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LAUTHENTIC
ccountability

Accountability dialogues bring together parents, community leaders
and educators to discuss district performance and how to improve it.

he father of a third grader

speaks enthusiastically about

the Benchmark Book read-

ing asscssment he has just
seen demonstrated.

"Maow this really makes sense. Ietells
me what my child can read and it tells
the teacher how to help her get berter,”

Another parent wonders aloud how
the henchmarks have been established,
and srill another ssks whether the
assessment will give him information
about how his child’s reading ahility
compares tr ather students” in the class.

As the dialogue continues a teacher
remarks, “T know we've been making a
big investment in getring information
about reading fluency, and that’s grear.
But I really need help assessing whether
my kids undersrand what they read.”

Throughout the evening every par-
Lcipants gquestions of concerns are
recorded on charts on the wall.
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These conversations took place
recently at 2 wnigque event hosted by the
San Mateo-Foster City School District
as part of a joint project hetween the
district and the Western Assessment
Collaborative at WestEd, The evenr,
the first in the series called “Account-
ability Dhalogues,” brought topether
parents, community leaders, teachers,
and site and district administrators o
discuss the district’s performance and
how to improve it

In that first dialogue, the Discovery
Phase, participants looked at a variery
of strategies used by the districe 10
assess performance in literacy. Then,
they generated questions about student
performance to be investigated in sub-
SEAUENT SEsions,

The Western Assessment Collabo-
rative at WestEd is collaborating with
tour districts and 10 school leadership
teams in Kysser (the spirit of coopera-

tion}, The project is founded on the
concept of authentic accounrability as
defined by Paul LeMahicu of the Uni-
versity of Delaware and the Delaware
Drepartment of Public Instrucion, Dif-
ferentiating between accounting — the
giving of a test and the reporting of
results — and authentic sccountabilicy,
LeMahicu paints a vision of o process of
continuous and public engagement,
“I'he purpose is to involve various
constituencies in the construction of
deep and commaonly held understand -
mngs about the performance of the sys-
tem, the reasons for thar performance,
the best possible ways of improving
performance and the responsibilities of
each in doing so0,” LeMahieu said.
Westld's Kyasei, funded as a research
and development project by OERT and
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the Stuwart Foundation, supports
schools in preparing and conducting
Accounrahility Dialogues. The goal is
to determine the characteristics of
events that work as an engine of school
improvement.

The event is not a typical repaort by
the schoal's professional staff 1o is our-
stde community. Instead, the dialogue is
a facilitaved conversation

mental part of their accountability sys-
tem, then a shared and internal sense
of :.il:‘:l:‘:l.‘:-lll'll;:.ﬂ]i]il_}' will drive Inproves
MEn.

Through continuous dialogue we
might expect over ime to see:

* increased understanding of the
community’s standards for student per-
formance;

* increased accessihiliny

designed to amplify the
voices of reachers, parents,
administrators and other
community leaders, They
have come topether to
establizh standards for
smudent performance and
to better understand cach
others” needs for informa-
tion as they make decisions
that will help all smudents
achieve those standards.
The dialogue seeks to identfy com-
mon ground between two groups: those
who require assessment information
that provides a large-scale picnure of the
performance of the system; and those
whao need richer, more contextualized
information o guide  instruction.
Teachers, for example, have opportuni-
ties to illustrate the power of diagnos-
tic classroom assessments. They, in
e, listen o parents who raise ques-
rions about the fairness of thase assess-
ments,

Sharing responsibility

Policymakers state their case for
assessment tools that are useful in mak-
ing programmatic decisions about
groups of smdents. They-also must
consider investing in building the
capacity of teachers to gather diagnos-
tic information on a regular basis.

Only when school communiries rec-
omize shared responsibilicy for provid-
ing an educational program desigmed to
help all sdents achieve high standards
will they be willing to invest in assess-
ment systems that both accurarely
describe student performance and ade-
quately inform decsions about how to
Improve it

Kyosei operates from a theory of
action that suggests if schools can make
rigorous and genuine dialogue a funda-
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to good data abour progress
toward thaose standards: and

* increasingly focused

and potent action toward
Improvement.
Equally importantdy,
LeMahieu  speculates,
continuons dialogue would
rencw public oust  in
schools:
*The most radical and
comentious efforts o fix
public schools are pursued not just
because of low performance on the part
of the system. They are pursucd
becanse that low performance is cou-
pled with an ahsence of confidence that
the system can be trusted to improve
its performance. This approach
restores that trust, It does so not just
becanse the public can see how the sys-
tem is doing, but becanse the public is
welcomed to understand and shape
what the system is doing.”

The Aceountability Dialogue seems
particularly important today when stare
law requires that students be given an
annual norm-referenced rest. Further-
more, CDE: Coordinated Compliance
Review Accountability Plan recom-
mends setting performance standards
based on combining these data with less
formal classroom measures.

Decisions about which measures to
use and how wo weigh classroom assess-
ments against data from norm-refer-
enced standardized rests are at the same
time educational, psychomerric and
political.

The Accountability Dialogue pro-
vides a forum through which local
school  communities explore  the
strengths and limitations of various
kinds of assessments, Thev can also
lend their voices 1w decisions about how

cach will be weighred in describing the
quality of their schools.

Even more importantly, it is envi-
sioned that the dialogue will generare
demand throughout the system for
increasingly credible and useful dara for
decision-making.

Mo one in our project imagines the
path to authentic accountability an easy
one, We recognize that opening the
complex issue of student performance
to public seruting takes not only
courage, bur eapacities for public out-
reach, dara collection and analysis,
effective communications, group pro-
cess and conflict resolution — all
beyvond what is typically demanded by
daily life in schoals,

As One project participant recently
confessed: “We've discovered we don't
even know how o talk or listen to one
another ahour simple things at our
school. We need o ger started by mak-
ing dialogue real among ourselves.”

Learning to listen

We have much to learn abourt issues
such as the appropriate balance
berween informed professional judg-
ment and public input; about how
much technical knowledge people will
need in order to participate and how
best to share thao information; and
about how to assure that diverse volces
are encouraged to participate and are
actually heard.

The little steps we've taken to date
show some promise. A recent Kyored
instiruee generated what terned out wo
be a highly charged conversation about
how various constituents in the school
community use and value various kinds
of student performance data. Afeer-
wards, the principal of a school that has
invested @ great deal in new forms of
assessment spoke passionately:

“Until this moment, I had not
understood how critical it was that we
get parents involved from the begin-
ning. I'm so thankful for the parents
who participated in this instipure. By
listening to you, I have a new under-
standing of what you want for vour kids
and how our assessment program is
going to need o change.”

Thrust for Educational Leadership



And despite a lengthy initisl session
that coneained a great deal of new and
cemplex information, participants in
the San Mateo-Foster City Schools
event reported a keen interest in pur-
suing the dialogue,

“What a fabulous way 1o educate
more people in the ways our kids are
assessed in their schools,” said cne par-
ticipant.

“Everyone is responsible,” com-
rmented another.

Participants saw the dialogue as a way
to learn from others, 10 express ideas and
guestions in 3 safe and comfortable set-
ting and 1o be heard. Non-educator
community participants especially val-
ued the opportunity for dialogue:

“Iearned that there is guidance m
higher levels in assessing literacy and
setting stanclards againse which all kids
arg measured. It is eritical for parems to
know about this direction and to push
for literacy so that we can work wich
vou, You ean’t do it withour us!”

Another said, “The most meaningful
thing 1 learned was about the meshing of
interests between parents, teachers and
administrators. 1 had not anticipated
that the district would be so open!™

Responsible action

Authentic accountability requires
more than an accounting of grades and
scores. [t requires responsible action
throughout the system in response to
identified needs. It is dependent upon
the evolution of explicit and shared
standards for student performance and
assessment systems thar provide all
those whose actions contribute to stu-
dent performance the data they need 1w
take soumd action,

The Accountabilicy Dialogue is a
promising vehiele to promore authentic
accountabilicy. It fuses the coneeprs of
standards-hased reform, meaningful
public engagement and democratic
decision-making and focuses them on
inquiry and action related to student
performance, i

Kate Jamentz is divector of the Western
Assessament Collahorative ar Wenld in
San Fraweticn,
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