LOUISIANA DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION

March 24, 2017

Hon. John Bel Edwards
Office of the Governor
P.O. Box 94004

Baton Rouge, LA 70804

Dear Governor Edwards,

Thank you for your letter dated Tuesday, March 21, 2017, and received Friday, March 24, 2017.
| am writing so as to provide clarity regarding the factual points in your letter.

Regarding stakeholder engagement, the Department has conducted 136 meetings with civil rights
leaders, educators, business leaders, parents, and members of the public regarding the state’s plan to
comply with the Every Student Succeeds Act, or ESSA. This process will continue in future months. Next
week, BESE will consider taking the next step in the stakeholder engagement process by soliciting
federal feedback on the plan. Only after federal feedback and continued dialogue in our state will BESE
consider rules related to the plan. We expect the rulemaking process to start in late June, three months
from now.

Regarding the School Quality and Student Success indicator, based on stakeholder input, Louisiana has
proposed to develop over multiple years an “interest and opportunities” element, comprising five
percent of the state’s school rating system. This measure will reward schools for a well-rounded array of
high-quality student experiences, including music, arts, foreign language, and career and technical
education. The current draft of the ESSA plan outlines a process by which this measurement instrument
will be developed.

Regarding student services, as you know, students in low-income, rural settings often do not receive fair
access to courses and experiences important to their growth and development. Of high schools where
African-American students make up the majority of the student body, for example, 90 percent do not
offer physics courses. The state has proposed to dedicate three percent of its Title | dollars to students
being educated in these conditions so that this state of affairs might change. The overall amount of
funding received by school districts will not change.

Regarding school improvement activities funded by Title I, all school district proposals must meet the
standard of research-based effectiveness outlined in ESSA in order for the state to approve the plan for
funding. Louisiana will not deviate from this standard within ESSA.
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Regarding transparency for Louisiana communities, while we value presenting more information to
Louisiana families, and while we plan to expand on the information currently reported to communities,
the current state plan reflects Louisiana law and thus sustains school evaluations that culminate in letter
grade ratings.

Finally, regarding accountability determinations, you advocate for the “flexibility to collect two years of
accountability data before issuing grades for schools.” This suggestion would result in a pause in school
evaluations and a delay of higher expectations for students until 2019. As you know, in 2012 the
Louisiana Legislature passed a law requiring nationally comparable standards and tests. In 2013 BESE
adopted policy committing the state’s school rating system to using these nationally comparable
expectations when evaluating school performance. However, in the four years since, political processes
have delayed this policy from taking effect. The proposal in your letter would extend this delay by two
more years.

| hope that you find the facts contained in this letter helpful to your analysis of the state plan. | look
forward to further dialogue on the subject in the months to come, prior to policy being made.

Sincerely,

M

John White
State Superintendent of Education
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March 21, 2017

John White

Superintendent of Education
Louisiana Department of Education
1201 North Third Street

Baton Rouge, LA 70802-5243

Dear Superintendent White:

Thank you for submitting the Louisiana Department of Education’s Every Student
Succeeds Act (ESSA) state plan to me for review as required by federal law. I believe that,
for every state, ESSA is an opportunity for stakeholders to coalesce around an innovative
vision for their education system.

Unfortunately, I believe the state plan you provided represents an incomplete vision
for Louisiana.

Stakeholder Engagement

The voices of Louisiana’s teachers, principals, superintendents, school boards,
parents, business community, civil rights community and parishes must shape the ESSA state
plan. You have provided a list of meetings where you and representatives from these
organizations participated in listening sessions.

However, meaningful engagement under ESSA requires more than listening. It
requires compromise and a reflection of their priorities in Louisiana’s state plan.
Stakeholders have indicated to me that this has not yet occurred.

Ultimately, Louisiana’s state plan should not reflect your vision or mine — it should
reflect the vision of individuals that make our education system work every day. Until their

vision is reflected, Louisiana’s state plan is not ready for submission to the U.S. Department
of Education.

Assessments

No Child Left Behind ushered in an era of assessment proliferation in Louisiana.
ESSA moves away from this model, but the state plan you provided does not. Testing
frequency reduction is not substantively addressed. The Louisiana Department of Education
and my office should engage parishes and schools in a conversation about the state of

assessments in our communities and strategies to reduce their burden on students and
educators.
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Louisiana must not submit a plan that locks in the status quo on assessment and fails
to take full advantage of new innovative flexibility to reduce testing in ESSA, including the
substitution of the ACT for federally-mandated assessments and leveraging federal funds for
statewide assessment reduction.

Accountability Determinations Timing

The U.S. Department of Education granted states flexibility to collect two years of
accountability data before issuing grades for schools. Yet, the plan you provided fails to take
advantage of this flexibility that your federal advocacy association, the Council of Chief State
School Officers, helped secure for states.

We have an obligation to ensure that our system for measuring schools is effective,
accurate and fair. Louisiana should follow the lead of other states that plan to pilot
accountability systems for a year before determining the success or failure of schools.

School Quality and Student Success Indicator

ESSA’s move away from the punitive, narrow federal accountability of the past
includes a shift from metrics narrowly focused on test scores to a more holistic measurement
of a school’s performance through a new school quality indicator. The state plan you
provided identifies “Interests and Opportunities” as the school quality indicator for all
schools, but it does not include specific metrics that will be included under this indicator.

This information is pertinent to understanding how accountability systems will
ultimately grade schools. Its absence effectively renders the state plan you provided
incomplete.

Set-Asides for Student Services & School Improvement

Louisiana schools rely on every dollar of their ESSA Title I allocation. The state plan
you provided proposes reducing each parish’s allocation to make our neediest schools
compete for these dollars for direct student services. This set aside will impact critical
programs in every parish and it is not necessary. The state can utilize the required 7% Title I
reservation for school improvement (approximately $20 million annually) to provide direct
student services to our neediest schools.

The state plan you provided also appears to rely on the ineffective improvement
models previously utilized by the state, instead of relying on the innovative possibilities
ESSA provides to Louisiana. Before the submission of the state plan, stakeholders must
engage in a discussion with the Louisiana Department of Education and my office to ensure
the 7% Title I reservation for school improvement will be leveraged to boldly address
performance issues in our public schools.

Transparency for Louisiana’s Communities

Every parent, teacher and school deserves to understand the ESSA state plan being
submitted to the U.S. Department of Education. Louisiana has designed an education system
that provides clear, understandable information to families and communities about the
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performance of their students, classrooms, schools and parishes. The state plan you provided
does not prioritize clarity or simplicity of understanding.

State departments of education, like the Illinois State Board of Education, have
partnered with stakeholder groups to develop “reader’s guides” for communities to
understand ESSA state plans before they are submitted. Before either of us can move forward
with the submission of the state plan, Louisiana must undertake a similar effort to ensure that
every individual connected to our schools has that same opportunity.

Conclusion

More than 34 states are electing to take every moment the federal government has
granted them to develop their state plans by submitting on September 18, 2017, instead of the
early submission deadline of April 3, 2017. I believe that number will grow.

This week, your chief state school officer colleagues in Montana and Ohio chose to
press pause on early submission due to their state plan being incomplete or due to the need
for more stakeholder engagement. They both used the recent Congressional repeal of federal
ESSA regulations as an opportunity to take more than five extra months and make certain
their plans are excellent.

I urge you to follow their lead.

The plan you provided is in critical need of additional information and the inclusion
of stakeholder priorities. It is not just one stakeholder group that believes their needs are not
being met by the existing state plan, it is the overwhelming majority. Every stakeholder
represented on Louisiana’s ESSA Advisory Council believes we need more time, Those not
represented on the Council agree.

I pledge to continue working with you between now and September 18 to ensure that
we develop an ESSA state plan that every Louisianan can be proud of and to ensure buy-in
from communities across our great state.

The future of Louisiana’s education system cannot be rushed. If there is even one
educator or parent who believes their voice has not been heard, should we not take more time
to ensure they will be?

I believe we should. And I hope you agree.
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