016
academic year.

As the LDE has begun work on the implementation of the Louisiana Early Childhood Education Act, the
Louisiana state legislature has passed supplemental legislation in subsequent sessions that further
define licensing regulations and coordinated enrollment systems. The legislature also transferred CCAP
from DCFS to the LDE so that all ECCE programs could be housed under the same agency. In 2014, the
state legislature also passed a resolution requiring BESE to develop a statewide model for ECCE funding
and to report recommendations for funding ECCE to the legislature.

Louisiana’s Early Childhood Education Act required the state to develop a statewide network to
implement the changes set forth in the legislation. However, the legislation provided little direction
around the structure of the network, other than to specify that it was to implement the regulations
described above — Kindergarten readiness standards, performance targets, licensing regulation
coordination, and an assessment and accountability system for ECCE. In order to accomplish these goals,
the LDE decided to create locally based “community networks” to be led by lead agencies. In a few
communities, these are the existing Resource and Referral Organizations. However, for most networks,
the local school district is the lead agency. Community networks and lead agencies are written into BESE
regulations, although “community network” is not formally defined or codified in Louisiana law. Further,
no structure for local governance of the community network has been established in policy or law.

In 2013, the LDE spearheaded a pilot program of the initial 13 community networks and defined a vision
that the community network pilots would work to ensure that all publicly funded ECCE programs had
unified expectations, excellent teachers, equitable funding, access to quality options, and accountability
and support (as described in Table 2).



Table 2. Unifying principles of Louisiana’s ECCE community networks

Principle Description

Unified expectations Shared high standards for what children should learn 0-5 and for what
excellent teaching looks like

Excellent teachers Teachers who are excellent at interacting with children and guiding learning

Equitable funding Adequate funding levels across programs for programs to be able to serve
children well

Access to quality A range of high-quality ECCE programs that families can easily evaluate and

options choose to apply to

Accountability and Targeted support based on a rating and reporting system that provides

support parents and the public with information about program quality

By 2014, the state launched 16 additional community networks, and by 2015 all communities across the
state had lead agencies in place. As the networks launched, BESE worked to create and amend policies
around the networks, including their required obligations around unified enrollment, evaluation, and
accountability. All lead agencies are now working towards unified needs assessment and coordinated
application and enrollment systems, as well as the accountability system, though the networks vary in
their progress towards these goals.

LOUISIANA’S ECCE ACCOUNTABILITY SYSTEM

One of the lead agencies’ primary tasks during the pilot phase has been to coordinate the evaluation of
every program and every classroom in the network. Because the Louisiana Early Childhood Education
Act required an accountability system for ECCE programs to be in place by the 2015-2016 academic year,
BESE and the LDE developed a performance framework for evaluating ECCE programs and designated
2015-2016 a “Learning Year” in which there would be no consequences for programs that demonstrate
low quality.

As part of its ECCE accountability system, the state created “Performance Profiles” intended to define
core elements needed for positive child outcomes, provide simple and clear information about what was
happening in classrooms, clearly articulate a path to improvement, and give families an easy way to
compare choices in their community. Although Louisiana’s ECCE Program Performance Profiles include
information about classroom best practice—including the programs’ child assessments, adult-to-child
ratios, and teacher qualifications—BESE and the LDE chose to use the Classroom Assessment Scoring
System (CLASS)? as the sole input for a program’s overall quality rating across three levels—Needs
Improvement, Proficient, and Excellent.

The CLASS is an important measure of classroom quality in ECCE classrooms. This rigorously-tested
observational measure has been used extensively in research and professional development systems for
over a decade and has more recently become a top choice for use in QRIS throughout the country. In
addition, the CLASS was also adopted by the federal Head Start program as part of its designation
renewal system.




CLASS is an assessment tool that measures teacher-child interactions across various domains. In order to
rate each classroom’s CLASS performance through a formal observation, an observer must use the tool
across four observation cycles (each lasting 20 minutes) to score each dimension on a 7-point scale. As
illustrated in Table 3, the CLASS dimensions are then organized into domains—Emotional & Behavioral
Support and Engaged Support for Learning in the CLASS-Toddler, and Emotional Support, Classroom
Organization, and Instructional Support in the CLASS-PreK. Although the PreK CLASS tool measures three
domains of teacher-child interactions, more recent and sophisticated measurement analysis on the
CLASS-PreK tool suggests that in fact Emotional Support and Classroom Organization should be
considered in tandem, while Instructional Support measures aspects of classroom quality that are quite
distinct.? In particular, Instructional Support measures critical aspects of teaching such as the extent to
which teachers engage in stimulating, language-rich interactions that help children acquire new
knowledge and skills by providing challenging but accessible input to children and eliciting verbal
responses and reactions from them.3

Table 3. Descriptions of domains and dimensions measured by CLASS

Domain Dimension

Emotional and Behavioral Support | Positive Climate

Negative Climate

Teacher Sensitivity

Regard for Child Perspectives

Behavior Guidance

Toddler

Engaged Support for Learning Facilitation of Learning and Development

Quality of Feedback

Language Modeling

Emotional Support Positive Climate

Negative Climate

Teacher Sensitivity

Regard for Student Perspectives

Classroom Organization Behavior Management

Pre-K

Productivity

Instructional Learning Formats

Instructional Support Concept Development

Quality of Feedback

Language Modeling

A great deal of research finds that CLASS scores are related to children’s learning and development,
meaning that the tool does a good job of measuring aspects of classroom quality that matter for
children. Specifically, this research finds “domain-specific” associations of Emotional Support and
Classroom Organization with children’s positive social-emotional and behavioral outcomes, including
children’s social competence,* behavioral regulation,® and peer and teacher relationships.® In addition,
Instructional Support has been found to be a critically important factor in children’s learning and
development across a wide range of cognitive domains and preacademic skills such as language, literacy,
and math.” There is also some evidence that weaker “cross-domain” associations (e.g., the association
of Emotional Support and Organizational Support with preacademic outcomes and vice versa) also
exist,® suggesting that these three measures of quality may be particularly powerful in combination.®
Because these domains are associated with different aspects of child development and learning, it is
critical to ensure that programs achieve and maintain high quality on all CLASS domains.



Louisiana has chosen to task its lead agencies with the coordination of CLASS observations at the
classroom and program levels. During the 2015-2016 academic year, the state required networks to
observe each ECCE classroom twice: once in the Fall and once in the Spring. According to the LDE, most
networks have been on track to successfully comply with these requirements, as 98% of publicly funded
toddler and Prekindergarten classrooms were observed using the CLASS during Fall 2015.

In order to monitor and address issues of observer reliability, the LDE contracted with the Cecil J. Picard
Center for Child Development and Lifelong Learning at the University of Louisiana-Lafayette to conduct
one observation per year in at least 50% of all ECCE classrooms as third party observers. The LDE further
regulated that in any classroom that was observed by both third party and a local observer in the same
semester, the third party observer’s scores would be used in lieu of the local observer’s scores for any
CLASS domain for which scores diverged by more than one point. Preliminary data from the LDE
indicates that this domain level score replacement was 34% in Fall 2015.

In addition to being tasked with implementing a reliable CLASS observation system, the LDE also had to
make decisions about how to calculate programs’ Performance Ratings from resulting CLASS scores.
Under the accountability system created by LDE, all CLASS dimension scores from Fall and Spring
observations in all classrooms are averaged together to calculate an overall program Performance
Rating based on one overall CLASS average score. For this first Learning Year, LDE has used a three level
system, and will rate programs as Excellent, Proficient or Needs Assistance based on their overall CLASS
scores, as described in Table 4.

Table 4. CLASS Scores and Program Performance Ratings

Performance Rating CLASS Score Range
Excellent 26.00

Proficient 3.00-5.99

Needs Improvement <3.00

Preliminary data from Fall 2015 CLASS observations indicate that an overwhelming proportion of
classrooms (95.6%) were rated as Proficient using this system. Despite the large number of classrooms
that scored in the Proficiency range, Fall 2015 data indicate that there is substantial variation across
classrooms on individual domain scores, suggesting that within the Proficiency range, children are
experiencing different levels of care and instruction (see Figures 1 and 2). In particular, it is notable that
statewide the distribution of Instructional Support scores is substantially different than those of
Emotional Support and Classroom Organization. That is, while virtually all programs in Louisiana are at
least Proficient in the Emotional Support, Classroom Organization, and Emotional & Behavioral Supports
domains, nearly half of programs are classified as Needs Improvement in Instructional Support or
Engaged Supports for Learning. These data thus suggest that the current performance rating system—
which classifies nearly all programs as Proficient—masks substantial variability in program quality.



Figure 1. Louisiana CLASS-PreK Scores in Fall 2015
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Figure 2. Louisiana CLASS-Toddler Scores in Fall 2015
Range of Toddler Domain Scores
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LDE’s Proposed Changes to the ECCE Accountability System

Importantly, the LDE has learned a great deal from the 2015-2016 Learning Year with the state’s ECCE
Accountability System. As the state moves forward with the ECCE Accountability System, the LDE has
proposed the following changes for the 2016-2017 year, the first year for which the performance ratings
will be associated with rewards and consequences:

e Expand the Performance Rating system from three performance levels to four performance
levels in order to better differentiate among programs that fall in the middle range.



e  Publicly recognize high-performing and quickly-improving programs through Honor Roll or Top
Gains designations.

e Prioritize the delivery of quality improvement supports to programs rated Unsatisfactory (<3.0
overall CLASS average scores).

e Revoke public funding from programs rated Unsatisfactory for two or more years within a three-
year period.

e Strengthen auditing of observer reliability, and maintain the use of third party scores in lieu of
local scores when scores differ by more than one point within the same semester.

We applaud the LDE’s thoughtful proposals and strongly support these proposed changes for the 2016-
2017 year. In addition, as the state considers these changes to the ECCE Accountability System, we urge
Louisiana to continue to keep research and precedent from other states in mind. The following section
details recommendations that build upon the LDE’s proposed changes and are based on best practices
that have emerged from national CLASS research and research on QRIS practices nationwide.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR IMPROVEMENTS TO LOUISIANA’S ECCE ACCOUNTABILITY SYSTEM

For Louisiana’s ECCE Accountability System to be effective, it must (a) ensure the accuracy and
comparability of CLASS scores and (b) meaningfully differentiate program quality. In order to ensure that
the children of Louisiana benefit from high-quality early childhood experiences, the system must also (c)
include a robust set of quality improvement supports and incentives for improvement, and
consequences for failure to improve.

The changes to the current system that LDE has proposed for the 2016-17 academic year represent
important steps towards ensuring that Louisiana’s ECCE Accountability System is valid, reliable, and
results in higher quality early childhood experiences for children statewide. However, additional
modlifications are necessary to ensure that the ECCE Accountability System meets these lofty goals and
continues to drive ECCE program improvements.

Specifically, our recommendations are as follows. We discuss each in more detail below.

1. Adopt the LDE’s proposal to introduce a fourth performance level, and revise the way the
rating levels are computed to more meaningfully differentiate between levels of program
quality, inform professional development, and incentivize quality improvement.

0 Calculate program Performance Ratings based on meeting minimum score thresholds in
each of two CLASS score domain categories:

1. Average of Emotional Support, Classroom Organization, and Emotional &
Behavioral Supports dimensions; and

2. Average of Instructional Support and Engaged Supports for Learning
dimensions.

0 Over the next three years, phase in research-based Proficiency thresholds at 5.0 for the
Emotional Support/Classroom Organization/Emotional & Behavioral Supports domain
category and at 3.0 Instructional Support/Engaged Supports for Learning.



2. Revise systems for CLASS observation to ensure that accountability scores are accurate,
reliable, and efficiently obtained.

Establish a system to ensure inter-rater reliability and calibration across all observers
who contribute scores to the accountability system statewide—across all lead agencies
in all geographic regions.

Define reliable observers as those whose scores are within one point of third party
scores at least 80% of the time.

Deploy observers such that each classroom’s accountability ratings are composed of
scores from at least two different observers.

Calculate accountability scores based on each classroom’s one highest score on each
CLASS dimension (regardless of whether it was recorded in the Fall or Spring).

Conduct at least one unannounced reliable observation per classroom per year for
accountability purposes between November and March.

Do not conduct CLASS observations to be used for accountability purposes in the first
or last month of the school year.

3. Strengthen and refine the system of targeted supports, incentives, and consequences that are
aligned to the Performance Rating System to more effectively drive quality improvement.

Adopt the LDE’s proposal to revoke public funding from programs rated Unsatisfactory
for two or more years within a three-year period and redistribute these funds to the
highest-quality programs to support their expansion.

Conduct a needs analysis in any region where public funding is revoked from low-
quality programs and ensure that children do not lose access to ECCE.

Prioritize both Unsatisfactory and Approaching Proficient programs for intensive
evidence-based mental health consultation services and targeted supports for
curriculum implementation and instruction.

Pair directors and teachers from Unsatisfactory and Approaching Proficient programs
with directors and teachers from Excellent and Distinction programs in a voluntary
mentorship model.

Over time, adopt the LDE’s proposal to phase in a fifth performance level to inspire
continuous improvement among all programs.

Restructure the School Readiness Tax Credits to support and incentivize child care
programs to improve classroom quality and improve their Performance Ratings.

4. Conduct an implementation evaluation to understand how the Rating and Improvement
System is functioning and if it is achieving the goals outlined in Act 3.

Conduct an implementation evaluation of the state’s new system to answer questions
about whether the system:

1. Is based on Performance Ratings that are valid and reliable;

2. Meaningfully differentiates between levels of program quality; and



3. Delivers a robust set of quality improvement supports and incentives for
improvement, as well as consequences for failure to improve.

e Use findings from the implementation evaluation to inform the modification and
improvement of the ECCE Accountability System in an iterative fashion.

5. Explore other key indicators of program quality that could be included in Performance Ratings
in the future to more fully capture aspects of quality that support children’s learning and
development.

e Adopt the LDE’s proposal to retain CLASS scores as the sole indicator used to calculate
Performance Ratings in academic year 2016-17.

e Adopt the LDE’s proposal to continue to include all other indicators of program quality
on the ECCE Program Performance Profiles.

e Explore new and emerging tools—including the Five Essentials-Early Education and
New York City’s Pre-K for All Program Quality Standards Monitoring Tool— that
measure other key aspects of program quality and consider their inclusion in
calculating Performance Ratings in future years.

Currently, Louisiana assigns program performance ratings based on one overall CLASS average score,
determined by averaging all of dimension scores from all of the classroom observations conducted
within each program together to achieve a single score. In other words, a program’s overall CLASS score
is derived by averaging together all toddler and Pre-K observation results from both the Fall and Spring
observation periods. In the 2015-2016 Learning Year, these overall CLASS scores were then classified
into the Needs Improvement, Proficient, and Excellent Performance Ratings (see Table 4). The LDE has
proposed two changes to this system in 2016-2017: (1) a shift from three to four performance levels,
and (2) the elimination of Negative Climate dimension scores from calculations of overall CLASS average
scores.

What does research say about CLASS scores and children’s learning?

Since the CLASS tool was published, a great deal of research has explored thresholds in CLASS-PreK
scores in an effort to better understand associations with children’s learning and development. Overall,
this research finds that a moderately high-quality classroom, as measured by the CLASS-PreK tool, is the
minimum required to produce an association with positive preacademic, social-emotional, and
behavioral outcomes for children.® Said another way, research suggests that preacademic outcomes—
such as language, literacy, and math skills—are more strongly related to instructional support on CLASS
when classrooms are in the moderate to high quality range than in the low quality range. Similarly,
social-emotional and behavioral outcomes may be more strongly related to emotional support on CLASS
when classrooms are in the high quality range rather than in the moderate or low quality range.

This research is clearest about instructional support, suggesting that there is no relationship between
improvements in the quality of instructional support and improvements in child outcomes until quality
reaches a certain level. In other words, instructional support must reach a minimum threshold before it



has any impact on children’s learning. Once quality crosses that “threshold,” child outcomes improve as
quality improves. Although this research does not decisively point one precise threshold, recent studies
do provide robust evidence to suggest that it falls in the range of 2.75 to 3.25—in line with Louisiana’s
current definition of a Proficient Performance Rating at 3.0.

The research is not quite as clear on whether such thresholds exist for Emotional Support and Classroom
Organization. While some studies find that a similar threshold pattern exists for these dimensions as
well, others find that improvements in these dimensions are related to improvement in child outcomes
across the entire range of scores—even in classrooms within the moderate to low quality range. That is,
improvements in emotional support and classroom organizational may always by related to
improvements in child outcomes. In general, research has placed the cut-point for acceptably-high
quality in these domains between 5.0 and 5.5—much higher than Louisiana’s current definition of a
“proficient” level of quality, which is 3.0.

How does Louisiana’s method for calculating CLASS scores for program performance ratings differ
from all other states across the country?

Of the 39 state QRIS profiled in the 2014 Catalog and Comparison of Quality Rating and Improvement
Systems (referred to as the “Compendium”),*? 19 incorporate use of the CLASS. Of those, 13 QRIS
incorporate CLASS scores either by establishing a minimum average score (or range of scores) separately
for each CLASS domain that programs must meet or exceed in order to be awarded specified rating
levels or points. In the six state QRIS that reported using more than one CLASS instrument (Pre-K, Infant
and/or Toddler), these QRIS use the same minimum score for each relevant domain across the three
instruments. The domain-level scores are then averaged across age groups to determine one average
score across all age groups for each domain.

Unlike Louisiana, none of the 13 QRIS combine the domain-level averages into an overall average CLASS
score across all three domains to determine the program ratings. Instead, all 13 specify separate
minimum score thresholds for each domain. For example, rather than defining the rating of “Proficient”
as equal to an overall CLASS score of 4.5 by averaging together all dimension scores across the domains
of Emotional Support, Classroom Organization and Instructional Support, “Proficient” would instead be
defined as scoring at or above a 5.0 on Emotional Support, and a 5.0 on Classroom Organization, and a
3.0 on Instructional Support (see Appendix A for more details).

What does this mean for Louisiana?

To review, research and Louisiana’s own data show that:

1. The Emotional Support and Classroom Organization domains of the CLASS-PreK tool measure
similar aspects of quality, but Instructional Support measures very different kinds of teaching
practices;

2. The threshold at which domain scores are most strongly related to child outcomes is around 3.0
on Instructional Support versus around 5.0 on Emotional Support and Classroom Organization.
We can assume that thresholds on the CLASS-Toddler tool are likely similar;

3. Nationwide, all 13 QRIS that include CLASS scores set separate minimum score thresholds or
ranges for each CLASS domain;
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4. Programs tend to score lower on Instructional Support and Engaged Supports for Learning than
they do on other domains, which means that overall CLASS average scores can mask variation in
domain-level scores.

This leads us to conclude that performance ratings cannot meaningfully distinguish between levels of
program quality when they are derived from one overall average score. Louisiana’s current method of
averaging dimension scores across all CLASS domains to calculate an overall CLASS average score and
program Performance Rating stands in contrast both to the academic research and common practices in
other states.

In order to address this issue, we recommend that Louisiana revise the ECCE Accountability System to
adhere to the following criteria:

1. Calculate Performance Rating based on two separate CLASS score domain categories
for each program:

a. Average of Emotional Support, Classroom Organization, and Emotional &
Behavioral Supports dimensions;

b. Average of Instructional Support and Engaged Supports for Learning
dimensions;

2. Set Minimum Score thresholds for the Emotional Support/Classroom
Organization/Emotional & Behavioral Supports domain category that are distinct from
those set for Instructional Support/Engaged Supports for Learning;

3. Require programs to score above the Minimum Scores on both domain categories
(Emotional Support/Classroom Organization/Emotional & Behavioral Supports and
Instructional Support/Engaged Supports for Learning) in order to be rated at each
Performance Level; and

4. Over the next three years, phase in Minimum Score thresholds that are scaled based on
research evidence such that the “Proficient” Performance Level is equal to the level of
quality necessary to support children’s learning.

The LDE has proposed to establish a four-level Performance Rating System in academic year 2016-17,
which we strongly support, and in addition, we recommend that the state move to a five-level system in
the future. Below we recommend target Minimum Score thresholds for four- and five-level systems that
both adhere to the four criteria laid about above. In order to allow time for programs to learn more
about the CLASS and work to improve their classroom quality, we recommend that the target Minimum
Score thresholds detailed in the four-level system be phased in over a period of three years. That is, we
recommend that these target Minimum Score thresholds be fully implemented by the 2019-2020 year—
the same year by which lead teachers in all publicly-funded ECCE programs in Louisiana will be required
to hold a credential.®® Further, we recommend that the five-level system be introduced only once the
recommended target Minimum Score thresholds have been fully implemented in the four-level system.

Specifically, based on the research reviewed above, both recommended target systems reflect our
understanding that it is critical for programs to achieve at least at 3.00 in the Instructional
Support/Engaged Supports for Learning domain category to be considered Proficient. Further, because
research shows that children’s learning grows as scores in the Instructional Support domain increase,
the recommended systems incentivize continued improvement on Instructional Support/Engaged
Support for Learning even above a 3.0. In addition, given that Louisiana programs already tend to score
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higher in the Emotional Support and Classroom Organization domains, the recommended target systems
are designed such that programs must achieve at least at 5.0 on Emotional Support/Classroom
Organization/Emotional & Behavioral Supports domain category to be considered Proficient.

Four Performance Levels

The recommended target four-level system sets the bar for “Proficient” at the thresholds at which
research shows that classroom practices begin to support children’s learning. However, above those
minimum thresholds, research shows that even higher levels of quality benefit children even more. At
“Excellent,” the target system sets the bar high—creating incentives for programs to continue to
improve beyond that minimum threshold. In order to be rated at each Performance Level, a program
would be required to achieve average CLASS scores at or above the Minimum Score threshold on both
domain categories (see Table 5 and Figure 3). To reiterate, we recommend that these target Minimum
Score thresholds be phased in over a period of three years, such that they are fully implemented by the
2019-2020 year.

Table 5. Proposed Four Performance Level System

Unsatisfactory | Approaching Proficient Excellent
Proficient
Emotional Support/Classroom | <4.00 4.00-4.99 5.00-5.99 26.00

Organization/Emotional &
Behavioral Supports

Instructional Support/Engaged | <2.00 2.00-2.99 3.00-3.99 24.00
Support for Learning

Based on preliminary data from Fall 2015 provided by the LDE, we estimate that under this target four-
level rating scale and Louisiana’s current system for combining local and third party data collection, the
average Fall 2015 program in Louisiana would be rated at Proficient in both domain categories on both
the CLASS-PreK and CLASS-Toddler tools, for an overall performance rating of Proficient. Based on these
same data, we estimate that—using only CLASS-PreK scores—the average school-based and Early Head
Start programs would also be rated overall at Proficient, but the average child care and Head Start
programs would be rated at Approaching Proficient overall (with the Head Start average right on the
cusp of Proficient). Finally, we estimate that—using only CLASS-Toddler scores—the average Early Head
Start, Head Start, and child care infant-toddler programs would be rated overall at Proficient, but the
average school-based programs would be rated at Approaching Proficient. For context, nationwide, the
average Head Start program would be rated Approaching Proficient.'* The average New York City and
Boston public Pre-K programs would be rated Proficient, although average Instructional Support scores
in Boston fall within the Excellent range (4.30).%
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Figure 3. Proposed Four Performance Level System
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Because the Early Childhood Education Act requires the ECCE Accountability System to ultimately use
letter grades as Performance Ratings, eventually the state may choose to move to a five-level rating
scale (and we recommend that they do). One way to think about the addition of a Performance Rating
level is to “raise the bar” by adding an additional level (“Distinction”) above the Excellent level in the
target four-level system (see Table 6 and Figure 4). Once programs have become acquainted with the
four-level scale and have been given ample opportunity to improve their rating within it, the addition of
a higher top-tier rating could provide an important incentive for high-quality programs to continue to
improve. To reiterate, we recommend that the five-level system be introduced only once the
recommended target Minimum Score thresholds have been fully implemented in the four-level system.
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Table 6. Proposed Five Performance Level System

Unsatisfactory | Approaching | Proficient | Excellent Distinction
Proficient
Emotional <4.00 4.00-4.99 5.00-5.99 | 6.00-6.49 >6.50
Support/Classroom
Organization/Emotional
& Behavioral Supports
Instructional <2.00 2.00-2.99 3.00-3.99 | 4.00-4.49 >4.50
Support/Engaged
Support for Learning

Figure 4. Proposed Five Performance Level System
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As in the four-level scale, this target system sets the bar for Proficient around the thresholds where
research shows that classroom practices begin to be related to children’s learning. At Distinction, it
raises the bar even higher—creating additional incentives for even the highest-quality programs to
continue to improve.

Currently, Louisiana requires each classroom to be observed twice per year—once in the Fall and once in
the Spring. Lead agencies are tasked with organizing the observation process and are required to use
CLASS-certified observers. Many lead agencies are using teachers, directors, or other employees of the
schools or programs themselves to conduct the assessments (even of their own program). Some
networks have also chosen to recruit, train, and pay outside observers who are not employed by the
ECCE programs. Additionally, as described above in the background section, the LDE has also contracted
with the Picard Center at the University of Louisiana-Lafayette to serve as third party observers. The
Picard Center is required to observe at least 50% of classrooms in Louisiana once per year.

The LDE has given lead agencies the task of rater calibration, allocating funds to them and requiring
them to develop procedures related to shadow scoring, calibration, inter-rater reliability, and conflict of
interest. Each lead agency is required to conduct their own inter-rater reliability observation checks in at
least 10 percent of all classrooms observed, but there is no requirement for a minimum number of
checks for each observer.

In addition, the LDE has also developed a system by which third party scores take precedence over local
scores. In the current system, in any classroom that was observed by both third party and a local
observer in the same semester, the third party observer’s scores are used in lieu of the local observer’s
scores for any CLASS domain for which scores that diverged by more than one point. The use of third
party scores across classrooms and networks ensures that there is at least some calibration across
classrooms and networks, and that conflicts of interest are diminished.

Louisiana faces substantial challenges with observer reliability.

Still, the LDE has indicated that some local observers continue to face challenges with reliability. In fact,
LDE’s own analyses reveal that approximately one third (34%) of local observers’ scores differ from third
party observers’ domain scores by more than one point—the established margin of error for calculating
inter-rater reliability—within the same semester. Thus, the state has proposed that if a local observer’s
Fall scores are found to differ from third party scores by more than one point consistently—more than
50% of the time—across multiple domains in multiple observations, then the observer will not be
allowed to observe in the Spring. Additionally, if several observations are found to differ by more than
one point on a repeated basis, then a program’s Performance Rating would be assigned based
completely on third party observers’ scores.

The credibility of Louisiana’s ECCE Accountability System hinges on the reliability of observation scores.
While the LDE’s important adjustments begin to address issues of observer reliability, we posit that
additional, more stringent measures are needed. First, the LDE’s proposed system relies on the
assumption that the third party observers’ scores are always more accurate than the local observers’'.
This assumption should be tested and verified to ensure that replacing local observers’ scores (rather
than, for example, averaging them together) does in fact increase score accuracy. Second, even if it is
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determined that LDE’s score replacement system is justified, the current system is not set up to allow
for the replacement of all of the unreliable scores produced by local observers. Local observers conduct
two observations in each classroom per year (one in the Fall and one in the Spring), while third party
observers only conduct one audit per year in at least 50% of classrooms (half of them in the Fall and the
other half in the Spring). This means that at a minimum, third party observers audit only 25% of all local
observations—25% of Fall observations and 25% of Spring observations. In Fall 2015, approximately one
third (34%) of the domain scores resulting from these audited observations differed by more than one
point and were thus replaced by third party observers’ scores. This means that while 34% of audited
scores were replaced, at a minimum, only 8.5% (that is, 34% of 25%) of all local observers’ Fall domain
scores were replaced. If we assuming that classrooms audited in the fall were chosen at random and
that replacement rates are found to be similar among Spring domain scores, the same logic would apply
to Spring observations—we would expect that 8.5% of all local observers’ Spring domain scores will be
replaced as well.

Therefore, this rough illustrative example suggests that if audited, 34% of all local observers’ domain
scores would differ from third party scores by more than one point and thus should be replaced.
However, under the current system as few as a quarter of those—8.5% of all local observers’ domain
scores—may actually be replaced.

Importantly, this projection is likely an underestimate of the unreliable scores that will actually be
replaced in 2015-2016 for two reasons. First, the LDE has indicated that over the course of the 2015-
2016 school year, third party observers are in fact auditing 70%—rather than 50%—of classrooms.
Adjusting our projection based on this 70% audit rate would increase our expectation of the proportion
of unreliable scores currently being replaced from one quarter to roughly one third. Second, as
described in more detail below, the LDE has several mechanisms in place to use reliability information
from Fall audits to improve the reliability of Spring observations. To the extent that these mechanisms
prove successful, our assumption that replacement rates among Spring domain scores will be similar to
those found in the Fall is likely incorrect. However, even if we further adjust our projection to also
include the generous assumption that these mechanisms are able to cut Spring replacement rates in half
(from 34% to 17%), we would still expect the current system to fail to replace nearly one third of local
observers’ unreliable domain scores.

How can Louisiana do to address these observer reliability challenges?

When the CLASS tool is used for accountability purposes, it is critical that the data collection system be
implemented in a way that is highly attentive to inter-rater reliability. As such, it is critical that the data
collection system is designed to be highly attentive to ongoing reliability concerns. This means that the
system must be highly systematic about the ways in which it (1) trains, (2) calibrates, and (3) deploys
observers to score classrooms.

As described above, the LDE currently has systems in place to ensure that observers are trained to CLASS
reliability standards (i.e. passes a reliability test in which they code videos within one point of the
established Teachstone master codes). We agree with the LDE that these standards should be
maintained as they currently exist. In addition, as described above, the LDE currently has standards in
place to ensure that local observers maintain inter-reliability with some of their peers who contribute
scores to the state’s accountability system—with other local observers within their own lead agency,
and with third party observers. The LDE has proposed to define reliable local observers as those who
score within one point of third party observations at least 50% of the time.
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There are two issues with Louisiana’s current observer reliability standards and protocols. First, the 50%
requirement for reliable observers is quite low—well below the accepted standard of 80% of scores
within one point established by Teachstone, and supported by research evidence.® As such, we
recommend that Louisiana increase its 50% inter-rater reliability requirement to 80%. That is, local
observers would be required to score within one point of third party observer scores at least 80% of the
time in order to be considered reliable and allowed to continue to contribute scores to the ECCE
Accountability System. Such a change is an important step in increasing the reliability of the system
overall. However, it does nothing to address another characteristic of Louisiana’s current observer
reliability system that also compromises inter-rater reliability. Currently, observers are required to
calibrate and establish inter-rater reliability with other observers within their own lead agency—but not
with local observers in other lead agencies. That is, there is no system in place to ensure inter-rater
reliability and calibration across networks statewide. Such a system is critical in order to ensure that
accountability ratings given based on scores from one lead agency are reliably equivalent to those given
based on scores from another lead agency. We recommend that Louisiana establish a system that
requires and supports local observers to calibrate scores and establish inter-rater reliability with one
another statewide—across all lead agencies in all geographic regions.

However, even once a robust inter-rater reliability system is fully implemented, an observer’s use of the
CLASS tool is somewhat subjective—scores need only to be within one point to be considered reliable.
Because an accountability system is built on the assumption that scores are measured in a comparable
way across all classrooms, it is critical that unintended—but inevitable—observer bias be distributed as
evenly as possible across all classrooms. One key to doing so is to deploy observers such that each
classroom’s accountability ratings are composed of scores from at least two different observers.
Currently, the LDE deploys local observers to independently observe each classroom. As described
above, third party observers then independently observe a sub-sample of classrooms at each site at a
separate point in time. Under this system, most classrooms’ ratings are based entirely on scores from
one observer. However, alternate methods of deploying observers to classrooms could remedy both of
these issues and move Louisiana closer to an accountability system that minimizes the impact of
observer bias and maximizes rating reliability system-wide. Recommended options include:

1. Sending a team of at least two observers to simultaneously observe each program. Each
observer starts in a different classroom and partway through the observation (e.g., after two
cycles), observers switch classrooms. Because each observation lasts four cycles, each
classroom’s final score for the day would thus be a result of observations from multiple
observers. This means that the impact of each observer’s unintended bias on the classroom’s
final rating is minimized because it is balanced out by other observer’s scores. However, we
recognize that sending multiple observers to each program may be too costly to be feasible in
Louisiana—particularly in small programs and rural areas.

2. Using video recordings to score classrooms. In this less expensive alternative, programs record
and submit observation-length (i.e., 2 hours) video recordings of each classroom—recorded in
compliance with state guidelines and standards (e.g., recorded on a tripod from a corner of the
classroom in one take—no editing—within one week of a “surprise” notification). A team of
observers would then watch and score these videos as they would in-person at the site. As in
Option 1, observers would switch videos partway through such that each video is scored by at
least two observers. As described above, this method would minimize the impact of each
observer’s unintended bias on the classroom’s final rating. Because this option does not involve
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the amount of travel required by Option 1, it is likely far less costly. This option could be
implemented in a variety of ways, including:

a. Centrally—Programs would submit videos to one central state agency to be scored by a
team of observers. This team of observers may include local as well as third party
observers. In this scenario, videos would be assigned to observers without regard for
geographic location.

b. Regionally—Programs would submit videos to their regional lead agency to be scored by
a local team of observers. Each team may include local as well as third party observers.
In this scenario, videos would be assigned to observers based on geographic location.

With either option it is critical that information regarding individual classrooms’ strengths and
weaknesses be shared back with the teacher and program to inform quality improvement efforts and
professional development. Although it is important that the person sharing that information be well-
versed in the CLASS tool (i.e., trained to reliability), it is not necessary for that person to be the same one
who collected it. That is, the observer whose scores were used for accountability purposes does not
need to be the one to communicate that information back to the program. In fact, local program staff
who have been trained to reliability on the CLASS tool may be particularly well-positioned to share
observation results, given that they likely have ongoing relationships with the program staff and are
familiar with the local context, history, opportunities, and constraints.

When should CLASS observations be conducted?

Unlike Louisiana, which requires one Fall and one Spring observation per year in all classrooms, most
QRIS across the country observe only a portion of the classrooms in each age group (e.g., one third of
preK classrooms, one third of toddler classrooms) once throughout the year. Research suggests that
CLASS scores are typically most stable in the middle of the year—between November and March’—and
that they tend to decline rapidly in the last month of the school year.® This means that some variation
in scores is likely attributed to when within the fall and spring months a classroom was observed.
Louisiana’s current ECCE Accountability System averages scores across observations, potentially
penalizing a classroom for being observed in September rather than November or May rather than
March. In addition, averaging scores across observations provides a good estimate of the average level
of quality present in that classroom across the entire school year, but minimizes the potential rewards
for a program that has substantially improved their scores over the course of the year. As such, if
Louisiana chooses to continue to conduct two observations per classroom per year for accountability
purposes, we recommend that the classroom’s one highest score on each CLASS dimension (regardless of
whether it was recorded in the Fall or Spring) be used to calculate the accountability score.

Furthermore, in order to capture classroom quality when it is most stable, we recommend that Louisiana
conduct at least one unannounced reliable observation (as described above) per classroom per year for
accountability purposes between November and March. In addition, we recommend that no CLASS
observations to be used for accountability purposes be conducted in the first or last month of the school
year, when CLASS scores tend to be lower.
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One of the most critical attributes of an ECCE Accountability System is its ability to drive quality
improvement. A rating system in and of itself will not drive the improvement. Rather, to inspire
improvement, it must operate within an ecosystem that uses the information provided by the rating
system to make decisions. For parents, this would mean using Performance Ratings to help them choose
among ECCE programs. For networks, this would mean using Performance Ratings to target supports
and professional development to programs’ specific strengths and weaknesses. For the state, this would
include using Performance Ratings to deliver rewards to high-quality programs and consequences to
eliminate persistently low-quality programs.

Supports and Consequences for Low-Quality Programs

Any ECCE Accountability System must include appropriate consequences and incentives to help low
quality programs move out of Unsatisfactory status and to encourage high quality programs to achieve
and maintain Excellent or Distinction status. The LDE has proposed to terminate public funding for all
programs that receive Unsatisfactory ratings two or more years within a three-year period, beginning in
2019. During that time, the state proposes to support programs to improve by providing 6 months of
intensive evidence-based mental health consultation services to Unsatisfactory programs. In order to
ensure that publicly-funded programs in Louisiana are not providing unsatisfactory levels of quality to
young children, we strongly support the adoption of both of these proposals.

However, we posit that these proposed supports and consequences may not be sufficient to ensure that
Louisiana’s young children experience high levels of quality statewide. In addition to the LDE’s proposals,
we recommend that programs with an Approaching Proficient Performance Rating also receive priority
status for mental health consultation services. In particular, we recommend that mental health
consultation services be targeted specifically to those programs who need them most—those that score
particularly low on Negative Climate and/or the Emotional Support/Classroom Organization/Emotional
& Behavioral Supports domain category. Finally, in order to provide greater levels of support to
Approaching Proficient programs, which may be more ready and able to benefit from quality
improvement supports than lower quality programs, we recommend that they be paired with high-
quality programs with Excellent or Distinction ratings so that Approaching Proficient programs can learn
from experts.

Importantly, evidence suggests that the most promising strategy for raising classroom quality—
particularly the quality of Instructional Support—is intensive, relationship-based professional
development aligned to an evidence-based, developmentally focused curriculum(a). In such models, an
expert teacher provides feedback and support for in-classroom practice, either in person or in some
cases through observation of videos of classroom teaching.'® In order to support programs to improve
the quality of the Instructional Support that they provide to young children, we recommend that both
Unsatisfactory and Approaching Proficient programs receive priority status for evidence-based, targeted
supports for curriculum implementation and instruction. In particular, we recommend that curriculum
implementation and instruction supports be targeted specifically to those programs who need them
most—those that score particularly low on the Instructional Support/Engaged Support for Learning
domain category.
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In addition, we recommend that Louisiana restructure the School Readiness Tax Credits to support and
incentivize child care programs to improve classroom quality and improve their Performance Ratings
under the new system.

Finally, we recommend that a needs analysis be conducted in any region where public funding is revoked
from low-quality programs. Furthermore, we recommend that children enrolled in programs forced to
close receive priority access to other publicly funded programs in the area to ensure that they do not lose
access to ECCE altogether.

Rewarding High-Quality Programs

Above a minimum threshold, children’s learning increases as classroom quality improves across the full
range of the CLASS tool. As such, it is important to incentivize improvement not only at the bottom end
of the distribution, but also in higher quality programs. The LDE has proposed that Excellent programs
receive statewide recognition through publicly published Honor Rolls. We wholeheartedly support the
adoption of this proposal. In addition, in order to support the expansion of the state’s highest-quality
ECCE programs, we recommend that public funds revoked from Unsatisfactory programs be reallocated
to Excellent programs (and subsequently to Distinction programs) that are willing and able to expand the
number of slots they can offer to children. This reallocation would help to incentivize high quality
programs to achieve and maintain Excellent or Distinction status and would also help to (1) increase the
percentage of publicly-funded slots in high quality programs and (2) mitigate any loss of system-wide
capacity that often results from the closure of low-quality programs.? Finally, to further support
program improvement we recommend that directors and teachers from Unsatisfactory and Approaching
Proficient programs be paired with directors and teachers from Excellent and Distinction programs in a
voluntary mentorship model.

As articulated by the LDE, the goals of Louisiana’s Rating and Improvement System are to:
1. Define and measure core elements needed for positive child outcomes;
2. Provide simple, clear information about what’s happening in classrooms;
3. Clearly articulate a path to improvement; and
4. Give families an easy way to compare choices in their community.2?

Conducting an implementation evaluation of the state’s new system is a critical component to ensuring
that it is able to accomplish these goals. Specifically, this type of evaluation would provide Louisiana
with immediate feedback on the implementation of the new system in order to inform any course
corrections needed to ensure that (1) Performance Ratings are valid and reliable, (2) the System
meaningfully differentiates between levels of program quality, and (3) delivers a robust set of quality
improvement supports and incentives for improvement, as well as consequences for failure to improve.

Under the current proposed System for 2016-17, this means first focusing such an evaluation primarily
on the implementation of the CLASS. We recommend that Louisiana invest in an implementation
evaluation that would answer questions such as:

e Does the System ensure that the CLASS is administered by trained and reliable observers?
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e Does the System ensure that reliability is assessed frequently through double-coded
observations that are compared and discussed to minimize “drift” across the state?

e Are Minimum Score thresholds defined such that programs in each Performance Level are
meaningfully similar to other programs rated at the same Level and meaningfully different from
programs rated at other Levels?

Should the evaluation reveal the answer to any of these questions is no—or finds that feasible changes
would improve the ability of the system to meet the stated goals—Louisiana should use that information
to modify and improve its ECCE Accountability System accordingly.

Once Louisiana determines that the system is being implemented as intended, an important aspect of
validating this new system is to assess the extent to which the ratings meaningfully differentiate higher-
quality programs from lower-quality programs. If a system goal is to support children’s development and
learning, then it may also be useful to determine the extent to which children’s development and
learning is greater in higher-rated programs compared to lower-rated programs. Other questions of
interest may include:

e To what extent are programs improving quality?
e Are families choosing care settings based on the ratings?
e Do families have the option to choose different care settings based on the performance ratings?

e Have program/provider morale and motivation to improve changed over time?

Currently, Louisiana’s ECCE Accountability System relies solely on CLASS to assign programs Performance
Ratings. Although the LDE plans to provide additional information about program best practices on
program Performance Profiles, they have proposed that these indicators not be included in the
calculation of the program Performance Ratings that are the topic of our Recommendations 1-4.

No other state in the country relies solely on one measure for the assignment of program Performance
ratings in QRIS. The 2014 Compendium,* profiles 39 QRIS efforts nationwide to measure, monitor, and
promote high-quality child care. State QRIS administrators completed a survey in which they described
several aspects of their QRIS, including information on indicators of quality, funding, incentives,
technical assistance, observation tools, and others. Table 7 reports the number of states that included at
least one indicator related to the identified quality components in their QRIS.
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Table 7. Number and percentage of QRIS (n=39) incorporating specified quality components for
center-based care (2014).
Administration and management 38 (97%)
Staff qualifications

e Director qualifications 38 (97%)

e Teacher qualifications 37 (95%)
Family partnerships 37 (95%)
Environment 36 (92%)
Health and safety 34 (87%)
Professional Development

e Director professional development 34 (87%)

e Teacher professional development 29 (74%)
Accreditation 33 (85%)
Curriculum 32 (82%)
Licensing compliance 32 (82%)
Ratio and group size 30 (77%)
Provisions for children with special needs 27 (69%)
Continuous quality improvement practices 22 (56%)
Child assessment 21 (54%)
Cultural/linguistic diversity 18 (46%)
Community involvement 17 (44%)
Interactions 12 (31%)

Source: Catalog and Comparison of Quality Rating and Improvement Systems (2014). Available at:
http://griscompendium.org/

Indeed, maintaining high levels of quality in a classrooms is not easy: even the best teachers require a

great deal of training, experience, resources, and ongoing professional development and support to do
so consistently and successfully.? Other states have built these elements into their QRIS. The following

sections provide brief research summaries of key components of high-quality early care and education
settings included in other states’ QRIS that research show to be most strongly associated with high-
quality teacher-child interactions and positive outcomes for children.

Administration and Management
Program management and administration (which includes features such as program leadership,

compensation and benefits, program planning and evaluation, technology, human resources
development, and fiscal management) can influence overall program quality in important ways,?*

particularly as it may influence the recruitment and retention of highly-qualified teachers/caregivers.?

Research in K-12 education demonstrates that children who attend schools with low levels of teacher

turnover demonstrate higher academic performance than children who attend schools with high levels
of teacher turnover.? Programs can increase their chances of recruiting and retaining qualified staff by

providing a professional work environment,?” providing adequate compensation and paid planning
time?® and engaging teachers/caregivers in opportunities for performance evaluation and professional
development to continuously improve their practice.?
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Staff Qualifications

The education and training of individual teachers and caregivers have been consistent predictors of
positive outcomes for children in multiple research studies.?° However, some studies have not detected
relationships (or have found contradictory relationships) between educational qualifications such as
college degrees, classroom quality and children’s outcomes.?! The field widely acknowledges that most
existing studies do not capture important features of pre-service education that may lead to mixed
results, such as content of an early childhood degree, participation in field experiences, and capacity of
degree-granting institutions.3? Although the evidence is mixed, some studies suggest that a bachelor’s
degree with a focus on core competencies has the potential to offer early care and education providers
the tools for establishing high-quality classrooms and promoting positive child outcomes, when other
important supportive factors for providers are also in place.>?

Professional Development

Structured professional development opportunities that focus on both knowledge and practice are often
most effective in supporting teacher and caregivers practices.?* This includes coupling on-site technical
assistance with professional development efforts, such as a coach, so that early care and education
providers are able to practice and implement what they have learned through trainings or workshops.>*
Professional development that is intensive, on-going, and includes targeted coaching can contribute to
positive outcomes for children.3®

Curriculum

An evidence-based, developmentally focused curriculum that supports the knowledge, skills, and
abilities across all of the domains of early childhood development can help young children achieve goals
that are educationally significant.?” When an intensive developmentally focused curriculum is
implemented to fidelity and in a way that supports children’s conceptual understanding, children are
most likely to achieve the intended goals and outcomes of that curriculum approach.3® Training and
supporting teachers on the use of specific curricula and providing onsite coaching has been found to
increase the likelihood that curricula are implemented to fidelity.*® The use of ongoing authentic
observational assessment practices to plan and guide instruction with young children is widely
acknowledged as a key component of a high-quality early care and education program.* When
curriculum and assessment practices are aligned, developmentally appropriate, and implemented with
fidelity the two practices can work together to support the growth and development of individual
children and their needs.*

Promising New Tools to Measure These Elements

One key difference between these QRIS and Louisiana’s ECCE Accountability System is that other states’
QRIS are voluntary and do not carry the accountability consequences (i.e., defunding) that will be
implemented in Louisiana. When such high-stakes consequences are tied to a Performance Rating, the
level of rigor that must be applied in determining that rating is substantially higher than would be
necessary in lower-stakes systems. Unfortunately, no rigorous measures of these important components
of quality currently exist for use in an accountability system like the one that Louisiana is creating.

Therefore, we recommend that the LDE’s proposal to rely on CLASS scores as the sole indicator used to
calculate Performance Ratings be adopted for the 2016-2017 year. In addition, we support the adoption
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of the LDE’s proposal to report other key indicators of program quality on ECCE Program Performance
Profiles. Furthermore, we recommend that these Profiles be formatted to emphasize the importance of
multiple measures of key components of high-quality early care and education settings that research
show to be most strongly associated with high-quality teacher-child interactions and positive outcomes
for children (see above).

However, two tools that would be appropriate in this context—the Five Essentials-Early Education and
New York City’s Pre-K for All Program Quality Standards Monitoring Tool—are currently under
development. Each of these tools represents an important complement to CLASS scores, and would
broaden the definition of quality currently implicit in Louisiana’s ECCE Accountability System and
Performance Ratings.

Five Essentials-Early Education??

Research in elementary schools led to the identification of five school-level organizational conditions
that are critical in supporting quality improvement. These conditions, as articulated in the Five Essentials
Framework, are: Effective Leadership, Collaborative Teachers, Family Involvement, Supportive
Environment, and Ambitious Instruction. *® Each of the five essentials supports is uniquely important to
a school’s success, but they also work together to support professional relationships, classroom
interactions, teaching, and learning. In fact, elementary schools strong in three or more of these
supports were 10 times more likely than schools weak in most supports to substantially improve
students’ math and reading outcomes and attendance. Furthermore, a weakness in just one of these
supports over time undermined other change efforts, reducing the probability of improvement to 10%
or less.** Although widespread focus on these organizational conditions is relatively new compared to
the field’s focus on quality inside the classroom, both New York City and lllinois have been monitoring
and holding schools accountable for the quality of these elements in all public schools for over a decade
using valid and reliable surveys that are universally-distributed to teachers, (in New York City) parents,
and (in later grades) students each year.*> A new version of the tool (teacher and parent surveys)
designed specifically for use in Pre-K programs is currently being developed and validated.

New York City Pre-K for All Program Quality Standards Monitoring Tool

The New York City Department of Education (NYCDOE) had developed a set of quality standards that
define a vision for high-quality Pre-K for All programs in NYC. These standards describe the key practices
of family engagement, rigorous and developmentally appropriate instruction, professional
collaborations, and leadership that support children in gaining the knowledge and skills. They are
aligned with the New York State Prekindergarten Foundation for the Common Core and with The
Framework for Great Schools, which is similar to the Five Essentials and guides school improvement
efforts across the pre-K to 12 continuum. *® Currently, NYCDOE is working to develop a companion
“snapshot” rubric that NYCDOE staff can use to measure key program quality standards in Pre-K for All
programs in both public schools and community-based settings. This new tool will be used to make
accountability decisions and to inform technical assistance efforts (including decisions about whether
programs could benefit from the addition of an evidence-based curriculum and how much coaching
might be needed).

We recommend that Louisiana continue to explore new and emerging tools that measure other key
aspects of ECCE quality with the goal of incorporating valid and reliable measures of aspects such as
organizational conditions and curriculum implementation into the Performance Rating in future years.
Specifically, we recommend that LDE cultivate relationships with the developers of the Five Essentials-
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Early Education and New York City’s Pre-K for All Program Quality Standards Monitoring Tool to track
their development closely and fully assess the potential of their application in Louisiana.

CONCLUSION

Since Act 3 passed in 2012, Louisiana has taken great strides to align standards and improve
coordination and quality across its early childhood care and education programs in a historically
disjointed and underfunded system. In order to accomplish this herculean task, one major lever that the
state has chosen to employ is an ECCE Accountability System.

When developed and implemented in a thoughtful and evidence-based way, in tandem with sufficient
resources and targeted supports, accountability systems can be a helpful way to hold all programs to the
same standards, to communicate program performance, and to incentivize programs to continue
improving. As Louisiana’s ECCE Accountability System moves forward, it will be incumbent on program
providers, parents, and stakeholders to ensure the reliability and integrity of the accountability system
and to advocate to the state to use the results to drive change, including the strategic provision of
targeted quality improvement supports and incentives and defunding consistently failing programs. It
will also be critical that those programs, such as those funded through the Child Care Assistance
Program, that currently receive the fewest resources receive sufficient supports to be successful in a
system where they are held to the same standards as programs funded at higher levels.

This report provides a starting point for considering changes to Louisiana’s ECCE Accountability System
by building upon and strengthening the work that the LDE has already begun. With these
recommendations and the input of ECCE stakeholders across the state, Louisiana can ensure that all
young children in Louisiana get a strong start in a high-quality ECCE program.
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APPENDIX A

Use of CLASS in QRIS across the country was identified by the 2014 Catalog and Comparison of Quality
Rating and Improvement Systems (Compendium).*” As a result, please note that the number of states
using CLASS and the associated thresholds may have changed since the release of the Compendium.

Arizona
Emotional Classroom Instructional
STAR Level Support Organization Support
3 4.5 4.5 2.0
4 5.0 5.0 2.5
5 6.0 6.0 3.0
Colorado
Points Awarded Emotional Classroom Instructional
Support Organization Support
2 4.5 4.5 2.0
4 5.5 5.0 2.5
6 6.0 6.0 3.0
Florida — Guiding Stars of Duval
Emotional Classroom Instructional
n/a Support Organization Support
4.0-4.49 3.5-3.99 2.0-2.15
4.5-4.99 4-4.49 2.16-2.3
5.0-5.49 4.5-4.99 2.31-2.75
5.5-5.99 5-5.49 2.76-3.25
>6.0 >5.5 >3.26
Florida — Palm Beach
Emotional Classroom Instructional
Level Support Organization Support
1* <4.5 <3.5 <1.0
2% 4.5-4.99 3.5-3.99 1.0-1.49
3* 5.0 4.0 15
4% 6.5 5.5 3.0

*For Level 1 and 2 programs only need to obtain the specified threshold for one of the subscales. For Levels 3

and 4 programs need to obtain the specified thresholds on all three subscales.

Florida — Miami Dade

Points Awarded Emotional Classroom Instructional
Support Organization Support
2 4.5 4.5 2.0
4 5.5 5.0 2.5
6 6.0 6.0 3.0
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lllinois

Emotional Classroom Instructional
Level Support Organization Support
Silver 4.0-5.0 with no 4.0-5.0 with no 2.5
classroom below classroom below
3.0 3.0
Gold 5.0 with no 5.0 with no >3.0
classroom below classroom below
4.0 4.0
Minnesota
Points Awarded Emotional Classroom Instructional
Support Organization Support
Opts 1-3.99 1-2.59 1-2.49
.Sots 4-5.59 2.6-3.59 2.5-2.99
1pt 5.6-7 3.6-7.0 3.0-7.0
Nebraska
Points Awarded Emotional Classroom Instructional
Support Organization Support
1pt 4.0-4.9 4.0-4.9 2.0-34
2pt 5.0-5.9 5.0-5.9 3.5-4.9
3pt 26.0 26.0 >5.0
North Dakota (coming soon)
Emotional Classroom Instructional
Level Support Organization Support
Step 3 4 3 2
Oregon
Emotional Classroom Instructional
Level Support Organization Support
5 Star 5 5 5
Virginia
Emotional Classroom Instructional
Level Support Organization Support
4 5 5 3.25
5 6 6 4.25
Vermont
Points Emotional Classroom Instructional
Awarded Support Organization Support
4pts 24 24 24
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Washington

Points Emotional Classroom Instructional
Awarded Support Organization Support
10pt 3.5-4.9 3.5-4.9 2-3.4
15pt 5.0-5.9 5.0-5.9 3.5-44
20pt 26.0 26.0 >4.5
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