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Summary: Virginia’s K–12 School Accountability 
System 

WHAT WE FOUND 
Virginia’s new accountability system is more effective and useful than 
the state’s prior system 
The Virginia Board of  Education (VBOE) approved new K–12 public school account-
ability regulations in October 2024. The new system—called the School Performance 
& Support Framework (SPSF)—replaced the prior 
school accountability system that had been in place 
since 2017 (figure next page). VBOE’s two primary 
goals when designing the new accountability system 
were raising standards for public K–12 schools and in-
creasing transparency into school performance. The 
board set these goals in response to perceived short-
comings in how the state’s prior accountability system 
measured and reported school performance. 

The SPSF is an improvement over the prior system. 
Rather than having separate federal and state systems, 
the SPSF combines Virginia’s state and federal ac-
countability systems, which reduces complexity and 
aligns policy goals. The SPSF also has design elements 
that more precisely and comprehensively measure performance than the prior system. 
For example, the SPSF better differentiates performance across schools, uses indica-
tors that measure a single element of  school performance (as opposed to combining 
multiple elements into a single indicator), and has elements that incentivize schools to 
focus on a greater proportion of  students, especially those in specific subgroups.  

The SPSF structure is generally sound, but refinements are needed 
The SPSF is sufficiently effective and useful at measuring school performance, so its 
general structure should be used for school accountability in Virginia going forward. 
The SPSF’s basic structural elements (e.g., indicators, weighting, measurement, and 
scoring) are generally consistent with federal and expert guidance and accountability 
systems in other states. Using the SPSF structure will also help maintain continuity and 
consistency, which is important for producing comparable results over time and re-
ducing the administrative burden for school divisions. 

Though the SPSF structure should be maintained, it can be improved by refining cer-
tain elements. These include refinements to the performance labels, category scoring 
thresholds, and technical rules related to certain individual indicators. 

 

WHY WE DID THIS STUDY 
In 2024, the Joint Legislative Audit and Review Commis-
sion (JLARC) directed staff to review Virginia’s recently 
revised accountability standards for public K–12 educa-
tion 

ABOUT K–12 ACCOUNTABILITY 
The Every Student Succeeds Act requires states to have 
an accountability system that evaluates K–12 public 
school performance and identifies schools that need 
support. The current Virginia Board of Education rede-
signed the state’s school accountability system, measur-
ing student and school performance across a variety of 
academic and non-academic indicators. 
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The SPSF uses a combination of indicators to measure school performance 
(2024–25 school year) 

 
SOURCE: Virginia Department of Education School Performance & Support Framework, 2025. 

VBOE is also considering several changes to the framework as part of  an amendment 
to the state ESSA plan. Several of  these changes would implement JLARC recommen-
dations or a policy option in this report. 

School results are more distributed and generally lower in the SPSF 
than the prior system  
The SPSF produced summative scores for all K–12 public schools in Virginia for the 
2024–25 school year. Based on those scores, 425 schools (23 percent) were labeled 
Distinguished, 774 (43 percent) On Track, 400 (22 percent) Off  Track, and 213 (12 per-
cent) Needs Intensive Support. 

The SPSF produced results that were more distributed across school performance cat-
egories than the prior system (figure next page). Rather than most schools receiving 
the highest label, a meaningful proportion of  schools received each label. 
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SPSF assigns lower performance labels to more schools compared with prior 
system (2023–24 to 2024–25) 

 
SOURCE: 2023–24 VDOE school accreditation results and 2024–25 School Performance & Support Framework re-
sults. 
NOTE: Prior school accountability results exclude small number of schools that were Accredited with Alternative 
Plan or Conditionally Accredited New School. SPSF results exclude small number of schools without sufficient data 
to receive a performance label.  

SPSF labels do not clearly communicate performance, nor do they 
clearly relate to each other as part of a continuous scale 
The SPSF aggregates school performance across multiple indicators to produce a nu-
merical summative score and corresponding performance label: Distinguished, On Track, 
Off  Track, or Needs Intensive Support. The board chose to use descriptive labels because 
of  “strong” feedback in favor of  this format over others, such as an A–F grading 
system, during stakeholder listening sessions.  

Subject-matter experts and research literature note that developing descriptive labels 
that are clear, widely understood, and broadly accepted can be challenging. Stakehold-
ers bring different perspectives and many have strong opinions about accountability 
ratings, making it difficult to design ratings that satisfy everyone. According to VDOE 
and VBOE leadership, the terms are designed to use plain language easy for stakehold-
ers to understand. However, the terms On Track and Off  Track imply a school perfor-
mance trajectory (improving or declining, respectively), which is not the intent of  the 
performance labels and does not accurately characterize at least some schools with 
those labels. Division and school staff  were particularly concerned about the use of  
the term Off  Track, believing it to be overly negative. Additionally, the Distinguished 
label overstates the performance of  at least some schools in the category that under-
perform on some individual indicators. 

In addition, the four SPSF performance labels are not related to each other or part of  
a continuous scale, which could lead to further confusion. There is no intuitive pro-
gression through the SPSF labels, in part because the middle two labels focus on 
whether schools are “on” or “off ” track, while the top and bottom labels use unrelated 
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terms. This discontinuity may exist because the labels were drawn from multiple states’ 
accountability systems rather than modeled after a single, internally consistent scale. 

SPSF scoring thresholds ignore differences in how schools are 
measured, benefiting high schools 
The SPSF evaluates elementary, middle, and high schools using different sets of  indi-
cators with varying weights. For example, graduation rate and career and college read-
iness indicators are used for high schools, whereas growth indicators are used for ele-
mentary and middle schools. Proficiency indicators have a different weight for each 
school level. Experts recommend that when indicators and weights are materially dif-
ferent, states should consider using different scoring thresholds for each school when 
assigning ratings.  

Despite differences in how performance is evaluated for schools at different levels, the 
SPSF uses the same scoring thresholds for elementary, middle, and high schools. This 
reduces the comparability and fairness of  results across school levels. For example, it 
is far easier for high schools to achieve higher overall ratings than elementary or middle 
schools because it is easier for them to achieve higher scores on certain indicators used 
only for the high school level (figure).    

High schools are much more likely to have higher ratings than elementary and 
middle schools 

 

SOURCE: JLARC analysis of School Performance & Support Framework data (2024–25).   

The SPSF’s proficiency weighting is higher than most states but is 
ultimately a policy decision 
Proficiency and growth indicators are heavily weighted in the SPSF and are an im-
provement over the prior accountability system. The SPSF’s proficiency and growth 
indicators are more transparent and useful because each indicator measures a single 
element of  school performance (as opposed to being combined under the prior sys-
tem). The SPSF’s use of  “indexing” to score proficiency and growth is also an im-
provement because it encourages schools to focus on improving all students’ 
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performance; not just those with scores close to the threshold needed to “pass” an 
assessment. 

The SPSF weights proficiency much more heavily than growth when compared with 
other states. Proficiency indicators collectively have 2.2 times the weight of  growth 
indicators for elementary schools and 2.5 times the weight of  growth indicators for 
middle schools. Other states are fairly evenly split among prioritizing proficiency, pri-
oritizing growth, or weighting them equally. Only two states prioritize proficiency over 
growth more than Virginia. 

Ultimately, though, the weighting between proficiency and growth is a policy decision. 
VDOE cited that parents, higher education representatives, employers, and military 
leaders emphasized the importance of  graduates who are proficient. However, partic-
ipants in VBOE “listening sessions”—which included parents, school and division 
staff, school board members, and other stakeholders—generally agreed that growth 
should be weighted at least the same as proficiency. Nearly all subject-matter experts 
interviewed by JLARC indicated that the SPSF could weight growth at least somewhat 
more than it does currently. Subject-matter experts and research literature indicate that 
student growth captures schools’ contribution to student performance better than pro-
ficiency, which is typically closely related to student demographics. 

Uncapped 3Es scoring allows individual students and some schools to 
score too many points, which distorts overall scoring 
The SPSF includes an indicator to measure high school students’ college, career, and 
military, referred to as the “3Es” indicator. The 3Es (employment, enrollment, and 
enlistment) indicator measures student achievements in three pathways that are in-
tended to demonstrate student readiness for post-graduation. College, career, and mil-
iary readiness indicators are commonly used in school accountability systems nation-
wide, and the criteria used in other states are generally similar to those in the SPSF’s 
3Es. 

The board’s design of  the 3Es indicator is intended to (i) incentivize schools to make 
college, career, and military opportunities available to students, and (ii) encourage 
broad participation and exploration across each pathway. Therefore, to reward schools 
for students who pursue multiple opportunities and discourage schools from directing 
a student on a single pathway, the SPSF allows a student’s points to be totaled across 
different pathways. As a result, the 3Es is unique among SPSF indicators because an 
individual student can score points across multiple pathways (up to 3.5 points). This 
means that a school can have a maximum unweighted indicator score of  350 for the 
3Es but only 100 or 125 for all other SPSF indicators.  

The 3Es scoring—which is not constrained or capped—means that a high school’s 
summative score may be driven more by the 3Es indicator than was intended by the 
weight assigned to the indicator and that the scores of  some students can be used to 
compensate for others. The 3Es indicator is weighted at 25 percent of  the SPSF, but 
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actually comprises about 34 percent of  the summative score, on average, for schools 
with a high 3Es indicator score. In addition, some high schools score so many points 
on the 3Es indicator that it produces a summative score that gives a misleading and 
distorted view of  their actual overall performance across all indicators. Finally, because 
an individual student can score up to 3.5 points, a single high-achieving student can 
compensate for (i.e., “mask”) lack of  achievement by one or several lower-performing 
students. 

Including more English learners is positive, but criteria for when to 
include those who have recently arrived could be adjusted 
The SPSF includes more English learners when measuring schools’ proficiency, 
growth, and English Language Proficiency (ELP) progress indicators than the previ-
ous accountability system, which Virginia needed to do to align the SPSF with federal 
requirements. The previous system excluded all English learners from counting toward 
these indicators until their sixth year of  enrollment. This was an outlier nationwide, 
and subject-matter experts interviewed indicated this was a problem and were not 
aware of  another state with similar practices. 

The rules guiding when to include English learners’ academic content assessments 
(e.g., SOLs) in schools’ proficiency and growth performance calculations are among 
some of  stakeholders’ top concerns with the new framework. Virginia could consider 
an adjustment that would partially address schools’ concerns while still maintaining 
compliance with federal requirements and alignment with experts’ opinions. 

ELP progress indicator reweighting for schools with few English 
learners should be adjusted 
Despite an overall acceptable design, the English Language Proficiency (ELP) scoring 
and weighting in certain circumstances needs to be refined. For example, many schools 
do not have enough English learners for the ELP progress indicator to count toward 
their summative score, so the indicator’s weight is redistributed to other indicators to 
calculate schools’ scores. This meaningfully alters how a substantial portion of  ele-
mentary and middle schools are evaluated, reducing the comparability and fairness of  
results. For schools at which the ELP progress indicator is excluded, this redistribution 
meaningfully increases the weight given to growth from 25 to 35 percent for elemen-
tary schools and from 20 to 30 percent for middle schools, while the weight of  all 
other indicators remains the same.  
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VDOE is redesigning state’s school improvement program, but it is 
too early to determine its effectiveness 
Improving student performance in low-performing schools is difficult, and research 
on the success of  these efforts is mixed. A 2020 JLARC evaluation found several se-
rious problems with VDOE’s approach to providing school improvement services. 

VDOE has been redesigning and implementing a new school improvement program 
in conjunction with the development of  the SPSF. The redesigned program has posi-
tive features and appears to be an improvement over prior approaches. VDOE is de-
centralizing school improvement, moving away from Office of  School Improvement 
staff  as the primary providers of  support services and toward tailored services using 
staff  from various VDOE offices. Under the new approach, specialists in the agency 
will provide support services based on schools’ specific performance gaps. VDOE is 
hiring additional subject-matter specialist staff  to help provide this new support, 
alongside the agency’s existing staff. 

Though the new approach appears promising, it is too early to determine whether it 
will ultimately be successful. While VDOE has included some high-level information 
on the new program in reports and presentations, the agency has not yet produced a 
formal consolidated plan for how it will provide support. The lack of  such a plan for 
a large scale, complex undertaking may make it difficult for VDOE staff, school divi-
sion staff, and school staff  to clearly understand their roles and responsibilities. Ulti-
mately, the effectiveness of  the new program cannot be determined until services have 
been provided for long enough to be evaluated. 

Currently, there is no statutory requirement for VDOE to deliver an effective school 
improvement program, nor for VBOE to ensure that a program is being effectively 
implemented. Because this function is critical, and these efforts require sustained at-
tention, subsequent superintendents and the board will need to prioritize supporting 
an effective school support model over the long term. 

WHAT WE RECOMMEND 
Legislative action  

• direct the superintendent of  public instruction to consistently and effec-
tively implement the state’s program to support low-performing schools. 

• direct VBOE to ensure the state administers an effective state program to 
support low-performing schools. 

• direct VDOE to submit a detailed plan for the state’s improvement pro-
gram and annual status reports. 

Board of Education action  

• develop new performance labels that more clearly convey performance and 
are part of  a continuous scale. 
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• develop new scoring thresholds that are unique to each school level and re-
sult in relatively comparable proportions of  elementary, middle, and high 
schools receiving each label. 

• change the scoring of  the 3Es indicator by capping the total number of  
points a student or school can receive. 

• redistribute the weight for the English language proficiency progress indica-
tor proportionally across all other indicators for schools without sufficient 
English learners.  

• contract for an independent evaluation of  the effectiveness of  the state’s 
school improvement program and use the results to improve the program 
as needed. 

The complete list of  recommendations is available on page ix. 
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Recommendations and Options: Virginia’s K–12 
School Accountability System 
JLARC staff  typically make recommendations to address findings during reviews. 
Staff  also sometimes propose policy options rather than recommendations. The three 
most common reasons staff  propose policy options rather than recommendations are: 
(1) the action proposed is a policy judgment best made by the General Assembly or 
other officials, (2) the evidence indicates that addressing a report finding is not neces-
sarily required, but doing so could be beneficial, or (3) there are multiple ways in which 
a report finding could be addressed and there is insufficient evidence of  a single best 
way to address the finding.  

Recommendations  

RECOMMENDATION 1 
The Virginia Board of  Education should develop new terminology for the perfor-
mance labels in the School Performance & Support Framework that more clearly com-
municate school performance as part of  a continuous scale. (Chapter 4) 

RECOMMENDATION 2 
The Virginia Board of  Education should develop new scoring thresholds for assigning 
the School Performance & Support Framework performance labels that are unique to 
each school level and result in relatively comparable proportions of  elementary, mid-
dle, and high schools receiving each label. (Chapter 4) 

RECOMMENDATION 3 
The Virginia Board of  Education should amend 8-VAC-20-132-280 A.1 of  the Vir-
ginia Administrative Code to state that any school with a federal Comprehensive Sup-
port and Improvement designation shall be labeled as a school in the lowest perfor-
mance category in the School Performance & Support Framework. (Chapter 4) 

RECOMMENDATION 4 
The Virginia Board of  Education should reduce points awarded in the School Perfor-
mance & Support Framework’s mastery index calculations from 0.75 to 0.5 for stu-
dents who score “Fail/Does Not Meet Proficiency” on assessments with three perfor-
mance levels. (Chapter 5) 

RECOMMENDATION 5 
The Virginia Board of  Education should change the scoring of  the 3Es indicator in 
the School Performance & Support Framework by either capping the total number of  
points (i) a school can be awarded for an individual student or (ii) a school can receive 
for the indicator. (Chapter 6)  
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RECOMMENDATION 6 
The Virginia Board of  Education should change the “enlistment” category of  the 3Es 
indicator in the School Performance & Support Framework so that points awarded for 
student achievements are more commensurate with the time and effort required to 
earn points in the enrollment and employment categories. (Chapter 6) 

RECOMMENDATION 7 
The Virginia Board of  Education should change the English language proficiency pro-
gress indicator used in the School Performance & Support Framework to be scored 
based on a performance index. (Chapter 7) 

RECOMMENDATION 8 
The Virginia Board of  Education should modify the business rules in the School Per-
formance & Support Framework so that the weight for the English language profi-
ciency (ELP) progress indicator is proportionally redistributed across all other indica-
tors for all schools without sufficient English learners to include the ELP progress 
indicator in their summative score. (Chapter 7) 

RECOMMENDATION 9 
The Virginia Board of  Education should amend 8-VAC-20-132-270 F of  the Virginia 
Administrative Code to state that (i) no school with a federal Targeted Support and 
Improvement (TSI) designation for one year shall be labeled in the highest perfor-
mance category and (ii) no school with a federal Additional Targeted Support and 
Improvement designation or TSI designation for two consecutive years and scoring in 
the second highest category shall be labeled in the two highest performance categories 
in the School Performance & Support Framework. (Chapter 8) 

RECOMMENDATION 10 
The General Assembly may wish to consider including language in the Appropriation 
Act directing the Virginia Department of  Education to (i) develop and submit a one-
time, detailed plan for the state’s school improvement program by August 1, 2026, and 
(ii) annually develop and submit a status report that includes updates on key program 
activities, available and needed resources, program performance, and student and 
school outcomes. (Chapter 9) 

RECOMMENDATION 11 
 The General Assembly may wish to consider amending §22.1-23 of  the Code of  Vir-
ginia to direct the superintendent of  public instruction to consistently and effectively 
implement the state’s program to support improvement of  low-performing schools. 
(Chapter 9) 



Recommendations: Virginia’s K–12 School Accountability System 

Commission draft 
xi 

RECOMMENDATION 12 
The General Assembly may wish to consider amending §22.1-253.13.3 of  the Code 
of  Virginia to direct the Virginia Board of  Education to ensure the state administers 
an effective school improvement program to support low-performing schools. (Chap-
ter 9) 

RECOMMENDATION 13 
The Virginia Board of  Education should contract with a qualified expert to conduct 
an independent evaluation of  the effectiveness of  the state’s school improvement pro-
gram on a regular basis and use the evaluation results to direct changes to the program 
as needed. (Chapter 9) 

 
Policy Options to Consider  

POLICY OPTION 1 
The Virginia Board of  Education could increase the weight assigned to growth indi-
cators in the School Performance & Support Framework to more fully account for 
schools’ contribution to student learning. (Chapter 5) 

POLICY OPTION 2 
The Virginia Board of  Education could direct the Virginia Department of  Education 
to modify the state’s Every Student Succeeds Act plan so that elementary and middle 
schools are subject to Exception B for excluding recently arrived English learners from 
schools’ proficiency and growth calculations under the School Performance & Support 
Framework. (Chapter 7)   
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1 Introduction 
 

In 2024, the Joint Legislative Audit and Review Commission (JLARC) directed staff  
to review Virginia’s recently revised accountability standards for public K–12 educa-
tion (Appendix A). The resolution required staff  to review several elements of  the 
state’s new K–12 accountability system, including: 

• the appropriate role and purpose of  school accountability in ensuring a 
quality education system and incentivizing school performance;  

• whether Virginia’s system uses appropriate criteria and is sufficiently trans-
parent and understandable;  

• whether the system strikes the appropriate balance between accountability, 
assistance, and improving educational quality; and  

• whether Virginia’s school accountability system is sufficiently aligned with 
federal requirements and other states’ accountability systems. 

The Virginia Board of  Education (VBOE) approved new K–12 public school account-
ability regulations in August 2024—called the School Performance & Support Frame-
work (SPSF)—which replaced the prior system of  school accountability in place since 
2017. The framework produced school accountability results beginning with the 2024–
25 school year. The framework measures school performance through several indica-
tors (i.e., metrics) of  school and student performance, such as test scores, graduation 
rates, and student attendance. Each school receives an overall rating that is made public 
(sidebar). Schools below a certain rating may be eligible for state or federal assistance. 
Several of  the framework’s indicators rely on student scores on the Standards of  
Learning (SOL) tests or alternative assessments; evaluating these assessments and stu-
dent testing standards more broadly was outside the scope of  this review. 

JLARC staff  conducted several different research activities to address the study reso-
lution. These included reviewing federal Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) require-
ments and federal guidance, Virginia’s prior school accountability system, Virginia reg-
ulations establishing the new framework, Virginia’s ESSA plan, and school 
accountability systems and ESSA plans in 16 other comparison states. JLARC staff  
interviewed an extensive number of  national subject-matter experts in school account-
ability, as well as experts familiar with school accountability in Virginia (sidebar). Staff  
also interviewed key stakeholders including school division superintendents, school 
principals and counselors, state education advocacy organizations, local school board 
members from localities across the state, current and former VBOE members familiar 
with the framework design process, and Virginia Department of  Education (VDOE) 
staff. JLARC reviewed the input gathered by VDOE during public comment and lis-
tening sessions regarding framework design, which included perspectives of  public K–

School Quality Profiles 
are virtual report cards 
that include state ac-
countability system re-
sults and other infor-
mation about school 
characteristics, de-
mographics, and perfor-
mance.  

 

 

 

JLARC conducted more 
than 30 interviews with 
subject-matter experts 
on school accountability. 
Staff interviewed experts 
about the reporting of 
framework results, stu-
dent growth models, the 
inclusions of student 
subgroups in state ac-
countability systems, and 
school improvement. Ex-
perts were identified 
through reviewing re-
search literature and ask-
ing experts to recom-
mend others in their field 
who should be inter-
viewed. These experts 
were from both aca-
demia and education 
policy research institutes. 
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12 education stakeholders, as well as parents, the business community, military leaders, 
and higher education. JLARC staff  collected additional school division feedback 
through a survey of  school divisions. Finally, JLARC staff  conducted extensive analy-
sis of  the new framework’s design and its results (Appendix B). 

Federal law requires states to have a K–12 
accountability system but grants flexibility 
ESSA requires states to have an accountability system that evaluates K–12 public 
school performance and identifies schools that need support. Under ESSA, state ac-
countability systems must measure and evaluate public school performance annually 
using a set of  indicators (sidebar). Based on these results, states must “meaningfully 
differentiate” schools and identify low-performing schools for additional support.  

ESSA requires state accountability systems to include at least four types of  indicators 
to assess school performance. The indicators are: 

• proficiency on state standardized assessments in reading and math; 
• student growth for elementary and middle schools (or, at the state’s discre-

tion, a different academic indicator) and the four-year graduation rate for 
high schools;  

• English learners’ progress toward English language proficiency; and  
• a measure of  school quality or student success (SQSS) (e.g., student en-

gagement, access to advanced coursework, postsecondary readiness, school 
climate, or assessments in other subject areas).  

States can use additional indicators at their discretion. For example, some states use 
graduation rates beyond four years, in addition to the required four-year graduation 
rate, or use more than one SQSS indicator. However, all indicators must be “valid, 
reliable, [and] comparable” for all schools statewide, which can limit states’ options if  
certain data is not available about all schools.  

States also have some flexibility in how they use these indicators to meaningfully dif-
ferentiate school performance. ESSA sets broad parameters that states must “substan-
tial[ly] weight” each indicator. In addition, the proficiency, growth, graduation, and 
English learners’ progress indicators must have “much greater weight” in the aggregate 
than any SQSS indicator(s). Within these requirements, though, states can decide how 
much weight to assign each indicator, how to measure and score student performance, 
and how the results are combined to differentiate schools and identify those in need 
of  support. States must use the results of  their accountability system to identify low-
performing schools that are eligible for federally funded school improvement grants 
(sidebar).  

States must submit their K–12 accountability system to the U.S. Department of  Edu-
cation (U.S. ED) for review and approval through their state ESSA plan. U.S. ED 

Title I, Part A of ESSA 
provides financial assis-
tance through state edu-
cational agencies to 
school divisions and pub-
lic schools with high 
numbers or percentages 
of children from low-in-
come families to help en-
sure that all children meet 
state academic content 
and achievement stand-
ards. 

 

 

 

Indicator is the term used 
for measures of school 
performance in a state 
accountability system. 

 

 

 



Chapter 1: Introduction 

Commission draft 
3 

reviews each plan to ensure the accountability system complies with federal require-
ments and either grants approval or requires revisions. Some states operate a separate, 
state-specific accountability system in addition to their federally required system—one 
to meet federal ESSA requirements and another for state purposes.   

Virginia adopted a new accountability system: the 
School Performance & Support Framework  
VBOE redesigned the state’s school accountability system to set higher standards and 
increase transparency. This effort culminated in the SPSF. The SPSF measures student 
and school performance across a variety of  areas of  academic and non-academic per-
formance to produce an overall school rating. 

Board’s goals when designing the SPSF included higher standards and 
increased transparency  
VBOE’s two primary goals when designing the new accountability system were raising 
standards for public K–12 schools and increasing transparency into school perfor-
mance. The board established an overarching philosophy “to create high expectations 
for every student in Virginia” and cited five guiding principles during design of  the 
new accountability system: 

• creating transparency and access to actionable information; 
• prioritizing every student’s achievement of  proficiency; 
• producing transparent and easy-to-understand reporting; 
• providing necessary supports to schools in need of  help; and 
• being responsive to input from stakeholders such as teachers, parents, stu-

dents, and education leaders. 

The board set these goals in response to perceived shortcomings in how the state’s 
prior accountability system measured and reported school performance. Particularly, 
VBOE members were concerned about its lack of  transparency and failure to accu-
rately reflect recent declines in student performance. Key transparency problems with 
the prior system included its combination of  school accountability and school accred-
itation into one system and its combination of  several different measures of  student 
performance into single indicators (Chapter 2, 5, and 7). Furthermore, VBOE mem-
bers and other stakeholders indicated that the prior system did not produce meaningful 
differentiation of  schools’ performance (Chapters 2, 3, and 4). In addition, the prior 
system’s accountability results changed only minimally despite recent meaningful de-
clines in student performance. For example, only 58 schools moved down to the lower 
rating of  Accredited with Conditions from the 2018–19 to the 2021–22 school year—just 
a 3.2 percentage point change. This was despite notable declines in student perfor-
mance following the pandemic, such as a 24-percentage-point decline in the 8th grade 
math pass rate (Appendix D).  
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The SPSF measures school performance using multiple indicators and 
assigns schools an overall rating 
Virginia regulations state that “school quality for the purposes of  accountability shall 
be measured for each school using multiple indicators…[which] include student aca-
demic outcomes and other factors that are associated with student learning.” VBOE 
established parameters for selecting indicators to be used in the state’s new accounta-
bility system, including whether research concludes the indicator is related to student 
academic outcomes and if  performance on the indicator can be affected by division- 
or school-level policies and actions.  

VBOE selected a mix of  indicators to measure school performance. For the 2024–25 
school year, the framework has seven or eight indicators that are applicable to schools 
depending on their level (e.g., elementary, middle, or high) (Figure 1-1). A weight is 
assigned to each indicator, representing the proportion of  a school’s summative score 
attributed to that indicator. Proficiency indicators—comprising student scores on 
reading, math, and science SOL tests—account for the greatest proportion of  the 
summative score for all school levels (sidebar). Student growth in reading and math, 
which is measured by comparing two or more years of  SOL test scores for each stu-
dent, accounts for the next largest proportion of  schools’ elementary and middle 
schools’ scores. The framework’s college, career, and military readiness indicator, the 
“3Es,” accounts for the second largest proportion of  high school scores (sidebar). 
Indicators measuring English learners’ progress toward English language proficiency, 
chronic absenteeism, graduation rates, and student participation in advanced course-
work account for the remaining portion of  overall scoring and vary in use and weight, 
depending on school level. 

The 3Es indicator is a 
measure of student 
achievement in Enroll-
ment, Employment, and 
Enlistment experiences 
during high school. 

 

 

 

SOLs are Virginia’s state 
standardized testing sys-
tem, which include the 
subject areas of reading, 
math, writing, science, 
and social studies. A small 
number of students with 
disabilities take the Vir-
ginia Alternate Assess-
ment Program (VAAP) in-
stead of SOLs, and those 
results are used for ac-
countability purposes.  
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FIGURE 1-1 
The SPSF uses a combination of indicators to measure school performance 

 
SOURCE: VDOE School Performance & Support Framework, 2025. 

The SPSF calculates a summative score for each school and assigns schools a corre-
sponding performance label. The framework awards points to schools based on indi-
vidual students’ performance and produces a score for each indicator (Figure 1-2). 
Scoring for some indicators is produced by awarding points on a binary basis, with a 
school receiving one point for each student who meets an achievement threshold. For 
other indicators, scores are produced using an “index” that awards points based on 
each student’s achievement level. The framework then combines indicator scores using 
the prescribed weights and produces a summative score for each school. Each school 
receives one of  four labels that correspond with its summative score: Distinguished, On 
Track, Off  Track, or Needs Intensive Support (in descending order of  score). 
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FIGURE 1-2 
Scores are calculated for each individual indicator, then weighted and added to 
produce a summative score (Example: Elementary School) 

 
SOURCE: VDOE School Performance & Support Framework, 2025. 
NOTE: Illustrative example of School Performance & Support Framework calculations to produce a score for ele-
mentary school. Graduation, ELP progress, advanced coursework, and chronic absenteeism indicators use binary 
scoring. Proficiency, growth, and 3Es indicators use index scoring. Chronic absenteeism is calculated as an inverse 
measure (Chapter 6); the school in this example has a chronic absenteeism rate of 10 percent, not 90 percent.  

All students in each school, including students with disabilities and English learners, 
are included in the calculations used to produce the school’s overall SPSF rating (side-
bar). This practice aligns with ESSA, which requires states to evaluate performance for 
all students. For example, all students participating in SOL testing (including students 
with disabilities that take the VAAP) are counted in proficiency calculations. This en-
hances transparency and accountability, giving stakeholders insight into the perfor-
mance of  all students, maintaining schools’ focus on students with the greatest needs, 
and helping direct resources to lower schools and students.  

Recently arrived English 
learners—a subset of 
English learners—are ex-
cluded from some ac-
countability calculations 
for their first year of en-
rollment in accordance 
with federal rules (Chap-
ter 7). 
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Board implemented the SPSF for the 2024–25 school year and 
continues to make adjustments  
VBOE began a multi-year process to design a new school accountability system in 
2022. VBOE discussed design aspects of  the framework over 18 work sessions and 
board meetings from 2022 to 2024. Initial discussions revolved around which indica-
tors to include in the framework and decisions about measuring and scoring those 
indicators. Subsequently, the board made many key decisions, such as the weighting of  
each indicator, scoring thresholds used to assign the performance labels, and the ter-
minology used to label school performance. The process culminated when the board 
approved regulations establishing the framework in August 2024. The 2024–25 school 
year was the first year schools were evaluated using the framework.  

The board sought and received input from experts and stakeholders as part of  the 
process, including VDOE staff  and subject-matter experts in school accountability. 
The board also contracted with two expert consultants as it designed the new frame-
work. VDOE staff  held meetings around the state to solicit stakeholder engagement 
and feedback (sidebar). The agency released draft regulations for public comment and 
received 34. VDOE also amended the state’s ESSA plan to reflect the changes made 
to the system. 

The SPSF has undergone some changes since the VBOE initially passed the regula-
tions establishing the system, and the board is considering additional changes. For ex-
ample, following the framework’s adoption, VBOE made changes related to the 3Es 
indicator (sidebar). Additional proposed changes are still under consideration by 
VBOE and would need to be approved by U.S. ED as amendments to the state’s ESSA 
plan.  

Complexity of K–12 education and varied priorities 
mean there is no “best” accountability system 
This report assesses the state’s K–12 accountability system using a rigorous mix of  
quantitative and qualitative methods, but there is no single standard against which to 
assess an accountability system. Designing an accountability system generally requires 
balancing state policy priorities, stakeholder concerns, and transparency, and is limited 
to use of  indicators for which data is produced consistently and reliably statewide. As 
a result, there are multiple valid approaches to measure school performance through 
state accountability systems, and no single state serves as a “best” model. This is in 
part why the federal government grants states latitude in designing their individual 
accountability systems. In addition, states have similar but different K–12 goals—and 
emphasis among those goals—which are reflected in the range of  accountability sys-
tems across states. 

As a state develops an accountability system to serve its intended purpose(s), there are 
inherent tradeoffs. For example, creating a system that provides clear and easy-to-

In May 2025, VBOE 
added high-quality 
work-based learning as a 
qualifying student 
achievement under the 
3Es indicator and 
changed the definition 
for what types of CTE 
credentials qualify to-
ward the 3Es indicator.  

 

 

 

According to VDOE, the 
board and the agency 
held listening sessions 
and stakeholder conver-
sations throughout the 
state, with 30 engage-
ments that included more 
than 1,000 participants to 
discuss the proposed 
framework, as well as 
multiple rounds of public 
review of the framework 
and a public comment 
period. 
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understand information to the public might prioritize simplicity and transparency, 
while more precisely measuring school performance likely requires a more complex 
approach. Tradeoffs can also come with decisions about which measures the state pri-
oritizes through its accountability system.  

Any accountability system will have limitations. Accountability results provide a useful, 
but not comprehensive, overview of  school quality. Accountability systems generally 
do not capture other important aspects of  the educational environment in schools, 
such as school climate, working conditions, or other qualitative factors. Furthermore, 
because many accountability systems rely on readily available, easy-to-use, and federally 
required measures such as proficiency and graduation rates, they can produce results 
that are closely related to schools’ characteristics and student demographics which are 
outside schools’ control (Chapters 3 and 5). Finally, accountability systems are de-
signed to be consistent and uniform across all schools and therefore may not fully 
account for unique school circumstances.   

Accountability systems can also have unintended consequences, such as incentivizing 
certain behaviors that do not fully align with the state’s broader education goals. For 
example, scoring schools on students’ reading and math performance but not on other 
subject areas can lead schools to focus disproportionately on reading and math at the 
expense of  other subjects. Furthermore, the pressure to be labeled as high performing 
can lead schools to engage in strategic behaviors that might not serve students’ best 
interests, such as requiring unnecessary testing or deprioritizing programs that are not 
measured by the accountability system. In addition, low performance ratings can stig-
matize schools and discourage prospective teachers or other school staff  from apply-
ing to work at the schools, further exacerbating existing performance challenges. 

Despite their tradeoffs, limitations, and unintended consequences, accountability sys-
tems remain important. They serve several important purposes, including establishing 
state educational policy priorities; holding school leaders accountable for school im-
provement and student performance; motivating leaders to improve school and stu-
dent performance; providing stakeholders, such as local school board members, par-
ents, and the public with information about school performance; and identifying 
schools and students that need additional support. In addition, they are necessary to 
meet federal requirements.  
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2 Improving School Accountability in 
Virginia 

 
 

The School Performance & Support Framework (SPSF) was implemented for the 
2024–25 school year and replaced Virginia’s prior K–12 school accountability system 
that had been in place since 2017. The SPSF includes many of  the same indicators as 
the prior system for measuring school and student performance—proficiency on 
standardized tests, student growth, English learners’ progress to proficiency, chronic 
absenteeism, and graduation. However, the new SPSF has many notable differences. 
These differences include the weighting, measuring, and scoring of  indicators; which 
students are included in calculations; how school performance is quantified; and the 
performance labels assigned to schools. 

Virginia’s new accountability system is more 
effective and useful than the state’s prior system 
Overall, the SPSF makes several key improvements over Virginia’s prior school ac-
countability system. Additionally, the SPSF has a similar overarching philosophy and 
design elements to accountability systems used in many other states, generally aligns 
with federal guidance, and incorporates features generally supported by experts in 
school accountability. 

New framework aligns Virginia’s state and federal accountability 
system, which reduces complexity and aligns policy goals 
The federal government requires states to implement a school accountability system 
under the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA). While most states operate a single 
accountability system in compliance with federal requirements (like the SPSF), some 
states choose to create an additional separate state system that is not subject to those 
requirements (like Virginia’s prior system). The main reason some states implement a 
separate state system is to give flexibility to include a state’s unique policy goals and 
priorities without being constrained by ESSA’s requirements.  

Virginia’s SPSF is a single accountability system used for state and federal purposes. 
This means the state and federal accountability systems have identical indicators, 
weighting, measurement, scoring, and business rules for calculating schools’ summa-
tive scores. The SPSF also uses the same criteria and process for both federal designa-
tions and state ratings. The only difference is the terminology used for state labels and 
federal designations to categorize school performance results (sidebar).  

For state reporting, 
schools receive one of 
four state performance 
labels: Distinguished, On 
Track, Off Track, or Needs 
Intensive Support. For fed-
eral reporting, federally 
required designations of 
Targeted Support and 
Improvement (TSI), Addi-
tional Targeted Support 
and Improvement (ATSI), 
or Comprehensive Sup-
port and Improvement 
(CSI) are used. 

The SPSF’s approach to 
designating TSI, ATSI, 
and CSI schools meets 
federal standards and 
was approved by the U.S. 
Department of Education. 
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Virginia previously operated separate state and federal accountability systems that 
measured school performance in different ways. The two systems used different indi-
cators to measure graduation rates and different approaches to measuring proficiency, 
growth, and English language proficiency (ELP) progress (standalone vs. combined 
indicators). Furthermore, the state maintained different rules for which students the 
state included in certain calculations, such as English learners, to measure proficiency 
and growth. The prior system also used a different set of  rules for assigning state rating 
and for assigning federal designations to schools.    

Aligning the state accountability system with the federal system decreases complexity 
and allows schools to focus on requirements for just one accountability system. Sub-
ject-matter experts agreed that a single system has benefits, explaining that it is easier 
for school staff  to understand which students and areas of  performance the system is 
measuring. When states have separate state and federal accountability systems, schools 
may have to decide between prioritizing meeting the requirements of  one system over 
the other. Fifty-five percent of  school divisions responding to the JLARC survey in-
dicated that the new system’s unified approach to federal and state accountability is a 
better approach than the prior system; just 21 percent of  schools felt it is a worse 
approach (sidebar). 

New framework has several design elements that are more precise 
and inclusive than the prior accountability system 

Several other design elements of  the SPSF are improvements over Virginia’s prior ac-
countability system. They include the potential for greater differentiation across 
schools, disaggregated indicators for enhanced transparency, and inclusion of  a greater 
proportion of  schools and students in accountability calculations.  

SPSF better facilitates performance differentiation across schools 
The SPSF can better differentiate performance across schools. The prior system had 
three levels of  performance, but all schools were sorted into just two of  those catego-
ries in recent years, with most schools receiving the highest designation. In contrast, 
the SPSF has four performance categories and distributes schools across all four. 
Meaningful differentiation is a federal requirement and is important for transparency 
and incentivizing performance. (For more information, see Chapters 3 and 4.) 

SPSF disaggregates previously combined indicators 
Each indicator in the SPSF measures a single element of  school performance, which 
is an improvement over the prior system. Under the prior system, the reading achieve-
ment indicator combined reading proficiency, growth, and English learners’ progress 
to proficiency (ELP progress), and the math achievement indicator combined math 
proficiency and growth. This practice of  combining or aggregating individual elements 
reduced transparency and the usefulness of  results because stakeholders and the public 
could not readily identify areas of  performance or underperformance. In addition, it 

JLARC staff surveyed 
school division superin-
tendents or their de-
signee on the new ac-
countability system. A 
total of 106 school divi-
sions (80 percent) re-
sponded to the survey 
(Appendix B). 
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was difficult to identify how much each individual element contributed to the com-
bined indicator (Chapter 5).  

Most other states’ accountability systems use separate performance indicators for each 
individual aspect of  school performance that the system measures, and school ac-
countability experts widely agree that use of  separate or disaggregated indicators is a 
better approach.  

SPSF uses more precise indexing, rather than binary scoring 
SPSF’s use of  “indexing” to score several indicators is an improvement over the prior 
binary pass/fail approach. Indexing assigns different point values for each student’s 
performance based on their achievement level. The prior system used a binary 
pass/fail approach that gave schools either one point or zero points for each student 
based on their performance. Research literature and experts indicate that indexing stu-
dent performance encourages schools to focus on improving all students’ perfor-
mance. In contrast, a pass/fail approach can cause schools to focus only on students 
near the target threshold (“bubble kids”) (Chapters 5 and 7).  

SPSF’s lower minimum student threshold means more students are included 
in accountability measures 
School accountability systems must have a minimum threshold of  students required 
for a student subgroup or indicator to be included in a school’s accountability calcula-
tions and reported results (sidebar). The minimum threshold is a necessary safeguard 
for protecting student confidentiality as reporting results of  one or a few students 
could reveal how each individual student performed.  

The minimum threshold applies to accountability calculations in two main ways. Per-
formance is calculated and reported for subgroups (certain racial, ethnic, and demo-
graphic groups) in a school if  the subgroup has enough students to meet the minimum 
threshold. The performance of  student subgroups that do not meet the minimum 
threshold is not reported but still counts as part of  the “all students” calculation to 
produce a school’s indicator scores and summative score. In addition, an indicator is 
excluded altogether from a school’s performance calculation (and the weighting is re-
distributed to other indicators) when the number of  students that count toward that 
indicator does not meet the minimum threshold. For example, the ELP progress indi-
cator would not be calculated for a school with fewer than the minimum number of  
English learners. 

The SPSF includes the performance of  a greater proportion of  students. The frame-
work has a lower minimum threshold (15 students) than the prior system (30 students). 
The lower minimum threshold means fewer student groups and indicator scores are 
excluded from schools’ accountability calculations and reporting. According to the 
Virginia Department of  Education (VDOE), the lower minimum threshold will allow 
the inclusion of  more than (i) 10,000 students with disabilities in subgroup calculations 

The minimum threshold 
of students is referred to 
as "N-size." ESSA re-
quires states to establish 
an N-size and that the 
chosen N-size is “suffi-
cient to not reveal per-
sonally identifiable infor-
mation” about students. 
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at nearly 450 additional schools and (ii) 6,500 Black students in subgroup calculations 
at more than 300 additional schools.  

This new, lower minimum threshold is consistent with expert recommendations and 
other states’ accountability systems. Subject-matter experts and research literature fa-
vor a lower threshold because schools are more likely to focus on performance for 
students and in areas that they know will be counted for calculations and reporting. 
Because these subgroups with fewer students are most often racial and ethnic minority 
groups, English learners, or students with disabilities, accountability systems should 
include these student groups to the maximum extent practicable. Furthermore, the 
SPSF’s minimum threshold of  15 is in line with other states; 40 states use a threshold 
between 10 and 20 students. Virginia’s prior system was just one of  eight states with a 
threshold of  30 students (sidebar).   

The primary disadvantage, though, of  a lower minimum threshold is greater fluctua-
tion in results due to a smaller sample size. In practice, the performance of  one or a 
few students within a small group can have a greater effect on that group’s overall 
results. Moreover, measuring and reporting on smaller groups of  students can result 
in greater fluctuations of  results each year. However, subject-matter experts generally 
indicate that the advantages of  using a lower threshold that includes more students 
outweighs these disadvantages.  

New framework appropriately separates school accreditation and 
accountability; new accreditation process is still being implemented 
The SPSF separates school accreditation from the school accountability system (side-
bar). Accountability and accreditation each serve their own purpose and measure dif-
ferent aspects of  school operations. The framework solely addresses school account-
ability, which evaluates school and student performance. Conversely, the prior 
accountability system also included the school accreditation process as a factor in 
school performance results. Accreditation addresses schools’ compliance with state 
requirements, such as academic program offerings, staffing ratios, health and safety, 
and community communications.  

SPSF’s separation of  accreditation and accountability is a preferable approach. Com-
bining both elements into a single system—as they were in the state’s previous sys-
tem—conflates schools’ compliance with their performance. For example, a school 
could comply with all accreditation requirements but have low student achievement. 
Likewise, a school with high student achievement may still not fully comply with state 
requirements under accreditation. Subject-matter experts widely agree that measuring 
each separately provides better insight into educational operations. Fifty-six percent 
of  school divisions indicated that the framework’s separation of  accountability and 
accreditation is a better approach than Virginia’s prior system; just 15 percent felt it 
was worse. 

Other states’ N sizes are 
according to the Educa-
tion Commission of the 
States 50-state compari-
son of school accounta-
bility systems (2024).  

 

 

 

The Virginia Standards of 
Accreditation (8VAC20-
132-20) are meant to en-
sure that an effective ed-
ucational program is es-
tablished and maintained 
in all of Virginia's public 
schools.  
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In addition to separating it from accountability, the Virginia Board of  Education 
(VBOE) is reforming Virginia’s accreditation process to address longstanding weak-
nesses. Virginia’s previous process for monitoring division and school compliance with 
accreditation requirements lacked specificity and independent verification (sidebar). 
VBOE approved a new “Accreditation Report” to be completed by superintendents 
and principals beginning in the 2025–26 school year. The report is intended to be more 
thorough, requiring schools to certify compliance with each individual requirement 
and submit supporting evidence (i.e., documentation and data). The board approved 
the new approach in November 2025, but it has not yet been implemented and is not 
evaluated as part of  this review. 

The SPSF structure is generally sound, but 
refinements are needed and board is considering 
proposed changes 
The SPSF as constructed for the 2024–25 school year is sufficiently effective and use-
ful at measuring school performance that its general structure should be used for 
school accountability in Virginia going forward. As discussed in other chapters of  this 
report, the current SPSF’s structural elements (e.g., indicators, weighting, measure-
ment, and scoring) are generally consistent with federal guidance, expert guidance, and 
accountability systems in other states. In addition, though school divisions pointed to 
parts of  the SPSF they would prefer to change, they (i) thought the SPSF was an im-
provement over the prior system (only 22 percent responding to JLARC’s survey indi-
cated that the prior system was better) and (ii) rated the SPSF as good (14 percent) or 
adequate (57 percent).  

Moreover, changing to a new structure would be unnecessarily disruptive. Fundamen-
tal changes to the SPSF would hinder the state’s ability to begin consistently monitor-
ing performance by reviewing comparable performance results over time. Changing 
the system again would also be administratively burdensome to school divisions and 
schools that must learn and adapt to new requirements. 

Fundamental changes are not needed, but framework can be improved 
in several ways 
While fundamental changes to the SPSF’s structure are not needed, this report makes 
recommendations to refine and strengthen the framework. These include changes to 
the performance labels and the methods for assigning those labels, and the scoring and 
weighting used for some indicators. This report’s recommendations to refine the 
framework are directed to VBOE because the board has general supervisory authority 
of  school divisions and responsibility to develop accountability regulations under the 
Code of  Virginia.  

 

In 2020, JLARC recom-
mended that VDOE’s su-
pervision of school divi-
sions’ compliance with 
state requirements be 
strengthened given the 
substantial amount of 
funding the state pro-
vides to the public educa-
tion system, the extensive 
standards schools must 
comply with, and the im-
portance of providing a 
quality education to each 
child. 
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VBOE is considering making changes to the framework 
VBOE is also considering several changes to the framework as part of  an amendment 
to the state ESSA plan (sidebar). The changes were first proposed in detail at the 
board’s November 2025 meeting and have not yet been finalized or approved. As a 
result, JLARC was unable to conduct a full evaluation of  each proposed change. How-
ever, most of  the proposed changes are discussed at least in some detail in this report. 

Several proposed changes would implement JLARC recommendations or a policy op-
tion. These include proposed changes to the scoring index point values for assess-
ments with three performance categories (Recommendation 4, Chapter 5), changes to 
the achievements required to meet the enlistment category of  the 3Es indicator (Rec-
ommendation 6, Chapter 6), and changes to the rules regarding inclusion of  recently 
arrived English learners in proficiency and growth calculations (Policy Option 2, Chap-
ter 7). 

Several proposals would represent substantial changes but were made too recently for 
JLARC to evaluate.  These include a new approach for measuring student growth; the 
creation of  new indicators for social studies proficiency, middle school advanced 
coursework for social studies and science, and integrated reading and writing; and a 
new weighting for indicators to account for these proposed new indicators. 

Several other of  the proposed changes do not appear substantial. These are narrow or 
technical adjustments and therefore not addressed in this report.  

Changes must be considered in context of broader 
framework and implemented effectively 
Any future changes to the SPSF should ensure that the framework continues to be a 
useful and effective tool for measuring school performance. This requires several con-
siderations when making changes in the future (including recommendations in this 
report).  

VBOE will need to consider whether changes are consistent with the existing frame-
work. Maintaining a clear and consistent philosophy is important for transparency and 
understandability. For example, the existing framework awards schools’ points based 
on student achievement (e.g., meeting a target) rather than simply participating in an 
opportunity. Any departure from this approach would be inconsistent with the sys-
tem’s prioritization of  student outcomes. Likewise, ensuring similar indicators have 
similar relative weighting across different grade levels maintains a consistent message 
regarding the board’s priorities.  

VBOE will need to consider whether and how changes could affect framework results. 
Changes to scoring or indicator measurements will likely affect schools’ summative 
scores and the performance labels they receive. This would include a shift to a value-
added growth approach (Chapter 5). Therefore, these changes should be considered 
along with changes to scoring label thresholds (Chapter 4).   

Amendment IX to the 
state ESSA plan is an on-
going effort to adjust Vir-
ginia’s ESSA plan, which 
guides the SPSF. Any 
changes to the state ESSA 
plan must be submitted 
to the U.S. Department of 
Education for review and 
approval. 
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VBOE will also need to consider whether changes could affect schools’ priorities. Cre-
ation of  a new indicator can provide useful information about additional areas of  
school performance and increase accountability. However, additional indicators can 
shift schools’ priorities, reducing the emphasis placed on other performance areas. 
Likewise, new indicators require weighting to be re-allocated from existing indicators, 
which reduces the importance of  each.  

Finally, VBOE will need to consider when changes should occur. Some could be made 
immediately because schools would need little or no advanced notice or time to pre-
pare. For example, changing the label terminology (Chapter 4) to describe school per-
formance could be done immediately. Other changes, though, should be made so that 
schools have sufficient time to prepare. This includes changes that affect schools’ de-
cisions about course offerings, staff  assignments, or student scheduling or selection 
of  college, career, and military readiness experiences. Furthermore, some changes can-
not, or should not, be made until other changes have been implemented. For example, 
changing the scoring thresholds used for assigning performance labels should not be 
done until all other changes are in place and their effects on schools’ summative scores 
are known. 

These considerations are also important for ensuring effective implementation. The 
SPSF’s implementation was an area of  great concern for school staff  during the initial 
shift from the prior accountability system to the SPSF (sidebar). On JLARC’s survey, 
80 percent of  divisions disagreed that they had sufficient time to prepare for the first 
year of  the framework’s implementation (only 14 percent agreed), the highest level of  
disagreement among all survey topics. School division and school leaders indicated 
that changes need to be finalized and disseminated with sufficient time to prepare for 
the first school year for which they will be in effect, generally citing late June to mid-
July as the latest timeframe for doing so. 

  

VBOE members sup-
ported the SPSF’s imple-
mentation timeline, cit-
ing the need for higher 
standards and increased 
transparency to be put in 
place as soon as practica-
ble because of declines in 
student performance. 
They also indicated that 
all schools were subject 
to the same timeline and 
that most of the elements 
being measured by the 
SPSF were activities that 
schools were already con-
ducting. 
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3 Framework Results 
 

Providing transparent performance information about each school is a central goal of  
the state’s accountability system. The School Performance & Support Framework 
(SPSF) assigns each school a summative score, which results in a school being placed 
in one of  four performance categories. The summative score, performance label, and 
individual indicator scores will be released annually to education stakeholders and the 
public as part of  reporting on each school’s performance.  

Analysis of  SPSF results in this report uses the latest data available at the time of  the 
report’s release. The school level results for 2024–25 school year, the first year officially 
subject to the new framework, were released by the Virginia Department of  Education 
(VDOE) in early December 2025 (sidebar). Summary analysis in this report uses these 
2024–25 school-level results. However, individual student level data for 2024-25 was 
not made available to JLARC. Therefore, some analyses that rely upon individual stu-
dent level data use 2023–24 school year data, which was released by VDOE as part of  
unofficial projections for informational purposes prior to the framework’s implemen-
tation.  

School results are more distributed and generally 
lower in the SPSF than the prior system  
The SPSF produced summative scores for all K–12 public schools in Virginia ranging 
from 49 points to 117 points for the 2024–25 school year. Based on those scores, 425 
schools (23 percent) were labeled Distinguished, 774 (43 percent) On Track, 400 (22 per-
cent) Off  Track, and 213 (12 percent) Needs Intensive Support. See Appendix E for infor-
mation about school performance on each indicator.  

As noted in Chapter 1, the Virginia Board of  Education (VBOE) sought to develop a 
new accountability system that more meaningfully differentiated among schools’ per-
formance. Under the prior system, nearly 90 percent of  schools achieved the highest 
performance label (Accredited), and no schools received the lowest label (Accreditation 
Denied) in recent years. This grouped all but the very lowest performing schools in the 
same category. Giving the same label to most schools did not meaningfully differenti-
ate among very high performing schools, average schools, and schools that needed to 
improve but were not among the state’s lowest performing.  

The SPSF produced results that were more distributed across school performance cat-
egories than the prior system (Figure 3-1). Rather than most schools receiving the 
highest label, a meaningful proportion of  schools received each label.  

The first year of official 
SPSF results based on 
the 2024–25 school year 
were expected to be re-
leased in early October 
2025. However, VDOE 
spent time working   with 
school divisions and a 
higher education institu-
tion to perform data ver-
ification and quality con-
trol which delayed the 
release. 
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FIGURE 3-1  
SPSF assigns lower performance labels to more schools compared with prior 
system (2023–24 to 2024–25) 

 
SOURCE: 2023–24 VDOE school accreditation results and 2024–25 School Performance & Support Framework results. 
NOTE: Prior school accountability results exclude small number of schools that were Accredited with Alternative Plan 
or Conditionally Accredited New School. SPSF results exclude small number of schools without sufficient data to re-
ceive a performance label.  

Some schools that performed well in the prior system received lower performance 
labels from the SPSF. Of  schools labeled Accredited by the prior system in 2023–24, 
the SPSF labeled approximately 434 (28 percent) as either Off  Track or Needs Intensive 
Support, which are considered lower categories. In addition, 75 schools (30 percent) 
previously labeled as Accredited with Conditions received a relatively higher label of  
On Track or Distinguished from the SPSF. While some of  these differences may be due 
to changes in school performance from 2023–24 to 2024–25, most of  the variation 
stems from differences in how the two accountability systems calculate and label 
school performance.  

Schools with more economically disadvantaged 
students tend to receive lower overall ratings, which 
is common in school accountability 
School accountability results almost always correlate with certain student demographic 
characteristics, as do many aspects of  K–12 education. Research consistently shows a 
connection between student demographics and educational performance and out-
comes. For example, students from economically disadvantaged backgrounds often 
have unequal access to resources at school and at home, are more likely to have parents 
with lower educational attainment, and may face challenges related to housing stability, 
health, and safety.  

School accountability systems’ performance indicators typically are moderately or 
highly correlated with student demographics such as economic disadvantage, race and 
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ethnicity, and English learner status. This includes several of  the performance indica-
tors required by the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), such as student performance 
on assessments and graduation rates. In addition, states must use data that is uniformly 
collected for all schools statewide, which tends to be measures of  performance and 
outcomes that correlate with student demographics (e.g., test scores, graduation, stu-
dent attendance). Additionally, accountability systems often aggregate performance 
across indicators that each individually correlate with student demographics, and that 
aggregation can further increase demographics’ influence on school ratings.  

Lack of consensus among experts about how much accountability 
results should reflect student demographics 
There is no consensus on the extent to which school accountability results should 
reflect student demographics. Some subject-matter experts and stakeholders inter-
viewed by JLARC assert that the accountability system should highlight performance 
disparities among schools with different demographic compositions to maintain the 
same expectations for all students and to help address disparities through targeted re-
sources or support. Conversely, others argue that school accountability results that are 
overly reflective of  student demographics evaluate schools on factors outside of  their 
control rather than on schools’ effectiveness. In addition, experts suggest that results 
overly reflective of  student demographics may be unfairly negative in their character-
ization of  schools and perpetuate existing challenges (sidebar).  

Schools with more economically disadvantaged students tend to 
receive lower ratings, partially due to the SPSF's design 
The SPSF produces summative scores that are highly related to schools’ student de-
mographics, as is common for school accountability systems. Student demographics 
(e.g., economic disadvantage, race and ethnicity, disability, English learner status) ac-
counted for over half  of  the variation in schools’ summative scores for elementary (55 
percent), middle (51 percent), and high schools (61 percent) for the 2024–25 school 
year. When compared to other school characteristics (e.g., geography, region, teacher 
workforce composition, school size, per-pupil funding), student demographics have 
the strongest relationship with the framework’s results (Appendix F). Virginia’s prior 
accountability system also produced results that reflected differences in student de-
mographics (Appendix G). 

The remainder of  this discussion focuses on student economic disadvantage because it has 
the strongest correlation among all student demographic characteristics with schools’ 
SPSF results (sidebar). Appendix F includes information about how student race and 
ethnicity relate to SPSF results, as well as other school characteristics such as geogra-
phy, teacher workforce challenges, and per-pupil spending.  

Schools with more economically disadvantaged students tend to score lower on the 
SPSF. There is a negative relationship between the percentage of  economically disad-
vantaged students and schools’ summative scores, and that relationship is especially 

According to subject-
matter experts and re-
search literature, low rat-
ings can have negative 
effects on schools’ repu-
tations, incentivize par-
ents to move their chil-
dren elsewhere, and 
make it more difficult to 
recruit and retain quali-
fied staff. 

 

 

 

Economically disadvan-
taged students are stu-
dents who are eligible for 
free or reduced-price 
meals, receive Temporary 
Assistance for Needy 
Families (TANF), are eligi-
ble for Medicaid, or are 
identified as either mi-
grant or experiencing 
homelessness.  
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strong for elementary and middle schools (Appendix G). For the 2024–25 school year, 
schools whose enrollment comprises 80 percent or more economically disadvantaged 
students received a summative score averaging 15 points lower than schools with less 
than 20 percent economically disadvantaged students (Figure 3-2). Likewise, schools 
labeled Needs Intensive Support or Off  Track had almost double the percentage of  eco-
nomically disadvantaged students as schools labeled Distinguished (sidebar).   

FIGURE 3-2  
Schools with more economically disadvantaged students receive lower SPSF 
scores and labels, on average (2024–25) 
 

 
SOURCE: VDOE School Performance & Support Framework data and fall membership data for 2024–25. 
NOTE: In 2024–25, 207 schools had between 0-<20 percent economically disadvantaged students, 472 between 
20-<40 percent, 718 between 40-<60 percent, 333 between 60-<80 percent, and 80 schools had 80 percent or 
more economically disadvantaged students.  

Although the SPSF’s results tend to strongly reflect a school’s percentage of  econom-
ically disadvantaged students, some schools were exceptions. For example, of  the 413 
schools with 60 percent or more economically disadvantaged students, 30 were labeled 
Distinguished and 111 were labeled On Track. Conversely, 67 of  the 679 schools with a 
relatively lower percentage of  economically disadvantaged students (<40 percent) 
were labeled Off  Track or Needs Intensive Support.  

The SPSF’s emphasis on proficiency contributes to the relationship between results 
and student demographics. Proficiency indicators have the strongest correlation with 
student economic disadvantage of  all the framework’s indicators and also receive the 
greatest weight (Chapter 5). Consequently, the relationship between schools’ summa-
tive scores and their percentage of  economically disadvantaged students is strongest 
at the school levels where proficiency has higher weight—elementary and middle 
schools (Appendix G).    

Schools with higher per-
centages of economically 
disadvantaged students 
are also more likely to 
be federally designated, 
in part because ESSA 
mandates that the low-
est-performing 5 percent 
of Title I schools in the 
state receive the “Com-
prehensive Support and 
Improvement” federal 
designation. Federal des-
ignations contribute to 
lower performance labels 
because of the SPSF’s la-
beling rules (Chapter 8).  
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SPSF results will fluctuate over time, and measured 
performance will decline if “cut scores” increase   
Results produced by the SPSF will fluctuate in future years because of  several factors, 
although these fluctuations could be relatively modest. Student performance tends to 
move incrementally from year to year; a single year rarely produces substantial changes 
(assuming the framework or its underlying assessments do not change). Results could 
also be affected if  VBOE makes changes to the framework as part of  a proposed 
amendment to the state ESSA plan or in response to the options and recommenda-
tions contained in this report.  

In contrast, VBOE’s decision to raise “cut scores” on standardized tests will likely 
result in substantial reductions in school performance as measured under the SPSF 
(sidebar). Changes to cut scores would not represent a change to the SPSF itself, but 
rather how student assessment results are characterized and reported. Raising cut 
scores will almost certainly result in fewer students scoring advanced and proficient 
and more students scoring basic or below basic on SOL tests. VBOE has proposed a 
phase-in of  new cut scores over multiple years and to incorporate a fifth “approach-
ing” proficiency performance level during the phase-in period. VDOE staff  indicate 
that students scoring in the “approaching” level would receive the same 1 point as 
those scoring in the proficient level. This would partially mitigate the extent to which 
schools’ proficiency indicator scores decrease during the phase-in period.  

Once fully implemented, the cut score changes would correspond to a decline in 
schools’ scores on proficiency indicators and overall, based on JLARC analysis of  
2023–24 results (sidebar). For example, if  the new cut scores were applied to elemen-
tary school assessments, the average decline in schools’ proficiency indicator scores is 
projected to be approximately 21 points for reading and 17 points for math, which 
would correspond to an average 8.5-point decline in schools’ summative scores. As a 
result of  the projected decline in scores, approximately 63 percent of  elementary 
schools would receive a lower performance label—with schools labeled as Distinguished 
and On Track prior to the cut score changes being the most likely to receive a lower 
label. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In September 2025, 
VBOE approved in-
creases to the “cut 
scores” used to delineate 
performance levels on 
the state’s standardized 
assessments. Cut scores 
convert a student’s nu-
merical score on an as-
sessment to a perfor-
mance level (e.g., basic, 
proficient, advanced).  

The board’s goal is to 
raise standards and bet-
ter align Virginia’s cut 
scores with those used in 
other states and for the 
National Assessment of 
Educational Progress 
(NAEP).  

The cut scores will not be 
in effect for the 2025–26 
school year; the timeline 
to implement the 
changes had not been fi-
nalized and approved by 
the board as of early De-
cember 2025. 

 

 

 

Analysis to project the 
impact of cut scores on 
SPSF results uses four 
performance levels and 
the cut scores that will 
be in place at the conclu-
sion of the proposed 
phase-in period. 
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4 Labeling School Performance 
 

The federal Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) requires states to use their accounta-
bility systems to “meaningfully differentiate” schools’ performance each year. Differ-
entiating school performance serves two key purposes of  school accountability. First, 
it provides stakeholders with information about how schools are performing and how 
they compare to other schools in the state. Second, differentiating performance ena-
bles states to identify schools or student subgroups with lower performance so they 
can direct resources and interventions where they are most needed (sidebar).  

ESSA gives states flexibility in how to differentiate school performance in their state 
accountability systems. Some states, including Virginia, meet ESSA’s requirement by 
combining schools’ results across the various indicators in their accountability system 
into a single overall rating. Other states choose not to issue a single overall rating, 
instead reporting schools’ performance separately for each indicator.  

As part of  meaningful differentiation, ESSA also requires state accountability systems 
to identify low-performing schools and schools with low-performing subgroups—a 
process referred to as “federal designation.” These designations are an important com-
ponent of  differentiating school performance and guiding support.  

In addition to federal designations, states can produce their own school ratings to dif-
ferentiate school performance. States vary in how these state-specific ratings relate to 
federal designations. In some states, the state rating and federal designation systems 
operate separately, while in others, like Virginia, they are linked or combined into a 
single measure of  school performance. 

SPSF has a reasonable approach for aggregating 
and categorizing school accountability results 
The School Performance & Support Framework (SPSF) aggregates school perfor-
mance across multiple indicators to produce a numerical summative score and corre-
sponding performance label: Distinguished, On Track, Off  Track, or Needs Intensive Support 
(Table 4-1) (sidebar). The performance labels are intended to reflect how well each 
school meets the state’s performance expectations. Together, the summative score and 
performance label comprise a school’s overall rating.  

Federal designation can 
also affect a school’s 
performance label, which 
is discussed later in this 
chapter and in Chapter 8. 

 

 

 

Student subgroups in-
clude students from “ma-
jor” racial and ethnic 
groups in the state, eco-
nomically disadvantaged 
students, English learners, 
and students with disabil-
ities (Chapter 8). 
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TABLE 4-1  
SPSF summative scores translate to one of four performance labels, which are a 
description of how the school is performing relative to the state’s expectations  
Performance label Summative score Definition 

Distinguished ≥90.0 
Schools are exceeding the state’s expectations for 
achievement, growth, readiness, and graduation. 
Schools serve as best practice models.  

On Track 80.0-89.9 Schools are meeting the state’s expectations for achieve-
ment, growth, readiness, and graduation. 

Off Track 65.0-79.9 Schools are not meeting the state’s expectations for 
achievement, growth, readiness, and graduation.  

Needs Intensive Support  <65.0 Schools are significantly not meeting the state’s expecta-
tions for achievement, growth, readiness, and graduation.  

SOURCE: Virginia Department of Education website.  
NOTE: Federal designations can affect schools’ performance labels: According to VBOE regulations, Targeted Support 
and Improvement schools and Additional Targeted Support and Improvement schools have their performance label 
lowered by one level, and Comprehensive Support and Improvement schools cannot be labeled as Distinguished.  

SPSF aggregates school performance into an overall rating, which 
generally aligns with other states but has tradeoffs  
SPSF’s approach to reporting school performance using an overall rating (i.e., com-
bining multiple measures into a single result) aligns with practices in other states. While 
ESSA does not require states to give schools an overall rating, many states do. A 2024 
review of  state ESSA plans from the nonprofit EdTrust suggests that about half  of  
states use overall ratings. Among 16 states compared to Virginia for this study, 14 use 
an overall rating system.  

Using overall ratings to report school performance involves tradeoffs. A single overall 
rating can make results easier for the public to understand and allows the state to em-
phasize certain indicators through weighting. However, combining multiple measures 
into one result can mask performance variation across indicators both within a school 
and when compared with other schools. For example, two schools might have very 
different scores in proficiency and growth but have the same overall rating, making 
them appear similar. This provides little guidance on how to address the specific per-
formance issues in these schools. Additionally, the public and other stakeholders may 
conclude that schools’ overall ratings are a comprehensive measure of  school quality, 
which they are not.  

Experts suggest states can attempt to mitigate these limitations by reporting contextual 
information alongside overall ratings, such as indicator-level ratings, student de-
mographics, inputs (e.g., per-pupil spending, teacher licensure), and comparisons to 
state- and division-wide averages and similar schools (Appendix H).  
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SPSF uses fewer rating categories than other states but provides 
greater differentiation than state’s prior system  
The SPSF uses four categories to differentiate school performance—fewer than most 
peer states. Federal guidance recommends that states differentiate schools into at least 
three different categories of  performance; experts generally prefer more categories to 
create greater differentiation in school performance. Most states selected for compar-
ison (11 of  16) use five or more categories, often as a byproduct of  using A–F or 1–
5-star rating systems, which include five levels. However, the Virginia Board of  Edu-
cation (VBOE) deliberately chose not to use five categories of  performance labels to 
prevent the labels from being conflated with letter grades (sidebar). 

As noted in Chapters 2 and 3, the SPSF differentiates school performance better than 
the state’s prior accountability system. The prior system used three categories, but all 
schools were rated in the top two in recent years. In contrast, the SPSF uses four cat-
egories, and schools are distributed across all four. 

Greater differentiation in school performance is important for several reasons. In-
creased differentiation provides more information to stakeholders about school per-
formance. A system with little differentiation suggests all schools are performing rel-
atively similarly, even when they are likely not. Additionally, greater differentiation in 
ratings can better motivate schools to improve because the label they receive is more 
directly related to student performance. Finally, greater differentiation helps the state 
better identify schools that need support.  

Changes should be made to improve how the SPSF 
labels school performance 
In school accountability systems, any ratings that convey school performance are 
highly visible to the public and carry implications for schools. Research shows school 
ratings can shape public perceptions, affect school staff  morale, and influence state 
and local policy, such as funding decisions (sidebar). Negative perceptions associated 
with low ratings can have tangible negative consequences for schools such as making 
it harder to recruit and retain high-quality teachers—a critical component of  maintain-
ing or improving school performance. Therefore, it is essential for states to purpose-
fully design such ratings. 

States use different formats for their accountability ratings, including letter grades, 
stars, colors, numerical scores, and descriptive labels—which use plain language (i.e., 
terminology) to characterize school performance, often relative to one another or to 
the state’s standards or expectations. Research literature does not suggest one overall 
rating format is inherently superior to another.  

According to research, effective accountability ratings—regardless of  format—are 
clear and easily understood by the public. This is especially important because, as one 
expert noted, school ratings are often “the first and only piece of  information that 

Virginia previously con-
sidered an A–F grading 
system for reporting 
school performance. In 
2013, the General Assem-
bly passed legislation re-
quiring VBOE to report 
school performance on 
an A–F scale. However, 
this legislation was de-
layed for two years, and 
the General Assembly 
passed legislation repeal-
ing the grading system in 
2015.  

 

 

 

Other factors influence 
perceptions of school 
quality in addition to 
school accountability rat-
ings, such as word-of-
mouth and websites such 
as GreatSchools.   
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most of  the public gets” about school quality. States should avoid ratings with negative 
connotations, such as “failing,” and use ratings that clearly convey the state’s intended 
message. Additionally, effective ratings provide actionable information to schools, en-
suring the accountability system is a useful tool for both accountability and school 
improvement. 

Descriptive labels are challenging to develop, but some SPSF 
performance labels do not clearly communicate school performance 
or function as part of a continuous scale 
The SPSF uses descriptive labels to convey schools’ overall performance. In the SPSF, 
these labels serve as the primary way of  communicating Virginia schools’ perfor-
mance. The board chose to use descriptive labels as the overall rating format given 
“strong” feedback in favor of  this format over others—most notably an A–F scale—
during stakeholder listening sessions. School staff  and other stakeholders reiterated 
their support for VBOE’s use of  descriptive labels in interviews, preferring this format 
to other options.  

Subject-matter experts and research literature note that developing descriptive labels 
that are clear, widely understood, and broadly accepted can be challenging. Stakehold-
ers bring different perspectives and many have strong opinions about accountability 
ratings, making it difficult to design ratings that satisfy everyone. As one expert ex-
plained: “It’s very clear this is one of  the most important things to a lot of  stakehold-
ers.” Descriptive labels can be particularly challenging to develop because they are less 
intuitive and often require more explanation than more familiar formats, such as letter 
grades. One expert observed that descriptive labels can be “pretty challenging” com-
pared with other formats, like letter grades, “because nobody knows how many [labels] 
there are, the order, [or] what they actually mean without digging a little further.” 

The challenges associated with developing descriptive labeling are evident in the con-
trasting views of  Virginia’s education stakeholders about the SPSF performance labels’ 
terminology. According to VDOE and VBOE leadership, the four terms used for the 
performance labels use plain language that stakeholders understand (i.e., are not overly 
academic), are not “ambiguously neutral,” and are intended to motivate schools to 
improve to achieve a more favorable label. Some local school board members reported 
in interviews with JLARC that they liked the terms and found them accurate and sim-
ple. However, other stakeholders, including some superintendents, principals, other 
local school board members, and some subject-matter experts view the terms as un-
clear or overly negative.  

Three of four SPSF performance labels do not clearly communicate school 
performance  
The Distinguished, On Track and Off  Track labels do not clearly communicate schools’ 
performance. On Track and Off  Track imply a school performance trajectory (improv-
ing or declining, respectively), which is not the intent of  the performance labels and 
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likely does not accurately characterize at least some schools with those labels. As one 
division leader explained, “A school can be making growth, yet still receive a rating of  
Off  Track, which the general public will likely misunderstand.” In addition, the Distin-
guished label overstates the performance of  at least some schools that score in the cat-
egory. “Distinguished” is defined as “marked by eminence, distinction” or “successful, 
authoritative, and commanding great respect.” However, a school labeled as Distin-
guished may underperform on some indicators or have weaknesses outside the account-
ability system, which the label does not convey. Finally, the On Track label does not 
clearly convey that a school’s performance is meeting expectations; for example, one 
principal perceived On Track as indicating “almost below average,” illustrating how the 
terminology can be misinterpreted. 

Many division and school staff  were particularly concerned with the Off  Track label. 
Although VDOE’s website clarifies that none of  the SPSF labels are intended to “cat-
egorize any school as failing,” many division and school staff  viewed the Off  Track 
label as “too negative,” calling it “harsh,” and “demoralizing.” School division leaders 
viewed Off  Track least favorably of  the four performance labels on JLARC’s survey 
(sidebar).   

SPSF performance labels do not clearly relate to each other as part of an 
intuitive, continuous scale 
The four SPSF performance labels are not related to each other or on a continuous 
scale, which could lead to further confusion. There is no intuitive progression through 
the SPSF labels, in part because the middle two labels focus on whether schools are 
“on” or “off ” track, while the top and bottom labels use unrelated terms. Using dis-
connected terms can make it more difficult for stakeholders to understand the order 
of  the labels and how they compare to each other. For example, some principals and 
experts misperceive Off  Track as a lower rating than Needs Intensive Support, with one 
principal stating, “I’d rather be labeled [Needs Intensive Support] than Off  Track…Off  
Track sounds worse.” The continuity of  only two terms (On Track and Off  Track) could 
also cause confusion, with one subject-matter expert noting that someone could per-
ceive the scale as having only two binary ratings—just On Track and Off  Track—if  they 
did not know about the other two.   

The discontinuity across the terms used for the four SPSF performance labels may 
occur because they were drawn from multiple states’ accountability systems rather than 
modeled after a single, internally consistent scale (sidebar).  

Changing SPSF performance label terminology would be a small change that 
could strengthen stakeholder buy-in  
Given many stakeholders’ concerns and the potential for confusion, VBOE should 
change the terminology used for the performance labels. Subject-matter experts em-
phasized that no set of  accountability ratings will satisfy every stakeholder; however, 
they noted that changing the current labels would be a relatively minor adjustment that 

JLARC staff surveyed 
school division superin-
tendents or their de-
signee on the new ac-
countability system. A 
total of 106 school divi-
sions (80 percent) re-
sponded to the survey 
(Appendix B). 

 

 

 

VBOE discussed the pro-
posed labels briefly at 
the end of the SPSF de-
velopment process. Dur-
ing this discussion, board 
members considered only 
the terms that were ulti-
mately adopted and were 
not presented any alter-
native options. Addition-
ally, although the board’s 
consultants engaged 
stakeholders on possible 
options, board members 
appeared to receive very 
limited information about 
stakeholders’ perspec-
tives during public meet-
ings.  
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could meaningfully improve stakeholder buy-in to the SPSF, since the terms them-
selves do not affect how schools are scored or how the accountability system functions.  

Experts and research literature highlight several characteristics that descriptive labels 
should include, which the board should consider when developing new terms. Fore-
most, new descriptive labels should accurately reflect school performance and avoid 
over- or understating results. They should also clearly communicate meaningful infor-
mation, such as schools’ performance relative to one another and state expectations. 
In addition, new descriptive labels should form an intuitive, continuous scale—which 
the current labels do not—so that stakeholders understand the labels’ meaning and 
their relation to one another. 

The board could consider several models for new performance labels that align with 
research literature and expert recommendations for effective descriptive labels. The 
board could start with the definitions of  the current performance labels, which are 
based on how schools perform relative to state expectations. Distinguished schools are 
defined as “exceeding the state’s expectation,” On Track schools as “meeting the state’s 
expectation,” Off  Track schools as “not meeting the state’s expectation,” and Needs 
Intensive Support schools as “significantly not meeting the state’s expectation.” The 
board could incorporate this language into new descriptive labels. Alternatively, the 
board could consider other states’ labels that are more consistent with expert recom-
mendations. For example, West Virginia uses (i) Exceeds Standard, (ii) Meets Standard, 
(iii) Partially Meets Standard, and (iv) Does Not Meet Standard; Wyoming uses (i) Ex-
ceeding Expectations, (ii) Meeting Expectations, (iii) Partially Meeting Expectations, 
and (iv) Not Meeting Expectations.   

RECOMMENDATION 1 
The Virginia Board of  Education should develop new terminology for the perfor-
mance labels in the School Performance & Support Framework that more clearly com-
municate school performance as part of  a continuous scale.  

Changing the terminology used for the SPSF performance labels may require updating 
the state’s ESSA plan. This change does not necessarily affect other aspects of  the 
framework or need to be sequenced with any other changes. However, VBOE should 
solicit and purposefully consider stakeholder feedback during the development pro-
cess, because school ratings are highly visible, have implications for schools and staff, 
and can be one of  the most controversial elements of  an accountability system.  

SPSF scoring thresholds ignore differences in how school levels are 
measured, significantly benefiting high schools 
States that use overall ratings to describe school performance have wide latitude to 
determine the proportion of  schools that fall into each performance category. Accord-
ing to experts, there is no single “right” way to do this; some states aim for a normal 
distribution of  schools across rating categories, while others intentionally distribute 



Chapter 4: Labeling School Performance 

Commission draft 
29 

schools so more are rated as meeting or exceeding standards. If  certain ratings make 
schools eligible for support from the state’s department of  education, states can—and 
should—also consider their available capacity to help low-performing schools when 
determining how many schools will receive lower ratings. 

Experts recommend that states consider using different scoring thresholds when as-
signing ratings for each school level—elementary, middle, and high school—if  the in-
dicators and weighting for each school level are materially different. The SPSF evalu-
ates elementary, middle, and high schools using different sets of  indicators, and the 
weight of  each indicator generally varies by school level. Some indicators are associated 
with higher scores than others; for example, the two graduation rates and the 3Es 
indicator, which apply only to high schools, tend to generate higher scores than some 
of  the measures used for elementary and middle schools, such as reading and math 
growth (Appendix E).  

Using the same scoring thresholds for all three school levels despite each level being 
measured using different indicators and weights, reduces the comparability and fair-
ness of  SPSF results. For example, it is much easier for high schools to achieve higher 
overall ratings than elementary or middle schools because of  the different indicators 
used and their scoring.  

According to experts, the distribution of  ratings should generally be comparable 
across school levels unless there is evidence that a certain level of  schools consistently 
outperforms others. However, the 2024–25 SPSF results illustrate significant differ-
ences across school levels even though there is no evidence that any level performs 
better than others. Under the new system, high schools are much more likely to be 
labeled Distinguished and much less likely to be labeled Off  Track or Needs Intensive Sup-
port than elementary and middle schools (sidebar). Conversely, elementary schools are 
more likely to be labeled Needs Intensive Support and less likely to be labeled On Track 
than the other school levels (Figure 4-1).  

VBOE should re-evaluate and develop new scoring thresholds that are specific to ele-
mentary, middle, and high schools (sidebar). Experts recommend using different 
thresholds for each school level, and some other states use this approach. For example, 
Kentucky uses three different scales to assign ratings to elementary, middle, and high 
schools. Unless the board wants to focus differently on a specific school level, it should 
seek to set thresholds at scores that result in relatively comparable proportions of  
elementary, middle, and high schools receiving each of  the four performance labels. 
VBOE will need to also ensure the thresholds enable a sufficient proportion of  
schools to receive each of  the four labels, so that meaningful differentiation is main-
tained. Finally, the board will need to consider VDOE’s capacity to support low-per-
forming schools and ensure the thresholds do not lead to more schools being labeled 
in the lower performance categories than VDOE can meaningfully and reasonably 
support. 

The board would also 
need to develop thresh-
olds for the 77 combined 
schools, such as com-
bined elementary-middle 
schools.    

 

 

 

One factor contributing 
to many high schools re-
ceiving higher ratings in 
2024–25 is their perfor-
mance on the 3Es indica-
tor. The approach used to 
score this indicator can 
inflate high schools’ sum-
mative scores and corre-
sponding performance 
labels, as discussed in 
Chapter 6.  
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FIGURE 4-1  
Distribution of SPSF performance labels varies by school level; high schools are 
much more likely to have higher ratings than elementary and middle schools 

 

SOURCE: JLARC analysis of School Performance & Support Framework data (2024–25).   
NOTE: Excludes 77 schools that are combined elementary, middle, and/or high schools and 15 schools without per-
formance labels. Reflects schools’ labels after accounting for federal designation (if applicable).  

RECOMMENDATION 2 
The Virginia Board of  Education should develop new scoring thresholds for assigning 
the School Performance & Support Framework performance labels that are unique to 
each school level and result in relatively comparable proportions of  elementary, mid-
dle, and high schools receiving each label. 

VBOE will need to set new score thresholds for the SPSF’s performance labels after 
other changes to the framework are implemented. Several of  the recommendations in 
this report and changes being considered by VBOE as part of  Amendment IX to the 
state ESSA plan likely will affect schools’ summative scores and therefore performance 
labels. In addition, any changes made to how federal designations affect school labels 
(discussed later in this chapter and in Chapter 8) will affect some schools’ ratings, 
which could influence decisions about where scoring thresholds are set. Finally, the 
new cut scores for the state’s standardized tests will likely result in substantially lower 
school ratings in general under the SPSF and therefore should be considered when 
setting thresholds (Chapter 3). As a result, the new thresholds will need to be set after 
changes are made and one full school year of  data is available to use.  

In the interim, VDOE could assign performance labels using a percentile-based ap-
proach until permanent thresholds are established (sidebar). However, this approach 
should not be a long-term solution because it has drawbacks, such as leading schools 
to compete against each other for a fixed number of  spots in each category, not provid-
ing schools with a consistent target to aim for, and keeping the proportion of  high- 
and low-performing schools constant regardless of  fluctuations in overall statewide 
performance.  

A percentile-based ap-
proach assigns ratings 
based on how schools 
rank relative to one an-
other, rather than to a 
fixed standard (e.g., a 
summative score thresh-
old).  
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SPSF should ensure that CSI schools receive the 
lowest state label  
In addition to assigning overall ratings, the SPSF designates low-performing schools 
to meet federal accountability requirements. Under ESSA, states must designate as 
Comprehensive Support and Improvement (CSI) (i) the lowest-performing 5 percent 
of  Title I schools, (ii) any high school with a four-year graduation rate below 67 per-
cent, and (iii) Title I schools with student subgroups that continue to underperform 
after multiple years (sidebar). CSI designation affects schools’ performance labels in 
the SPSF; under VBOE regulations, schools designated as CSI cannot receive the high-
est performance label, Distinguished.   

According to subject-matter experts, effective school accountability systems ensure 
that federal designations and state ratings send a consistent and coherent message 
about school performance. The schools identified as lowest-performing through the 
federal designation process—CSI schools—should also be identified as the lowest-
performing based on state ratings. This alignment is especially important in systems 
like the SPSF that assign schools both a state-specific rating and federal designation, 
as it helps ensure stakeholders receive a clear picture of  school performance.  

Most CSI schools do not receive the lowest performance label under the SPSF’s ap-
proach to categorizing schools. Although CSI schools are generally, by definition, the 
lowest-performing 5 percent of  Title I schools in the state (sidebar), most CSI schools 
did not receive the state’s lowest performance label: Needs Intensive Support. In 2024–25, 
just 14 CSI schools (18 percent) were labeled Needs Intensive Support; the remaining 82 
percent received a label in a higher category because they earned summative scores 
above the thresholds for receiving these labels. This occurred in part because the sum-
mative score threshold for the Off  Track category is set too low, leading to many CSI 
schools qualifying for the Off  Track label and too few falling within the Needs Intensive 
Support category (sidebar).  

Because most CSI schools do not receive summative scores that would assign them 
the lowest performance label, the SPSF scoring thresholds—particularly the one sep-
arating Off  Track and Needs Intensive Support—need to be changed to identify schools 
with the lowest performance and greatest needs. Recommendation 2, which proposes 
revising the scoring thresholds, could help address this problem. For example, if  
VBOE set the new threshold separating Off  Track and Needs Intensive Support at 72 
points rather than 65 points, 67 percent of  CSI schools would have been labeled Needs 
Intensive Support in 2024–25. Therefore, the majority of  CSI schools would have re-
ceived the lowest state label, sending a clear and consistent message about these 
schools’ performance and need for intensive support.  

However, even if  the scoring threshold separating the bottom two categories is 
changed to better align CSI-designated schools with the Needs Intensive Support category, 
some CSI schools could still receive a score corresponding with the Off  Track label. 

Based on 2023–24 data, 
most CSI schools are 
designated as CSI for be-
ing in the bottom 5 per-
cent of Title I schools 
(which is based on their 
SPSF summative score), 
rather than for low grad-
uation rates or continued 
underperforming sub-
groups.  

 

 

 

States must also desig-
nate Targeted Support 
and Improvement (TSI) 
and Additional Targeted 
Support and Improve-
ment (ATSI) schools 
based on performance 
among subgroups (Chap-
ter 8).   

 

A small number of CSI 
schools that did not 
score below the Off 
Track threshold in 2024–
25 were designated as 
CSI because they were 
identified under the prior 
federal accountability 
rules and had not yet ex-
ited CSI status. These 
schools scored in the On 
Track or Off Track catego-
ries but are required to 
remain CSI until they 
show two consecutive 
years of growth. 
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For example, under the illustrative threshold separating Off  Track and Needs Intensive 
Support at 72 points, in 2024–25, some of  the remaining 33 percent of  CSI schools 
would have scored above the threshold and earned an Off  Track label. 

To avoid adjusting the threshold each year, VBOE should implement a policy that all 
CSI schools receive a performance label of  Needs Intensive Support. This would ensure 
that even if  any CSI schools score above the threshold, they are still labeled Needs 
Intensive Support. Subject-matter experts generally supported this approach in inter-
views, noting that a CSI designation indicates serious school performance issues that 
warrant attention and therefore should be categorized accordingly.  

During the SPSF design process, VBOE signaled its intent to automatically assign the 
state’s lowest performance label to schools receiving a CSI designation. However, due 
to a technical issue with how the SPSF’s regulatory language was written, the rule was 
not implemented.  

RECOMMENDATION 3 
The Virginia Board of  Education should amend 8-VAC-20-132-280 A.1 of  the Vir-
ginia Administrative Code to state that any school with a federal Comprehensive Sup-
port and Improvement designation shall be labeled as a school in the lowest perfor-
mance category in the School Performance & Support Framework.   

Changing the CSI designation’s effect on schools’ SPSF performance label could be 
done immediately and would affect some schools’ performance labels. The change is 
not contingent on any other changes to the framework and should be made regardless 
of  whether revisions are made to TSI and ATSI labeling rules (Chapter 8). Based on 
2024–25 data, 64 schools would have had their label lowered to Needs Intensive Support 
under this recommendation.  
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5 Proficiency and Growth Indicators 
 

Although the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) broadened the focus of  state ac-
countability systems, student performance on standardized assessments remains a core 
component through measures of  student proficiency and—for nearly all states—stu-
dent growth. Proficiency measures whether students are meeting grade-level standards 
in academic content areas, while student growth assesses their academic progress over 
time.   

Student proficiency and student growth are key components of  the School Perfor-
mance & Support Framework (SPSF). Each is measured based on student perfor-
mance on the Standards of  Learning (SOL) tests or the Virginia Alternate Assessment 
Program (VAAP) for students with significant cognitive disabilities (sidebar). Profi-
ciency and growth are substantially weighted when calculating school performance.  

SPSF’s proficiency indicators are generally well 
designed, though a scoring refinement is needed 
ESSA requires that state accountability systems include proficiency indicators that are 
measured by performance on statewide standardized assessments for reading and 
math (sidebar). While accountability systems must assign “substantial” weight to these 
indicators when differentiating school performance, states have flexibility in how to 
measure and score proficiency and whether to include additional subject areas. 

Proficiency is the highest weighted component of  the SPSF. Together, student profi-
ciency in reading, math, and science comprise 55 percent of  elementary schools’ sum-
mative scores, 50 percent of  middle schools’ scores, and 40 percent of  high schools’ 
scores.  

Framework’s proficiency indicators are generally well designed 
The SPSF’s proficiency indicators are generally well designed. The framework includes 
separate indicators for reading, math, and science proficiency. Although ESSA does 
not require a science proficiency indicator, it is commonly included by other states and 
was part of  Virginia’s prior system. The proficiency indicators are scored using in-
dexes; therefore, students receive partial credit for scores below proficiency and extra 
credit for advanced scores. 

The SPSF’s proficiency indicators represent an improvement over the “achievement” 
indicators used in the prior accountability system. Reading and math proficiency were 
part of  combined indicators that included assessment pass rates, student growth, 
and—for reading achievement—English learners’ progress toward English language 
proficiency (ELP) (sidebar). The combined rates and performance categories 

ESSA requires states to 
assess students in read-
ing and math annually 
in grades 3–8 and once 
in high school. Students 
must also be periodically 
assessed in science. 

ESSA also requires that 
at least 95 percent of all 
students participate in 
assessments. The SPSF 
penalizes schools’ profi-
ciency indicator scores if 
more than 5 percent of 
their students do not 
take an assessment (e.g., 
parent opt outs).  

 

 

 In the prior accountabil-
ity system, student profi-
ciency, growth, and ELP 
progress were combined 
into a single reading 
achievement indicator. 
Math proficiency and 
growth were combined 
into a single math 
achievement indicator. 
Only science achieve-
ment was a standalone 
proficiency measure.  

 

 

Most students with dis-
abilities take SOL as-
sessments. Federal re-
quirements limit the 
number of students tak-
ing alternate assess-
ments to no more than 1 
percent of all assessed 
students for a subject. 

 

 

 



Chapter 5: Proficiency and Growth Indicators 

Commission draft 
34 

produced by these indicators made it difficult to identify which factors were driving 
school performance. Further, the scoring of  these indicators produced very little dif-
ferentiation among schools. Schools were awarded full credit if  a student demon-
strated sufficient performance in just one of  the two or three areas comprising the 
combined indicator (e.g., a student who did not pass their assessment but made suffi-
cient growth received full credit). As a result, 95 percent of  schools received the high-
est performance rating for both the reading and math achievement indicators for the 
2023–24 school year (sidebar).  

Furthermore, school leaders and subject-matter experts generally prefer the SPSF’s use 
of  performance indexes over the prior system’s use of  pass rates because they encour-
age schools to focus on a broader range of  students. With index scoring, schools re-
ceive credit for students who score proficient on their assessment but also receive (i) 
partial credit for students who score basic, below basic, or does not meet proficiency 
and (ii) extra credit for those scoring advanced. While pass rates are more straightfor-
ward for reporting student results, research shows that pass rates encourage schools 
to focus on a narrower subset of  students near the pass/fail line (i.e., students “on the 
bubble”), because schools can improve their indicator score only when more students 
pass their assessment. In contrast, performance indexes incentivize schools to focus 
on students across the achievement spectrum, including those furthest behind and 
unlikely to reach proficiency, since any student moving up a performance level earns 
additional points for the school.  

Proficiency scoring for assessments with a single failure level should 
be refined 
The SPSF scores its proficiency indicators with one of  two indexes, depending on 
whether an assessment has three or four levels for categorizing student performance 
(sidebar). Elementary and middle school reading and math SOLs have four perfor-
mance levels, including two levels for students scoring below proficiency—basic and 
below basic. Science SOLs, high school SOLs in all subjects, and VAAP assessments 
have three performance levels with a single failure level for any score below proficient 
(Table 5-1). The Virginia Board of  Education (VBOE) is considering changing the 
elementary and middle school science assessments to four performance levels begin-
ning in the 2025–26 school year. In addition, the board is also considering adding a 
social studies proficiency indicator, which would be based on assessments with three 
performance levels (Chapter 6).  

Schools earn points ranging from 0.25 to 1.25 for each student, depending on the 
index applied and the student’s achievement level. For assessments with four perfor-
mance levels, schools earn 0.25 points for students scoring below basic, 0.75 for basic, 
1 for proficient, and 1.25 for advanced.  For assessments with three performance lev-
els, schools earn the same amount of  points for proficient and advanced students as 
the four-level index but receive 0.75 points for all students who score below proficient 
(i.e., fail their assessment).  

The number of perfor-
mance levels, as well as 
the scoring thresholds 
that determine those lev-
els (“cut scores”), are 
based on how state as-
sessment results are cat-
egorized and reported. 
They are not a product 
of the new accountability 
framework. 

 

 

 

Other design elements 
contributed to little dif-
ferentiation in the prior 
system’s achievement 
indicators. Schools could 
receive a higher category 
for their overall perfor-
mance even when falling 
short of benchmarks if 
they made sufficient im-
provement from the 
prior year. They could 
also use either their per-
formance from the most 
recent year or combined 
over three years. 

 

 “ It’s changed a lot. Every 
kid matters…Kids aren’t 
being put in the corner 
because you did really 
well, or because you 
don’t stand a chance of 
passing. Before, it was 
‘we’ve got to get these 
bubble kids to tutoring.’ 

” 
– Elementary principal 
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TABLE 5-1 
Scoring for SPSF proficiency indicators  
Performance levels  Points Assessments 

Four 

 0.25 pts: Fail/Below basic 
 0.75 pts: Fail/Basic 
 1 pt: Proficient 
 1.25 pts: Advanced  

 Grades 3–8 reading SOLs  
 Grades 3–8 math SOLs  
 

Three 
 0.75 pts: Fail/Does not meet proficiency 
 1 pt: Proficient 
 1.25 pts: Advanced 

 Science SOLs 
 High school reading and math SOLs 
 VAAP assessments 

SOURCE: JLARC summary analysis.  
NOTE: The number of performance levels for each assessment is determined by the VBOE as part of the state’s 
standardized assessment system. The board is considering changing the elementary and middle school science as-
sessments to four performance levels beginning in the 2025–26 school year. The board is also considering adding 
social studies proficiency—which has three performance levels—to the framework. 

The SPSF’s scoring index for assessments with four performance levels is appropri-
ately designed. Its point values sufficiently distinguish among the different levels of  
student achievement and school performance. The index also incentivizes schools to 
focus on lower-performing students, as the largest point increase occurs between the 
lowest two performance levels. Students that score basic receive 0.5 points more than 
those scoring below basic. The board designed this point increase to encourage schools 
to focus on improving the lowest-performing students and acknowledge the effort 
required to move them up to a higher performance level. 

However, the SPSF’s scoring index for assessments with three performance levels 
awards too many points to failing students, including those who are far from profi-
ciency. Awarding 0.75 points to all students scoring Fail/Does not meet proficiency is 
problematic because: 

• The high point value (0.75 points) given to all failing students regardless of  
performance could incentivize schools to deprioritize assessments subject 
to the three-level scoring index.  

• Schools that want to improve their indicator scores have less incentive to 
focus on the lowest-performing students. The uniform point increase be-
tween each performance level means that moving a student from failing to 
proficient yields the same point gain as moving a student from proficient to 
advanced. 

• Indicator scores are less responsive to schools improving or declining in 
performance because of  the narrower range of  points a school can receive 
for any given student (0.75 to 1.25 points).  

“Even if a student fails, 
you get 0.75. So science 
doesn’t really matter 
anymore… Now we’re 
shifting focus to [other 
areas]. In general, it’s a 
great example of 
how…practitioners will 
learn how to play the 
game. 

” 
– Division 

superintendent 
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• The same point differential between a failing and proficient student (0.25 
points) and proficient and advanced student (0.25 points) is contrary to fed-
eral guidance about performance indexes. This enables a “masking” effect, 
through which an advanced student can fully compensate for a failing stu-
dent (sidebar). 

The three-level index can also produce misleading results. The relatively high point 
value awarded to the lowest-performing students inflates indicator scores for subjects 
using the three-level index (Figure 5-1). For example, the SPSF produced a higher aver-
age score for the science indicator (subject to the three-level index) than for reading 
and math indicators for elementary and middle schools (subject to the four-level index) 
for the 2023–24 school year. The underlying assessment pass rates, though, were lower 
for science than for reading and math (Table 5-2). 

FIGURE 5-1 
Schools can more easily score points for assessments with only three 
performance levels  

 
SOURCE: JLARC staff. 

TABLE 5-2 
Science had the highest indicator score for elementary and middle schools 
despite having the lowest SOL pass rate (2023–24) 
School rating Reading Math Science 
Average SPSF indicator score 91 90 95 
Average SOL pass rate 72% 71% 69% 

SOURCE: JLARC analysis of Virginia Department of Education data (2023–24). 
NOTE: High schools are not included because all subjects have only one level for failing. Calculations include com-
bined elementary and middle schools but not combined schools with high school grade levels.  

U.S. Department of Edu-
cation guidance says that 
states measuring profi-
ciency with an index 
should ensure that extra 
points awarded to ad-
vanced students do not 
fully compensate for 
(i.e., cancel out) the per-
formance of non-profi-
cient students. Indexes 
that allow masking create 
a risk that schools will fo-
cus more on advanced 
students than those with 
the greatest academic 
needs. 
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The shortcomings in the three-level scoring index can be addressed with a relatively 
modest change to the point values used. Point values awarded to students who fail 
their assessment should be reduced from 0.75 points to 0.5 points.  

RECOMMENDATION 4 
The Virginia Board of  Education should reduce points awarded in the School Perfor-
mance & Support Framework’s mastery index calculations from 0.75 to 0.5 for stu-
dents who score “Fail/Does Not Meet Proficiency” on assessments with three perfor-
mance levels. 

The board is currently considering changes to the framework that would address Rec-
ommendation 4 as part of  an amendment to the state ESSA plan. The proposed 
change would award 0.5 instead of  0.75 points for students scoring “Fail/Does Not 
Meet Proficiency” on assessments with three performance levels beginning in 2025–
26. This change would impact the scoring index applied to high school SOLs, VAAP 
tests, and (if  added to the SPSF) social studies SOLs. Science would no longer be 
impacted if  changed from three to four performance levels. The board discussed po-
tential changes at its November 2025 meeting but had not finalized and approved 
those changes at the time of  publication of  this report. 

Changing the point values for failing students in the three-level proficiency index 
would reduce some schools’ proficiency indicator scores. Based on 2023–24 data, 
JLARC estimates suggest an average decrease of  three points for the high school read-
ing indicator, five points for the high school math indicator, and eight points for the 
science proficiency indicator (if  elementary and middle school science assessments 
remained with three levels). 

SPSF’s growth indicator is an improvement, but still 
has shortcomings and will likely change  
ESSA requires that state accountability systems include either a measure of  student 
growth based on annual statewide reading and mathematics assessments or a different 
additional academic indicator for elementary and middle schools. Almost all states, 
including Virginia, use a student growth measure to fulfill this requirement. ESSA pro-
vides flexibility for how states measure and score growth, and states approach growth 
in a variety of  ways. There is little consensus from research, subject-matter experts, 
and stakeholders on the best approach for including student growth in an accounta-
bility system. 

The SPSF’s growth indicators measure each student’s performance on assessments in 
reading and math relative to that student’s performance in prior years and the perfor-
mance of  all other students who took the assessment. Growth indicators are the sec-
ond highest weighted area of  school performance for elementary and middle schools. 
Together, growth in reading and math comprise 25 percent of  elementary schools’ 
summative scores and 20 percent of  middle schools’ scores. Student growth is not 
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used as an indicator for high schools because of  students’ variation in course progres-
sion and the grade level in which they take assessments. 

Several aspects of  the SPSF’s growth indicators are an improvement over the prior 
system. The SPSF produces stand-alone reading and math growth scores, which im-
prove transparency over the prior system’s combined achievement indicators. The 
SPSF’s growth indicators also measure growth for all students, whereas the prior sys-
tem measured only growth for students who did not achieve proficiency on their as-
sessments. As a result, the prior system did not track or award credit for progress made 
by proficient or advanced students.  

The SPSF measured growth in reading and math for students in grades four–eight 
using a value-added model, Virginia’s Visualization and Analytics Solution (VVAAS), 
for the 2024–25 school year. However, VBOE will likely select a new approach for 
measuring growth for the 2025–26 school year because funding for the VVAAS model 
was not included in the 2025 Appropriation Act.  

Model used to measure student growth for 2024–25 is complex but 
appropriate 
Value-added models, such as VVAAS, are commonly used in other states’ accountabil-
ity systems and are generally viewed by subject-matter experts as an appropriate and 
methodologically rigorous option for measuring student growth. Value-added models 
aim to measure a school’s impact on student learning by attempting to separate the 
school’s contributions from other factors influencing student outcomes that are out-
side the school’s control. 

The SPSF’s growth indicators use VVAAS model outputs to measure student growth. 
VVAAS produces an “expected score” for each individual student in both reading and 
math based on the amount of  growth expected by the model. The model’s expecta-
tions for growth are based on a student’s prior test performance in all subjects, English 
learner status, and grade level, as well as the performance of  other students in the state. 
Student growth is quantified by comparing each student’s actual test scores to their 
individualized expected scores. The model does not produce students’ expected 
growth scores until after students have taken their assessments, because expected score 
calculations rely in part on the statewide distribution of  scores from the most recent 
year of  assessments. 

While the VVAAS model is generally appropriate for measuring student growth, its 
main drawback is its complexity. Stakeholders frequently expressed confusion about 
how VVAAS calculates growth scores. Value-added models are technical and difficult 
to understand, and because VVAAS is a proprietary model, the exact specifications 
behind its calculations are not publicly available—further reducing transparency.  
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SPSF’s approach to scoring growth indicators for 2024–25 could 
unfairly penalize schools and differs from other states 
Though the VVAAS model is an appropriate measurement of  student growth, the 
SPSF’s approach to scoring growth indicators for the 2024–25 school year may not ac-
curately and fairly reflect growth. These concerns do not reflect shortcomings of  the 
VVAAS model, but rather how its results were used to produce scores for the frame-
work’s growth indicators.  

The SPSF uses a scoring index that awards points to individual students based on their 
actual assessment performance relative to their expected score. Students receive 1 
point for meeting or scoring up to one standard error above their expected score and 
1.25 points if  they exceed their expected score by more than one standard error. How-
ever, students receive only 0.5 points if  their actual score is up to one standard error 
below their expected score and no points if  it is more than one standard error below 
(sidebar).   

Scoring may unfairly penalize students and schools with acceptable growth  
The scoring index used for the SPSF’s growth indicators may unfairly penalize schools 
with a high number of  students who come close to but do not quite achieve their 
expected score. Students who meet or exceed their expected score by up to one stand-
ard error receive twice as many points as those who fall short of  their expected score 
by the same amount (Figure 5-2). However, performance within this plus or minus 
one standard error range has the greatest statistical uncertainty, making it difficult to 
determine whether students’ actual scores meaningfully differ from their expected 
scores. In fact, the VVAAS technical manual groups performance in the plus or minus 
one standard error range in the same category, describing it as “evidence that students 
made growth as expected” (sidebar). Likewise, all four other states using a VVAAS 
peer model for school accountability treat performance in the plus or minus one stand-
ard error range as the same result (sidebar). 

The standard error is a 
measure of uncertainty 
for each student’s ex-
pected growth score. 
This includes uncertainty 
in the model’s ability to 
predict a student’s ex-
pected score based on 
their testing history.  

 

 

 

SAS has developed simi-
lar models for North 
Carolina, Ohio, Pennsyl-
vania, and Tennessee’s 
accountability systems.  

Other value-added mod-
els are used in additional 
states.  

 

 

 

SAS Institute Inc. devel-
oped the VVAAS model 
for Virginia and pro-
vided a manual describ-
ing the methodology 
and outputs of the 
VVAAS model. This man-
ual was created for 
VVAAS’s initial use as a 
tool for schools and divi-
sions to monitor student 
growth, prior to its use in 
accountability.  
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FIGURE 5-2 
SPSF growth indicator scoring awards different point values to students whose 
performance may not meaningfully differ from one another 

      
SOURCE: JLARC staff.   

Use of VVAAS student estimates rather than “school effects” may be less 
accurate 

VBOE chose to base scoring on individual student estimates to (i) score growth 
indicators similarly to proficiency indicators, (ii) use a simpler scoring method that 
school staff  could more easily understand, and (iii) ensure every student with sufficient 
testing data is included (sidebar). However, the model also produces school effects, 
which are aggregated growth estimates of  all students in a school. School effects  are 
calculated with statistical techniques that better account for uncertainty and for which 
the model can quantify the statistical confidence in each school’s estimated growth. 

All four other states using a VVAAS peer model for school accountability use school 
effects for scoring growth indicators rather than individual student growth estimates. 
Using school effects would likely produce indicator scores that more accurately 
characterize student growth; however, JLARC cannot quantify how their use would 
affect indicator scores or schools’ relative performance.  

Student growth measure under board consideration for 2025–26 is a 
substantial change from current approach 
VBOE is considering a shift from the current value-added model to a value table ap-
proach for the reading and math growth indicators as part of  an amendment to the 
state ESSA plan (sidebar). Value tables categorize students based on their standardized 
assessment performance, and schools receive points based on how each student’s cur-
rent performance level compares to their performance level from the prior year. The 
proposed value tables being considered by VBOE would establish eight “ranges” 

A minimum number of 
students is required in 
every subject-grade to 
produce a school effect. 
While these minimums 
are relatively low, it is 
possible that some small 
schools may not meet 
the threshold.  

 

 

 

Value tables are a com-
mon approach to meas-
uring student growth. 
Other states that use 
value tables include Flor-
ida, Mississippi, and 
West Virginia.  
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based on SOL and VAAP performance levels (sidebar). Schools would earn 0.25, 0.5, 
0.75, 1, or 1.25 points for each student, with higher point values awarded when lower-
achieving students advance into a higher range from one year to the next, or when 
higher-achieving students maintain or improve their performance from the prior year.  

Like the current value-added model, a value table approach can be appropriate for 
measuring student growth as part of  an accountability system, but the two methods 
are substantially different. While value-added models produce individual growth ex-
pectations that vary annually based on the performance of  students statewide, value 
tables set targets tied to grade-level standards. Value tables are generally more trans-
parent and easier to understand because they use consistent targets (e.g., ranges) and a 
simpler methodology than value-added models. However, subject-matter experts and 
research literature identify some tradeoffs. For example, unlike value-added models 
and other more sophisticated approaches, value tables do not account for measure-
ment error, which can reduce their precision. In addition, because value tables are typ-
ically linked to proficiency standards, they tend to produce growth indicator scores 
that have a higher correlation with proficiency scores—and consequently, student de-
mographics—than peer comparison-based approaches such as value-added models. 
See Appendix I for further comparison of  growth measures.  

The effectiveness of  a value-table approach for measuring student growth depends on 
its design (sidebar). Key considerations include the number of  performance categories 
used, the assessment score thresholds that define each category, and scoring (how 
points are awarded for each student). The value table approach was first proposed at 
the November 2025 VBOE meeting, and the board had not finalized or approved 
changes to the growth indicators at the time publication of  this report. The board may 
want to consider engaging an expert to evaluate the value tables’ design, particularly 
whether the thresholds defining the performance ranges and indicator scoring are ap-
propriate. Additionally, modeling could help assess the impact of  the new growth in-
dicator on schools’ overall ratings and the correlation between growth indicator scores 
and schools’ student demographics. 

Proficiency weighting is higher than most states and 
captures less of schools’ contribution to student 
learning 
The SPSF weights proficiency more than growth when compared to other states. 
ESSA requires that “substantial weight” be given to both proficiency and growth in-
dicators, but states have broad flexibility in how to weight each indicator relative to 
one another. Under the SPSF, proficiency indicators collectively have 2.2 times the 
weight of  growth indicators for elementary schools and 2.5 times the weight of  growth 
indicators for middle schools. Other states are fairly evenly split among prioritizing 
proficiency, prioritizing growth, or weighting them equally. However, only two states 
have a greater ratio of  proficiency relative to growth than Virginia (Figure 5-3).  

Virginia’s prior account-
ability system used a 
value table approach to 
measuring student 
growth (called “progress 
tables”). However, the 
value tables currently un-
der consideration for the 
SPSF have substantial 
design and scoring dif-
ferences. 

 

 

Thresholds for each 
range are defined using 
a vertical scale that 
spans all grade levels 
where growth is meas-
ured. A vertical scale is a 
continuous measure-
ment scale that applies 
to standardized tests 
spanning across grade 
levels to monitor student 
progress over time. The 
vertical scales used for 
the proposed value ta-
bles range from 900 to 
2000. 
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FIGURE 5-3  
Virginia weights proficiency higher relative to growth than most states 

 
SOURCE: JLARC summary of elementary proficiency and growth weighting from state ESSA plans as of August 2025. 
NOTE: States excluded from figure generally do not have simple indicator weights and instead use decision rules to 
differentiate school performance. Ratios include all proficiency and growth indicators in a state’s accountability sys-
tem.  

The board purposefully designed the SPSF to prioritize proficiency over growth, citing 
the belief  that (i) meeting grade-level standards is a key outcome for student success, 
(ii) maintaining high expectations for all students is essential, and (iii) parents care most 
about whether their child is proficient (sidebar).  

School division leaders had mixed opinions on the framework’s proficiency and growth 
weighting. Forty-two percent of  divisions responding to JLARC’s survey indicated the 
SPSF’s weighting of  proficiency and growth is an appropriate balance, while 41 per-
cent thought too much weight is given to proficiency; just 9 percent thought too much 
weight is given to growth (sidebar).  

Other stakeholders expressed varying opinions on proficiency and growth weighting 
throughout the SPSF development process. VDOE cited that parents, higher educa-
tion representatives, employers, and military leaders consistently shared the im-
portance of  graduates who are proficient. However, participants in listening sessions 
held in each of  Virginia’s eight superintendent regions—which included 375 parents, 
school and division staff, school board members, and other stakeholders—generally 

JLARC staff surveyed 
school division superin-
tendents or their de-
signee on the new ac-
countability system. A 
total of 106 school divi-
sions (80 percent) re-
sponded to the survey 
(Appendix B). 

 

 

 

Virginia’s prior accounta-
bility system did not 
weight the contribution 
of proficiency and 
growth independently. 
Its combined indicators 
for reading and math 
awarded full credit to 
schools for students with 
sufficient performance in 
proficiency or growth.  
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agreed that “growth should be, at least, weighted equally to achievement [proficiency] 
if  not more,” according to a summary presented to the board in January 2024.  

Subject-matter experts and research literature indicate that student growth better cap-
tures schools’ contribution to student performance than proficiency, which is typically 
closely related to student demographics, especially economic disadvantage. Students 
enter school with widely varying levels of  prior knowledge and skills. Because student 
populations differ significantly across schools, some schools may score well on profi-
ciency measures because they have a more advantaged student population, not because 
the school itself  is contributing more to student learning. By measuring student pro-
gress relative to their own past performance, student growth better accounts for dif-
ferences in student populations across schools and represents a fairer evaluation of  
school effectiveness.   

JLARC analysis of  the SPSF’s results reached a similar conclusion. The SPSF’s profi-
ciency indicators had the strongest correlation with schools’ percentage of  economi-
cally disadvantaged students among all indicators, while its growth indicators have the 
weakest correlation for elementary and middle schools (Appendix G) (Figure 5-4). The 
SPSF’s overall results are correlated with student demographics, especially economic 
disadvantage, in part because of  the framework’s heavy emphasis on proficiency 
(Chapter 3). 

FIGURE 5-4 
SPSF proficiency indicators are more closely related to student economic 
disadvantage than growth indicators (2024–25) 

 
SOURCE: JLARC analysis of Virginia Department of Education data. Indicator scores from Virginia Department of 
Education school-level accountability data for the 2024–25 school year. Economic disadvantage data from Virginia 
Department of Education 2024–25 fall membership data. 
NOTE: For this analysis, schools with the fewest economically disadvantaged students are the bottom quartile of 
percentage of disadvantaged students, while schools with the most economically disadvantaged students are the 
top. Reading proficiency and growth scores are standardized. Math indicators display a similar pattern. 

“If you want to say 
something about the 
effectiveness of a school, 
it’s much more helpful to 
learn about growth… 
The strongest predictors 
of mastery are just the 
demographic 
characteristics of 
students.  

” 
– Subject-matter expert 
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While subject-matter experts generally see both proficiency and growth as important 
dimensions of  student academic performance, nearly all experts interviewed by 
JLARC indicated that the SPSF’s weighting on growth could be increased. Of  14 ex-
perts interviewed on this topic, 12 preferred increasing the weight on growth, while 
two had no preference. Most of  those 12 preferred weighting growth equal to or more 
than proficiency. 

Ultimately, the weighting between proficiency and growth is a policy decision. Both 
proficiency and growth measure important aspects of  student academic achievement. 
Proficiency measures how students perform against state standards for core skills and 
knowledge, identifying schools with the greatest proportions of  students not meeting 
grade-level standards. Growth better isolates schools’ impact on student performance, 
encourages a focus on continuous improvement for students, and identifies schools 
whose students are not making enough progress.  

There are limits, though, to how much the correlation between overall results and stu-
dent demographics can be reduced by weighting growth more heavily. Shifting weight 
from proficiency to growth would likely have only a modest impact on schools’ results, 
both in reducing the overall correlation with student demographics and changing how 
schools perform relative to each other (Appendix G). The exact effect would depend 
both on the magnitude of  the weight adjustment and future design of  the growth 
indicators. Other approaches to reducing the correlation between the SPSF’s results 
and student demographics would require more substantial changes to the framework 
and would also likely have only a small impact (sidebar).  

The board could increase the SPSF’s growth weighting relative to proficiency to better 
account for schools’ contribution to student learning each year and to be more aligned 
with weighting used in other states. 

POLICY OPTION 1 
The Virginia Board of  Education could increase the weight assigned to growth indi-
cators in the School Performance & Support Framework to more fully account for 
schools’ contribution to student learning.  

Any changes to growth weighting should not be considered until the board finalizes 
the SPSF’s future approach to measuring student growth. Decisions about weighting 
should incorporate information about the growth measure and its scoring to under-
stand how any potential weighting changes would affect schools’ summative scores 
and their correlation with student demographics. 

Other approaches to re-
duce the relationship 
between student de-
mographics and ac-
countability results in-
clude adding indicators 
that are less correlated 
with student de-
mographics (e.g., school 
climate survey results) or 
reporting scores for each 
indicator or component 
separately rather than 
aggregating school per-
formance into a single 
summative score. 

 

 

 



Commission draft 
45 

6 Graduation and Other Indicators 
 

Virginia’s new accountability system—the School Performance & Support Framework 
(SPSF)—includes two graduation indicators, as well as several others that serve as the 
federally required school quality or student success (SQSS) measures. The federal 
Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) requires states to include at least one SQSS meas-
ure in their accountability systems; Virginia has incorporated four:  

• chronic absenteeism rate, used for elementary, middle, and high schools;  
• extended-year graduation rate, used for high schools; 
• performance and participation in advanced coursework, used for middle 

schools; and 
• college, career, and military readiness activities (the 3Es), used for high 

schools.  

The Virginia Board of  Education (VBOE) is considering several additional indicators 
as part of  proposed changes to the state ESSA plan, as of  December 2025. These 
include a social studies proficiency indicator for all school levels, an integrated reading 
and writing indicator for elementary and middle schools, and social studies and science 
advanced coursework indicators for middle schools.  

SPSF’s graduation measures are appropriate and 
well designed  
ESSA requires state accountability systems to include graduation rates as one of  the 
indicators of  high school performance. At a minimum, states must measure perfor-
mance using each high school’s four-year adjusted cohort graduation rate (sidebar). 
States also may use one or more extended-year adjusted cohort graduation rates, such 
as a five-, six-, or seven-year rate, which incorporate students who take longer to grad-
uate. ESSA requires the graduation rate indicator be given “substantial” weight in the 
accountability system.  

Virginia’s SPSF includes two graduation measures. The first is a four-year adjusted 
cohort graduation rate, which is the primary graduation measure and represents the 
share of  students in each school who graduated with a standard or advanced diploma 
within four years (sidebar). In a typical year, most Virginia students (90 percent) grad-
uate with one of  these diplomas within four years. This measure fulfills ESSA require-
ments and accounts for 15 percent of  a high school’s summative score. 

The framework also includes a second extended-year graduation rate that counts for 
5 percent of  a high school’s summative score. This measure includes students earning 

An adjusted cohort grad-
uation rate measures the 
number of students who 
entered ninth grade and 
graduated high school 
with a regular high school 
diploma within a set pe-
riod (e.g., four years), ad-
justed for students that 
transfer into or out of the 
school (including to a 
prison or juvenile facility), 
emigrate, or die during 
the time period. 

 

 

 

Advanced diplomas in-
clude the Advanced Stud-
ies and International Bac-
calaureate diplomas.  

Virginia students with dis-
abilities can earn an ap-
plied studies diploma in-
stead of other diplomas 
to show they completed 
high school. Unlike other 
diplomas, the applied 
studies diploma does not 
require meeting specific 
academic standards or 
curriculum require-
ments—only the comple-
tion of the student’s indi-
vidualized education 
program (IEP). 
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a standard, advanced, or applied studies diploma within four, five, or six years. VBOE 
added this graduation measure, which includes the applied studies diploma, in re-
sponse to stakeholder concerns about the exclusion of  students with disabilities and 
other students that need more than four years to graduate. Because Virginia’s applied 
studies diploma is not a federally approved alternative diploma, it does not fulfill 
ESSA’s graduation indicator requirement and is included as an SQSS indicator rather 
than a graduation measure (sidebar).  

Figure 6-1 illustrates how the SPSF determines the points a high school receives for 
each graduation measure.  

FIGURE 6-1  
Graduation measures reflect percentage of students graduating within four 
and six years and together account for 20 percent of high schools’ scores  

 
SOURCE: JLARC staff.  

Virginia’s graduation measures are well designed because they meet federal require-
ments, align with practices in other states and expert recommendations, and reflect 
VBOE’s policy goals. The four-year graduation rate fulfills the federal requirement to 
measure high schools’ four-year adjusted cohort graduation rate, and the inclusion of  
an extended-year rate aligns with practices in other states and expert guidance. Ex-
tended-year graduation rates are recommended because they account for students who 
often take longer to graduate, such as English learners and students with disabilities, 
and incentivize schools to continue to support these students. Together, the two grad-
uation measures account for 20 percent of  a high school’s summative score, which is 
similar to the weighting used in other states. The measures are also consistent with 
VBOE’s goal for students to graduate within four years with a standard or advanced 
diploma, which the framework incentivizes by placing more weight on the four-year 
rate than the extended-year rate. 

According to Virginia De-
partment of Education 
(VDOE) staff, the applied 
studies diploma is of-
fered to too many stu-
dents and not suffi-
ciently aligned with the 
state’s academic stand-
ards to be considered by 
the U.S. Department of 
Education as an approved 
alternate diploma.  
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Most stakeholders did not express concerns with the SPSF’s graduation measures. 
Graduation was the most positively viewed indicator in the new system on JLARC’s 
survey of  school divisions (sidebar), and stakeholders generally did not express con-
cerns with either measure in interviews. Stakeholders who had concerns about the 
indicator said it was because the SPSF’s graduation measures are more stringent than 
those used in the previous accountability system. In contrast with the prior system, (i) 
the four-year graduation rate does not provide credit for students graduating with an 
applied studies diploma, and (ii) students who earn a GED or other non-diploma al-
ternative are not counted in either rate. However, these new graduation measures re-
flect VBOE’s intent to have a unified state and federal accountability system and its 
broader policy goals.  

Despite some concerns, chronic absenteeism is 
reasonable to include in the SPSF  
The SPSF includes chronic absenteeism as an SQSS measure of  elementary, middle, 
and high school performance (sidebar). Chronic absenteeism accounts for 10 percent 
of  elementary and middle schools’ summative scores and 5 percent of  high schools’ 
scores. Schools receive points toward the indicator relative to the percentage of  stu-
dents who are not chronically absent (Figure 6-2). VBOE selected chronic absenteeism 
as an SQSS measure in the SPSF because research demonstrates a clear correlation 
between student attendance and achievement. 

FIGURE 6-2  
Chronic absenteeism indicator reflects percentage of students not chronically 
absent and accounts for 5 or 10 percent of schools’ scores  

 
SOURCE: JLARC staff.  
NOTE: Indicator weighted 10 percent for elementary and middle schools and 5 percent for high schools.  

Chronic absenteeism re-
fers to students who miss 
10 percent or more days 
in the school year (ap-
proximately 18+ of 180 
days), including excused 
and unexcused absences 
and suspensions. It is the 
primary measure availa-
ble for assessing attend-
ance statewide. 

 

 

 

JLARC staff surveyed 
school division superin-
tendents or their de-
signee on the new ac-
countability system. A 
total of 106 school divi-
sions (80 percent) re-
sponded to the survey 
(Appendix B). 
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The chronic absenteeism indicator is well designed because it meets federal require-
ments, aligns with commonly used practices in other states and expert recommenda-
tions, and reflects VBOE’s priorities. The indicator meets the SQSS requirements and 
is simple and easy to understand, which is recommended by best practices and experts. 
The indicator is also measured, scored, and weighted similarly to how it is calculated 
and used in other states that include chronic absenteeism in their accountability sys-
tems, including 11 of  16 other comparison states. Finally, including the indicator in the 
new accountability system aligns with the board’s focus on reducing chronic absentee-
ism, which has been a key priority since student attendance declined significantly dur-
ing and after the COVID-19 pandemic (sidebar).  

Schools may have more difficulty performing well on SPSF’s chronic absenteeism in-
dicator compared with in the previous accountability system, but chronic absenteeism 
has less influence on a school’s overall rating in the SPSF. In contrast with the old 
system, the SPSF does not give schools credit for reducing chronic absenteeism com-
pared to the prior year. In addition, the SPSF uses only the most recent year of  data. 
The previous system considered the previous year’s chronic absenteeism rate or the 
average of  the past three years (whichever was better). Despite these changes, chronic 
absenteeism now has less effect on schools’ overall ratings. In the prior system, chronic 
absenteeism—as with any indicator—could unilaterally determine a school’s accredi-
tation status. If  a school performed at Level Three (the lowest level) for chronic ab-
senteeism, the school was labeled as Accredited with Conditions (a lower rating), even if  it 
performed at a higher level for all other indicators. In the SPSF, chronic absenteeism 
comprises up to 10 percent of  a school’s summative score, which some stakeholders 
noted is a fairer approach.  

Some school division or school staff  believe it is unfair to include chronic absenteeism 
in the SPSF, asserting that attendance is largely out of  schools’ control. Thirty-nine 
percent of  school division leaders responding to JLARC’s survey considered chronic 
absenteeism an inappropriate measure to include in the SPSF because of  their lack of  
control over student attendance. In focus groups, about half  of  principals voiced con-
cerns with using chronic absenteeism as a measure of  school performance in the state’s 
accountability system for similar reasons. For example, one middle school principal 
noted “absenteeism involves so many factors that to hold us solely accountable is un-
fair.” Staff  emphasized student attendance is based on students’ and parents’ behavior, 
and research notes other factors, such as access to transportation and students’ physi-
cal health, can affect attendance, too.  

Despite these concerns, chronic absenteeism is widely used in state accountability sys-
tems because it is a simple, easy-to-understand measure, is strongly linked with aca-
demic outcomes, and can be influenced by schools to some extent. Research shows 
that students who attend school regularly are more likely to be engaged students, earn 
higher grades, and graduate, which is why many states prioritize chronic absenteeism 
in their accountability systems. A 2024 report by the nonprofit Attendance Works 
found 37 states include chronic absenteeism in their accountability systems. Moreover, 

Attendance was one of 
three pillars of ALL IN VA, 
the state’s plan to im-
prove student outcomes 
following the pandemic. 
The plan included a task 
force on improving 
chronic absenteeism, re-
sources and guidance for 
schools on how to im-
prove attendance, and 
state funding to support 
local efforts.  
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states’ focus on chronic absenteeism has intensified following the COVID-19 pan-
demic in response to attendance decreases nationwide. In 2024, the U.S. Department 
of  Education recommended that states use chronic absenteeism as an SQSS measure 
in their accountability systems. Finally, research suggests that schools and teachers can 
take steps to improve student attendance. Teachers can positively influence student 
attendance by building strong relationships with students and providing engaging 
learning experiences, and schools can reduce chronic absenteeism by implementing 
targeted attendance support programs.  

VBOE took steps in response to concerns about including a chronic absenteeism in-
dicator. Most notably, the board made the indicator less consequential to schools’ 
scores by giving it a relatively small weight. VBOE also continued the policy of  allow-
ing schools to improve their chronic absenteeism rate if  students “earn back” attend-
ance (sidebar). Both reflected preferences stakeholders expressed during listening ses-
sions.  

SPSF’s college, career, and military readiness 
indicator has appropriate criteria, but scoring is 
problematic 
The SPSF includes an indicator to measure high school students’ college, career, and 
military readiness (CCMR), referred to as the “3Es” indicator. The 3Es measures stu-
dent achievements in three pathways that are intended to demonstrate student readi-
ness for post-graduation (Figure 6-3). The board cited feedback from stakeholders 
such as parents, the business community, military leaders, and higher education as 
helping to inform the development of the pathways and corresponding achievement 
measures. They include: 

• Enrollment – Earning an associate degree; earning credits and/or passing 
exams in Advanced Placement (AP), International Baccalaureate (IB), Cam-
bridge, or College Level Examination Program (CLEP) courses; or complet-
ing dual enrollment courses. 

• Employment – Being a career and technical education (CTE) completer 
(sidebar), earning an industry-recognized credential, or completing a high-
quality work-based learning experience. 

• Enlistment – Scoring above the minimum on the ASVAB test (Armed Ser-
vices Vocational Aptitude Battery). 

The 3Es indicator is an SQSS measure and accounts for 25 percent of high schools’ 
summative scores.  

The indicator awards points for a student’s completion of achievements in each of 
the three pathways, with the highest achievements in each pathway earning the most 
points (sidebar) (Figure 6-3). See Appendix J for a more detailed description of the 
achievements and scoring associated with each area of the 3Es pathways. 

VDOE allows students to 
make up absences by 
completing additional 
instructional time. For 
example, if a student 
completes three hours of 
make-up instruction, it 
can offset one absence 
day. These adjustments 
are included in the 
chronic absenteeism rates 
used for the SPSF.  

 

 

 

The 3Es indicator assigns 
points to schools using 
students in the 12th-grade 
/on-time graduation rate 
cohort. 

 

 

 

A CTE completer for the 
SPSF is a student who has 
met the requirements for 
a CTE concentration (se-
quence) and all require-
ments for high school 
graduation or an ap-
proved alternative educa-
tion program. 
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The board’s design of  the 3Es indicator is intended to (i) incentivize schools to make 
college, career, and military opportunities available to students, and (ii) encourage 
broad participation and exploration across each pathway. Therefore, to reward schools 
for students who pursue multiple opportunities and discourage schools from directing 
a student on a single pathway, the SPSF allows a student’s points to be totaled across 
different pathways. As a result, a student can earn more than the 1.0 or 1.25-point 
maximum for each individual pathway by completing achievements in other categories 
for a theoretical maximum score of  3.5 points per student (Figure 6-4).  

FIGURE 6-3  
Schools earn points for student achievements in 3Es each pathway 
 

 
SOURCE: JLARC staff. 
NOTE: For 2024–25 school year, students meeting the highest achievement level were awarded 1.25 points for the 
enrollment and employment pathways and 1.0 point for the enlistment pathway. 

FIGURE 6-4 
A single student can earn points for achievements across multiple pathways 
 

 
SOURCE: JLARC staff. 



Chapter 6: Graduation and Other Indicators 

Commission draft 
51 

Stakeholders generally viewed 3Es indicator positively, but school 
leaders had concerns about ability to offer certain opportunities 
College, career, and miliary readiness indicators are commonly used in school account-
ability systems nationwide, and the criteria used generally are similar to those in the 
SPSF’s 3Es. Forty-one states and the District of  Columbia include a CCMR indicator. 
The 3Es’ specific achievements are similar to those mostly commonly used in Vir-
ginia’s 16 comparison states. Virginia’s prior system also featured a CCMR indicator, 
which gave schools credit for several of  the same student achievements as the 3Es 
(sidebar). The primary difference is that under the prior system, schools did not receive 
extra points for students with more than one achievement.  

School leaders and staff  generally had a positive view of  the 3Es indicator but also 
expressed concerns with their ability to provide 3Es opportunities and the indicator’s 
prioritization of  certain experiences. Superintendents, principals, and school counse-
lors generally supported the achievements included in the 3Es indicator. However, they 
commonly expressed concerns about some schools having more difficulty offering 
sufficient 3Es opportunities to students and therefore not able to score as highly. For 
example, staff  at small and/or rural schools cited the inability to offer enough ad-
vanced courses or an inability to hire CTE teachers for “high demand” industries. In 
addition, school staff  cited costs to students associated with taking AP and other ad-
vanced testing as a barrier, as well as limitations in the availability of  U.S. Department 
of  Defense employees to proctor the ASVAB test at their schools. School staff  also 
were concerned that the 3Es indicator incentivizes schools to guide students toward 
experiences for which they can be awarded points, rather than experiences not in-
cluded in the 3Es (such as extracurricular activities or coursework/activities in the arts 
and humanities). 

Uncapped 3Es scoring allows individual students and some schools to 
score too many points, which distorts overall scoring 
Though the board’s emphasis on the 3Es is intentional to encourage greater opportu-
nities for students, the way the indicator is scored results in several problems. First, the 
scoring means that a high school’s summative score may be driven more by the 3Es 
indicator than was intended by the weight assigned to the indicator. The 3Es is unique 
among SPSF indicators because an individual student can score points across multiple 
pathways (up to 3.5 points). This means that a school can have a maximum unweighted 
indicator score of  350 for the 3Es, but only 100 or 125 for all other SPSF indicators. 
As a result, the indicator actually comprises about 34 percent of  the summative score, 
on average, for schools with a high 3Es indicator score (those schools with an un-
weighted indicator score of  greater than 125 points) (Table 6-1).  

Virginia’s prior school 
accountability system 
used the College, Career, 
and Civic Readiness Indi-
cator (CCCRI), which 
awarded schools points 
based on student 
achievements in ad-
vanced coursework, CTE, 
work-based learning, ser-
vice learning, and JROTC. 
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TABLE 6-1 
3Es indicator effectively accounts for more than its intended weight for schools 
with high 3Es scores (2024–25) 

 

 
Intended weight 

(SPSF 3Es weighting) 

 
Effective weight  

(Proportion of summative  
score comprised of 3Es) 

Schools with an  
unweighted 3Es  

indicator score >125 
25% 34%  

SOURCE: JLARC analysis of Virginia Department of Education data (2024–25). 
NOTE: Represents high schools with an unweighted 3Es indicator score of 125 points or more, which is greater than 
the maximum score achievable for any other indicator. Analysis includes only high schools with an English learners’ 
progress toward English language proficiency (ELP progress) indicator score. Schools without an ELP progress indi-
cator are excluded because reweighting produces different, albeit similar, results. 

Next, because an individual student can score up to 3.5 points, a single high-achieving 
student can compensate for (i.e., “mask”) lack of  achievement by one or several lower-
performing students (sidebar). Ultimately, this can incentivize a school to focus more 
on high-achieving students rather than lower-achieving students. Federal guidelines 
recommend against using scoring approaches that make it more likely for schools to 
do so. 

In addition, some high schools score so many points on the 3Es indicator that it can 
potentially cause a misleading and distorted view of  their actual performance. Ten 
percent of  high schools earned an unweighted 3Es indicator score greater than 125 
during the 2024–25 school year, which exceeds the maximum achievable score for each 
of  the other indicators. Among these schools, the average unweighted 3Es indicator 
score was 138, compared with an average score of  94 across all other indicators. This 
resulted in an average summative score of  106 for these schools, which gives the per-
ception of  higher overall performance in these schools than is reflected in their results 
across all indicators. 

Moreover, allowing a school to score so many points on the 3Es also risks less empha-
sis on student performance in other areas within the SPSF. Because of  the potential 
to accumulate a high number of  points on the 3Es indicator, high schools could place 
too much priority on increasing their 3Es scoring as the primary way to improve their 
overall rating. This could come at the expense of  efforts to improve student perfor-
mance in areas, such as proficiency and graduation.  

Finally, as referenced above regarding the difference in opportunity across schools, the 
3Es scoring approach could exacerbate inequities in high schools’ ability to achieve 
higher overall ratings. Schools that can offer more 3Es opportunities to students will 
have the potential to earn more points for the 3Es indicator, which is an advantage 
toward achieving a better overall rating. 

JLARC could not conduct 
analysis of the extent to 
which “masking” occurs 
in 3Es scoring because 
the 3Es individual stu-
dent-level data had limi-
tations for the 2023–24 
school year (missing or 
incomplete data) and was 
not available for the 
2024–25 school year at 
the time of finalization of 
this report.   
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VBOE should address problems resulting from 3Es indicator scoring by capping ei-
ther the points each student can earn or the total that each school can earn for the 
indicator. Each approach has its own advantages, but either approach would improve 
the current 3Es indicator scoring. 

• Either approach would reduce the maximum number of  points a school can 
earn for the 3Es indicator, which would reduce the indicator’s disproportion-
ately high effect on schools’ summative scores and address the risk that high 
schools place too much emphasis on this indicator relative to other perfor-
mance areas. Either approach would also help address concerns about students 
in different schools having unequal access to 3Es opportunities, because cap-
ping scores reduces the extent to which schools with greater access can earn 
higher scores that benefit their overall rating. 

• Capping student scores would prevent high-performing students from mask-
ing lower-performing students. This would incentivize schools to focus on en-
couraging students with fewer 3Es achievements to earn more points (i.e., par-
ticipate in more opportunities), rather than on ways for high-achieving 
students to earn more points. Most other states limit an individual student to 
earning no more than one point on the CCMR indicator, or they cap student 
scoring (sidebar). However, this approach could hinder the board’s goal of  
incentivizing student pursuit of  opportunities in multiple pathways because 
schools would have less incentive to encourage that behavior.  

• Capping schools’ scores would maintain the board’s goal of  allowing students 
to score points across multiple pathways and incentivize schools to encourage 
that behavior. However, this approach would not directly address the issue of  
high-performing students masking lower performers.  

A student-level or school-level scoring cap could be designed to allow students to earn 
at least some additional points for completing achievements in more than one pathway, 
remaining consistent with the board’s goal to incentivize student participation in mul-
tiple pathways. For example, a cap could be set at 1.5 points per student, which is 
comparable to the 1.25-point-per-student maximum for proficiency and growth indi-
cators, but would still allow schools to receive at least some additional point value for 
students with achievements in more than one category. Likewise, a cap could be set at 
125 unweighted points per school, which aligns with the maximum number of  points 
that can be scored for the proficiency and growth indicators. 

RECOMMENDATION 5 
The Virginia Board of  Education should change the scoring of  the 3Es indicator in 
the School Performance & Support Framework by either capping the total number of  
points (i) a school can be awarded for an individual student or (ii) a school can receive 
for the indicator.  

Delaware and Mississippi 
award students up to one 
point for achievements in 
one CCMR pathway and 
0.1 points for additional 
achievements.  
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Far less time and effort are required to score enlistment points than in 
other two 3E indicator pathways, which risks “gaming” scores 
The scoring for the enlistment category is problematic because it requires much less 
effort to achieve than the indicator’s other pathways. Schools are awarded points for 
students earning above certain scores on the ASVAB test even if  they do not enlist in 
the military or participate in other enlistment-related activities such as JROTC (Ap-
pendix J). The ASVAB is a one-time test that typically takes 1.5 to two hours to com-
plete. Other 3Es achievements, for which schools are awarded comparable points, re-
quire substantially more time and effort from students. For example, a student earning 
one point in the employment pathway must have completed at least two sequential 
CTE courses, earned an industry recognized credential, and completed a high-quality 
work-based learning experience. Likewise, the achievements in the enrollment pathway 
generally require completion of  an entire credit bearing course. These employment 
and enrollment achievements require far more time and effort than taking the ASVAB 
test. 

The relatively lower effort required for the enlistment achievement incentivizes 
schools to “game” the system by encouraging students to take the ASVAB test, re-
gardless of  their interest in a military career. In interviews with JLARC staff, school 
leaders noted that they adopted the practice of  having all high school students com-
plete the ASVAB. Subject-matter experts also highlighted the potential for the enlist-
ment category to be exploited to increase schools’ scores. In support of  the enlistment 
scoring approach, VBOE suggested widespread participation in the ASVAB could in-
troduce students to armed services-related opportunities.  

The board should reduce the potential for the enlistment category of  the 3Es to be 
used mainly to inflate schools’ overall ratings. This could be accomplished in several 
ways. The board could maintain the same achievements (i.e., test score thresholds) but 
award fewer points for students meeting each test score threshold. Alternatively, addi-
tional achievement requirements could be added to the enlistment category that are 
more commensurate with other 3Es categories.  

RECOMMENDATION 6 
The Virginia Board of  Education should change the “enlistment” category of  the 3Es 
indicator in the School Performance & Support Framework so that points awarded for 
student achievements are more commensurate with the time and effort required to 
earn points in the enrollment and employment categories.  

The board is currently considering changes to the framework that would address Rec-
ommendation 6 as part of  an amendment to the state ESSA plan. The proposed 
changes would require students to achieve military service-related requirements in ad-
dition to earning a certain ASVAB score for schools to receive higher points in the 
enlistment category. These achievements include (i) signing up to serve in a branch of  
the armed services, (ii) committing to attending a military service academy, or (iii) 
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participating in one year of  JROTC during high school (Appendix J). The board dis-
cussed these potential changes at its November 2025 meeting but had not finalized 
and approved those changes when this report was published.  

Advanced math coursework indicator is rare but 
aligns with state policy goals 
The SPSF includes the advanced math coursework indicator as an SQSS measure for 
middle schools, accounting for 10 percent of  their summative score (sidebar). The 
indicator is designed to (i) measure eighth grade advanced math proficiency and (ii) 
incentivize schools to place students that received advanced scores on their prior math 
Standards of  Learning (SOL) assessment into an advanced math course in eighth 
grade. 

The SPSF’s advanced math coursework indicator incentivizes schools to measure stu-
dent participation and proficiency in advanced math coursework by eighth grade, 
which has benefits. According to subject-matter experts, the primary benefit of  ad-
vanced math coursework by eighth grade is the opportunity to take Calculus by 12th 
grade, an important prerequisite for several higher education fields of  study. In addi-
tion, the indicator can help promote equity because it incentivizes schools to enroll 
any student with an advanced score on their seventh grade math SOL in eighth grade 
advanced math. Finally, research suggests that students who participate in advanced 
coursework are more engaged in school and achieve better academic outcomes.  

The advanced math coursework indicator, however, is not popular with school divi-
sions and is not commonly used in other states’ school accountability systems. Fifty-
three percent of  the divisions responding to JLARC’s survey felt the advanced math 
coursework indicator was “not appropriate” to measure school performance, the high-
est negative rate among the SPSF’s indicators. The most common reason cited was 
that it is “not a suitable factor to consider.” School leaders said determining whether a 
student should participate in advanced coursework should be based on more factors 
than just prior year test scores (e.g., a student’s organizational skills, motivation, inter-
ests). Furthermore, school leaders expressed concern about the ability of  every middle 
school to offer eighth grade advanced math coursework, citing challenges such as too 
few students to justify having an advanced math course section or the inability to hire 
qualified teachers (sidebar). Finally, advanced math coursework indicators are not typ-
ical in school accountability systems; among comparisons states, only Florida uses a 
similar indicator (sidebar). 

However, most middle schools are meeting the advanced math coursework indicator, 
and the indicator aligns with a recent General Assembly priority. Schools are placing 
nearly all students who scored advanced on their seventh grade math SOL into an 
eighth grade advanced math course. Only 266 such students statewide were not placed 
in eighth grade advanced math for 2023–24. Not placing these students into advanced 
math had a meaningful negative effect on only three schools’ advanced coursework 

Florida’s “Middle School 
Acceleration” indicator 
was cited during VBOE 
meetings as the model 
for the SPSF advanced 
coursework indicator.   

 

 

 

The 2025 Appropriation 
Act included $1 million in 
grant funding for school 
divisions to expand ac-
cess to online advanced 
math programming and 
for advanced math 
teacher credentialing. 

 

 

 

The advanced math 
coursework indicator 
score is calculated as the 
number of students 
achieving a passing score 
(i.e., proficient or ad-
vanced) on an eighth 
grade SOL for an ad-
vanced math course (Al-
gebra I or higher) divided 
by the total number of 
eighth graders taking that 
assessment plus any 
eighth grader who scored 
advanced on their sev-
enth grade assessment 
the previous year but 
who did not take an 
eighth grade advanced 
math course. 
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indicator score (i.e., contributed to an indicator score of  less than 80). In fact, students 
who took eighth grade advanced math but did not pass the course’s SOL more com-
monly caused lower scores for schools. In addition, the indicator aligns with the policy 
intent of  recently passed legislation. HB 2686 (2025) encourages school divisions to 
set policies to automatically enroll “eligible students” in advanced or accelerated math-
ematics based on prior years’ SOL scores (sidebar). The law’s threshold for “eligible 
students” is set at a level that includes students scoring advanced and some scoring 
proficient on their assessment in the previous year; this is more inclusive than the re-
quirements of  the advanced coursework indicator (i.e., only students scoring ad-
vanced).  

Adding more indicators are policy decisions and 
would increase complexity of accountability system  
As of  December 2025, VBOE is considering several additional indicators as part of  
proposed changes to the state ESSA plan. The board had not finalized or approved 
any new indicators when this report was published. JLARC did not fully evaluate the 
specifics of  the newly proposed indicators because they were first proposed at VBOE’s 
November 2025 meeting and limited information was available about them when this 
report was published. 

Adding new indicators to the SPSF would require thoughtful consideration of  the 
advantages and disadvantages. Each indicator signals state priorities and provides in-
sight into school performance. However, additional indicators would increase the com-
plexity of  the system and could further divide schools’ focus, which might result in 
less attention to existing indicators that are higher priorities. Likewise, adding new in-
dicators would require reducing the weight of  existing indicators, diminishing their 
effect on schools’ scores.  

Social studies indicator would add accountability for a core subject 
but would reduce assessment flexibility  
The board is currently considering adding a social studies proficiency indicator to the 
framework as part an amendment to the state ESSA plan. The proposed social studies 
indicator would be applicable to each school level and use a proficiency scoring index 
to award points based on student performance on social studies SOLs. Under the pro-
posal, VBOE would weigh the indicator at 5 percent for elementary schools, 7.5 per-
cent for middle schools, and 5 percent for high schools. Scoring would be based on 
the index applicable to other subject areas (social studies tests have 3 performance 
levels). The indicator has been proposed to be put in place for the 2026–27 school 
year.  

The state may want to consider adding a social studies indicator to the SPSF for several 
reasons. Social studies is the only core subject area that is not included in the frame-
work, and some school leaders expressed concern about its exclusion. For example, an 

HB 2686 defines eligible 
students as any student 
who receives a score on 
an end-of-year SOL math 
assessment that is in the 
statewide, grade-level 
upper quartile. 
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elementary principal noted: “If  not monitored, it doesn’t get done. If  you’re a reading 
teacher who also teaches Virginia Studies, you’re incentivized to skip Virginia Studies 
to continue the reading lesson.” Furthermore, eight of  16 comparison states include a 
social studies indicator in their system.  

However, adding a social studies proficiency indicator would reduce or eliminate 
school divisions’ assessment flexibility. Schools currently are permitted to offer local 
alternative assessments instead of  end-of-course SOL tests for social studies courses 
that would become subject to the accountability system under the proposal (sidebar). 
Adding the social studies proficiency indicator would require schools to administer a 
social studies SOL in lieu of  or in addition to a local alternative assessment for certain 
social studies courses (sidebar). School leaders and advocates for history and social 
studies instruction have noted that this loss of  flexibility could be detrimental. They 
emphasized local alternative assessments can be more useful than a multiple-choice 
SOL test for allowing students to demonstrate their skills and understanding, such as 
through a project, presentation, or writing assignment.    

Advanced coursework in social studies and science could benefit some 
students but could be difficult to implement for some schools 
As part of  an amendment to the state ESSA plan, the board is also currently consid-
ering expanding the framework’s middle school advanced coursework indicator to in-
clude social studies and science for the 2027–28 school year. Under the proposal, ad-
vanced coursework would be defined as taking certain high school level courses and 
completing an end-of-course assessment during middle school (sidebar). The 10 per-
cent weight currently allocated to advanced math coursework would be reallocated as 
6 percent for advanced math coursework and 2 percent each for social studies and 
science. Half  of  a school’s indicator score would be based on the percentage of  stu-
dents taking an advanced social studies or science assessment who passed (the same 
approach used for the existing advanced math coursework indicator). The other half  
of  a school’s indicator score would be based on student “access” to advanced course-
work. The exact method for calculating the access portion of  the score has not been 
released with sufficient detail to be evaluated at the time of  this report.  

Board members and VDOE staff  cited benefits of  taking advanced (i.e., high school) 
social studies and/or science courses in middle school. These benefits include building 
a foundation for subsequent high school courses and “freeing up” space in students’ 
high school schedules for other courses and opportunities (e.g., dual enrollment, AP 
courses, work-based learning experiences, etc.). They also indicated completing ad-
vanced courses demonstrates “readiness” for high school. 

Some schools could find it difficult to meet the requirements of  the expanded ad-
vanced coursework indicator. According to a VDOE presentation to the board, far 
more middle schools had at least one student pass an SOL assessment for advanced 
math (96 percent) than advanced science (38 percent) or social studies (36 percent). 
This likely indicates that relatively fewer middle schools offer advanced science or 

According to VDOE, Earth 
Science would qualify for 
advanced science course-
work and World Geogra-
phy or World History I 
would qualify for ad-
vanced social studies 
coursework. 

 

 

 

HB1957 (2025) permits 
schools to use a local al-
ternative assessment for 
school social courses. At 
the high school level, lo-
cal alternative assess-
ments can be used to 
award students with the 
verified credit necessarily 
to meet graduation re-
quirements.  

 

 

 
The proposed social stud-
ies indicator would be 
based on SOL tests for 
Virginia Studies (5th 
grade), Civics & Econom-
ics (8th grade), and Vir-
ginia & U.S. History (typ-
ically 11th grade). 
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social studies courses. Some middle schools do not currently offer these courses be-
cause of  a lack of  qualified teachers or too few students who would take the course to 
justify a course section. Finally, the indicator could make student scheduling more dif-
ficult. Students would have to be placed in accelerated coursework prior to 8th grade or 
take two courses of  the same subject during 8th grade in order to both meet the state’s 
middle school coursework requirements and participate in advanced coursework while 
still in middle school (sidebar).  

Board is considering adding an integrated reading and writing 
indicator as a measure of student readiness  
The board is currently considering adding an integrated reading and writing (IRW) 
indicator to the framework as part the amendment to the state ESSA plan. Under the 
proposal, the IRW indicator would be in place beginning in the 2026–27 school year 
and would comprise 5 percent of  elementary and middle schools’ scores. The indicator 
would be based on the IRW SOL test, but it is currently unclear how the indicator 
would be scored (sidebar). According to VDOE, the IRW assessment would measure 
students’ readiness for the next level of  school because the assessment requires stu-
dents to demonstrate skills—such as reading, writing, creativity, and critical thinking—
that are acquired throughout their time in elementary and middle school.  

 

 

 

The IRW SOL comprises 
technology-enhanced, 
multiple-choice items and 
a writing prompt based 
on history or science con-
tent. The Integrated 
Reading and Writing as-
sessment has been re-
quired for 5th and 8th 
grade since 2024. 

 

 

 

Middle school students 
are required to complete 
Civics & Economics (typi-
cally 8th grade) and 8th 
Grade Science prior to 
entering high school. 
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7 Accounting for English Learners 
 

The federal Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) increased the emphasis on schools’ 
roles in educating English learners. ESSA introduced new requirements for how Eng-
lish learners are measured and included in school accountability. Under ESSA, states 
must consider English learners’ (i) progress toward English proficiency and (ii) 
achievement in grade-level content when evaluating school performance. These re-
quirements are an effort to ensure that English learners are making progress toward 
language proficiency and that their academic progress is tracked alongside other stu-
dent groups. The emphasis reflects a recognition that English learners face unique 
challenges understanding academic content instruction while also learning English, 
and that schools play a central role in supporting these students’ language development 
and overall academic success.  

English learners are students whose native language is one other than English and 
whose difficulties speaking, reading, writing, or understanding English may hinder 
their education (sidebar). The majority of  English learners are born in the United 
States; however, some are born in other countries and immigrate to the U.S. Students 
who immigrate to the U.S. are considered “recently arrived English learners” for the 
first 12 months they are enrolled in a U.S. public school. Recently arrived English 
learners can include students with refugee status, unaccompanied minors, students 
with limited or interrupted formal education, and those with more formal schooling.   

In fall 2024, Virginia had more than 146,600 English learners, speaking over 280 lan-
guages. English learners made up 12 percent of  the state’s K–12 student population, 
similar to the nationwide proportion of  11 percent. The number of  English learners 
in Virginia has grown substantially over the past decade. Between the 2015–16 and 
2024–25 school years, the English learner population increased 48 percent. English 
learner enrollment varies by school and division. Urban and suburban divisions—par-
ticularly those in Northern Virginia—tend to serve the most and highest shares of  
English learners, while many rural divisions have relatively few.  

This chapter focuses on the two ways Virginia’s new accountability system—the 
School Performance & Support Framework (SPSF)—includes English learners when 
evaluating school performance. First, it considers the timeline used by the SPSF for 
counting English learners’ assessment scores toward the calculations for proficiency 
and growth indicators. Second, it examines how the SPSF accounts for English learn-
ers’ progress toward English language proficiency (ELP). 

Students are identified as 
English learners through 
a home language survey 
and English proficiency 
assessment. Once identi-
fied, these students re-
ceive language instruc-
tion and academic 
support until they be-
come proficient in Eng-
lish. Schools reassess 
their language proficiency 
each year to track pro-
gress and determine con-
tinued eligibility. 
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SPSF’s inclusion of more English learners in 
proficiency, growth, and ELP progress is positive 
Federal ESSA requirements permit short-term exclusion of  recently arrived English 
learners when calculating school performance on proficiency, growth, and ELP pro-
gress indicators. The requirements provide states with options for phasing in recently 
arrived English learners into calculation of  these indicators after their first 12 months 
of  enrollment.   

SPSF’s timeline to include recently arrived English learners aligns with 
federal requirements and is supported by experts   
The SPSF excludes recently arrived English learners from proficiency, growth, and 
ELP progress indicators, phasing in their inclusion in these indicators beginning in 
their second year (after three semesters), which aligns with federal requirements (side-
bar). Unifying Virginia’s state and federal accountability systems required bringing state 
exclusion criteria for English learners into compliance with federal requirements. The 
Virginia Board of  Education’s (VBOE) consultants estimated that because of  its 
stricter exclusion criteria, the SPSF incorporates an additional 35,000 English learners 
compared with the prior accountability system. 

Virginia’s prior accountability system allowed the exclusion of all English learners from 
proficiency, growth, and ELP progress calculations until their sixth year of  enrollment 
in Virginia public schools (i.e., after 11 semesters). These rules far exceeded both the 
timeline (five years versus one year) and scope (all English learners versus the ~10 
percent who are recently arrived) of  ESSA’s allowable exclusions for recently arrived 
English learners (Figures 7-1 and 7-2). These prior divergences from federal require-
ments were possible because Virginia’s state accountability system operated separately 
from Virginia’s federal accountability system. The rationale for these practices was that 
English learners need sufficient time for language acquisition before schools should 
be held accountable for their performance. 

Subject-matter experts agree that the SPSF’s shorter and more limited exclusion of  
English learners is an improvement over the prior accountability system. Earlier inclu-
sion of  English learners in proficiency, growth, and ELP progress indicators is im-
portant to (i) baseline and track students’ progress in these areas, (ii) direct resources 
to students who are struggling, and (iii) maintain schools’ attention on students that 
face the greatest challenges. The expectation, though, is not that students should reach 
language proficiency by their second year. Because of  its exclusion rules, the prior 
system was unable to adequately measure English learners’ academic performance or 
language acquisition progress and risked schools underprioritizing English learners’ 
performance.  

ESSA’s 12-month exclu-
sion for recently arrived 
English learners is opera-
tionalized as three se-
mesters or students’ sec-
ond year of enrollment 
because only the months 
when school is in session 
are counted. Federal law 
intends the test scores of 
recently arrived English 
learners’ to be excluded 
for only a single yearly 
testing cycle. 

 

 

 “That says ‘We don’t care 
if English learners learn 
academic content.’ That 
sends the wrong 
message to schools. I’ve 
never heard of that. 

” 
– Subject-matter expert  

 

“When I learned [the prior 
English learner exclusion 
rules], I had to take a 
walk. It’s beyond what 
I’ve seen in any other 
state. Just crazy given 
how we know English 
learners acquire 
language. It’s very 
important to do early 
intervention, especially in 
earlier grades. 

” 
– Subject-matter expert  
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FIGURE 7-1 
Prior accountability system excluded more English learners than permitted by 
ESSA  

 
SOURCE: JLARC summary of the School Performance & Support Framework change to criteria for English learner 
exclusion.    
NOTE: Other English learners include those born in the United States and students who were previously considered 
recently arrived but who have been enrolled in U.S. public schools for longer than 12 months. Exclusion of all Eng-
lish learners applied only to Virginia’s prior state accountability system, which operated separately from its federal 
accountability system.  

FIGURE 7-2  
Prior accountability system excluded all English learners for up to five years 

 
SOURCE: JLARC summary of the School Performance & Support Framework change to timeline for English learner 
exclusion.    
NOTE: The prior exclusion timeline applied only to Virginia’s state accountability system, which operated separately 
from its federal accountability system. The SPSF includes recently arrived English learners in ELP progress, profi-
ciency, and math growth in year two and in reading growth in year three. Excluding recently arrived English learners 
for three semesters under the SPSF generally results in taking assessments in the second year of enrollment, since 
those assessments are administered in the spring. 

Virginia’s prior English learner exclusion practices were an outlier nationwide. Experts 
interviewed were not aware of  another state excluding all English learners from pro-
ficiency, growth, and ELP progress calculations or excluding recently arrived English 
learners for such a long time period. Likewise, JLARC could not identify any other 
states using similar practices.  

SPSF criteria for when to include recently arrived English learners 
could be adjusted to help address schools’ concerns 
The rules guiding when to include English learners’ academic content assessments 
(e.g., SOLs) in schools’ proficiency and growth performance calculations are among 
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some stakeholders’ top concerns with the new framework. Principals, superintendents, 
and education advocacy groups expressed dissatisfaction with changes from the prior 
system, citing that (i) expecting English learners to reach academic proficiency by their 
second year is not reasonable and (ii) counting test scores of  students with limited 
language proficiency toward school performance is unfair to schools, especially those 
with more English learners. Ninety percent of  divisions responding to JLARC’s survey 
indicated that the SPSF’s rules for including English learners in proficiency calculations 
by their second year is too soon (sidebar). The perception that the new framework is 
overly strict likely stems at least in part from its contrast with the prior state system, 
which allowed for atypically broad and long-term exclusion of  English learners.  

ESSA provides two “exceptions” that allow states to delay including recently arrived 
English learners in proficiency, growth, and ELP progress indicators until their second 
or third year (Figure 7-3): 

• Exception A (used by the SPSF) allows states to delay including recently ar-
rived English learners in reading, math, and science proficiency; math growth; 
and ELP progress until their second year and reading growth until their third 
year (sidebar).  

• Exception B allows states to delay including recently arrived English learners 
in reading and math growth and ELP progress until their second year and 
reading and math proficiency until their third year (science proficiency would 
be delayed to the second rather than the third year because there is no growth 
measure for science). 

FIGURE 7-3  
Recently arrived English learners are included in proficiency calculations sooner 
under Exception A 

 

SOURCE: JLARC summary of federal law.   
NOTE: Under Exception A, recently arrived English learners are included in math growth but not in reading growth 
in year two because they are exempt from one administration of the reading Standard of Learning assessment in 
their first year. For both exceptions, recently arrived English learners are included in the ELP progress indicator be-
ginning in year two. Because there is no growth measure for science, recently arrived English learners would be 
counted for science proficiency in year two if they are in a grade assessed for science during that year (the same 
would apply to history/social studies tests if a social studies proficiency indicator were added to the framework). 

Exception A exempts re-
cently arrived English 
learners from taking the 
reading standardized 
test in their first year of 
enrollment, which means 
a reading growth score is 
not available in year two. 

Virginia previously used 
Exception A for its federal 
accountability system, 
which operated sepa-
rately from the state ac-
countability system. The 
SPSF’s use of Exception A 
represents no change 
from that federal system. 

 

 

 

JLARC staff surveyed 
school division superin-
tendents or their de-
signee on the new ac-
countability system. A 
total of 106 school divi-
sions (80 percent) re-
sponded to the survey 
(Appendix B). 
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Most states adopt one of  the two ESSA exceptions and are fairly evenly split on which 
approach they use. Of  other states examined by JLARC, eight of  18 use Exception A, 
nine use Exception B, and one takes a hybrid approach (sidebar). There is no consen-
sus among experts favoring one exception over the other.  

Virginia could change from using Exception A to Exception B for elementary and 
middle schools to partially address division and school concerns, while still aligning 
with ESSA requirements (sidebar). Exception B may be preferable to division and 
school staff  because it is generally more feasible for a student with limited English 
proficiency to demonstrate growth than achieve academic proficiency. Additionally, 
Exception B’s exclusion timeframe for reading and math proficiency (third year) is 
closer to the timeframe considered appropriate by school leaders in response to the 
JLARC survey—respondents generally supported excluding recently arrived English 
learners until their fourth year, on average. This change, though, would still align with 
both federal requirements and subject-matter experts’ recommendations on the im-
portance of  early inclusion of  English learners’ academic performance in accounta-
bility systems.  

Changing the exception would result in one additional test being required for recently 
arrived English learners in elementary and middle school. Under Exception A, recently 
arrived English learners are exempted from taking the reading assessment for their 
first year; they still take math and science (when applicable). Under Exception B, they 
would be required to take the reading assessment in their first year to create the base-
line needed to measure growth in year two. This additional reading assessment could 
increase the amount of  stress experienced by recently arrived English learners, who 
likely face challenges when taking assessments in English, especially a reading assess-
ment.  

POLICY OPTION 2 
The Virginia Board of  Education could direct the Virginia Department of  Education 
to modify the state’s Every Student Succeeds Act plan so that elementary and middle 
schools are subject to Exception B for excluding recently arrived English learners from 
schools’ proficiency and growth calculations under the School Performance & Support 
Framework.   

The board is currently considering changes to the framework that would address Policy 
Option 2 as part of  an amendment to the state ESSA plan. The proposed change 
would apply Exception B rather than Exception A to recently arrived English learners 
in grades 3 through 8. The board discussed potential changes at its November 2025 
meeting but had not finalized and approved those changes at the time of  publication 
of  this report. 

A switch from Exception A to B for elementary and middle schools would affect only 
a small number of  students and have a minimal effect on most schools’ summative 

Exception B cannot be 
applied to high schools 
under the current SPSF 
because the SPSF does 
not include growth indi-
cators at the high school 
level. A hybrid approach 
could be used to apply 
Exception B to elemen-
tary and middle schools 
and maintain Exception A 
for high schools.  

 

 

 

States can treat recently 
arrived English learners 
the same as any other 
student (i.e., no exclusion 
from calculations), or 
states can apply a hy-
brid of Exception A and 
B, as long as the criteria 
for when each exception 
is used is consistently ap-
plied (e.g., based on the 
school level).  
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scores. Recently arrived English learners are a small subset of  the total student popu-
lation. They represented 5 percent or more of  tested students in only 14 elementary 
and middle schools in the state in the 2023–24 school year.  

If  the ESSA exception for elementary and middle schools is changed, it should be 
done so by the June prior to the school year it takes effect to allow schools and students 
sufficient preparation time. Because recently arrived English learners would need to 
take a reading assessment earlier under Exception B, schools might need to shift staff-
ing and other resources to prepare. This would also allow recently arrived English 
learners and their teachers to be aware from the beginning of  the school year that 
these students will be expected to take the reading assessment in their first year.  

SPSF’s ELP progress indicator should be refined to 
credit incremental and significant progress 
ESSA requires state accountability systems to include an indicator that measures 
English learners’ progress toward achieving ELP. This requirement is intended to en-
courage or incentivize K–12 schools to provide English learners with the resources 
and instruction necessary to develop English language vocabulary and skills, which are 
critical for students to succeed academically. This indicator must be based on English 
learners’ performance on each state’s annual ELP assessment (sidebar), compare stu-
dents’ proficiency from one year to the next, and be given “substantial” weight in the 
accountability system. Beyond these requirements, states have flexibility in how they 
score and weight the indicator.  

The ELP progress indicator is 10 percent of  each school’s summative score in the 
SPSF. Schools receive credit toward the indicator based on the percentage of  their 
English learners that make progress toward achieving ELP (sidebar). Progress is meas-
ured annually using the WIDA ACCESS assessment (sidebar), with each student’s 
scores compared to their scores from the previous year. Students who meet their tar-
get—which is set by the Virginia Department of  Education (VDOE) and is relative to 
each student’s grade and proficiency level in the previous year—earn credit for their 
school on the ELP progress indicator. Figure 7-4 illustrates how the ELP progress 
indicator is calculated.  

The SPSF’s ELP progress indicator aligns with federal requirements and reflects com-
monly used practices in other states and subject-matter expert recommendations. Like 
other states, Virginia’s indicator is based on the percentage of  students making meas-
urable progress toward ELP. The majority of  other states also use the WIDA ACCESS 
assessment to measure ELP, and it is well regarded by experts. Further, the indicator 
is weighted similarly in comparison states’ accountability systems, which typically ac-
counts for between 5 and 10 percent of  schools’ overall ratings. Subject-matter experts 
confirmed the SPSF’s approach is comparable to other states and consistent with best 
practices.  

A school must have at 
least 15 English learners 
with two years of ELP as-
sessment results for the 
ELP progress indicator to 
count toward their ac-
countability rating; 
schools with fewer are 
not measured on this in-
dicator. 

 

 

 

Under ESSA, states are re-
quired to assess English 
learners’ ELP annually.  

 

 

 

The WIDA ACCESS as-
sessment was developed 
by WIDA, a consortium of 
36 states’ departments of 
education based at the 
University of Wisconsin–
Madison, which develops 
English language stand-
ards and assessments. 
Virginia has been using 
the WIDA ACCESS as the 
statewide ELP assessment 
since 2007.  
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The SPSF’s ELP progress indicator improves on the state’s prior accountability system. 
The prior accountability system combined ELP progress with reading proficiency and 
growth measures into a single indicator. This obscured and de-emphasized ELP pro-
gress results (Chapter 2). The SPSF’s distinct ELP progress indicator gives better vis-
ibility into English learners’ outcomes, which is in line with ESSA’s intent. Further, the 
SPSF measures schools based on all English learners’ progress, not just those who are 
doing well. As with the proficiency and growth indicators, the prior accountability sys-
tem excluded students’ ELP progress scores until their sixth year of  enrollment if  they 
were not making sufficient progress. The SPSF includes students on the ELP progress 
indicator after one year, which helps schools and the state track progress, target sup-
port, and focus on students with the greatest needs much earlier in their academic 
career. 

FIGURE 7-4 
ELP progress indicator measures percentage of English learners in a school who 
are making sufficient progress toward language proficiency 

 
SOURCE: JLARC staff.   
NOTE: Progress considered “sufficient” if student meets VDOE’s target, which is relative to student’s grade and English 
language proficiency level in the previous year.   

While most stakeholders did not express concern with the SPSF’s ELP progress indi-
cator, some stakeholders thought the indicator has too much weight in the framework. 
As one school division leader described on JLARC’s survey, the indicator “has a heavy 
percentage considering that some school systems have a very low percentage of  [Eng-
lish learners].” However, this weighting reflects the federal requirement for the ELP 
progress indicator to have “substantial” weight and aligns with other states. In addi-
tion, subject-matter experts indicated its weight is appropriate. 
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Despite an overall acceptable design, the ELP progress indicator could be strength-
ened by using index scoring. The current scoring method only provides credit (i.e., 
awards a point) for students who meet their growth target. This means that students 
who make some progress but fall short of  the target receive no credit. As discussed in 
Chapter 5, research indicates this binary approach can incentivize schools to focus 
only on students near the growth target (“bubble kids”) and focus less or not at all on 
students who are far below the target. Additionally, the scoring method does not dif-
ferentiate between meeting and exceeding a student’s growth target, meaning schools 
are not rewarded for high-performing students. With index scoring, schools could re-
ceive credit for English learners making sufficient progress but also receive (i) partial 
credit for students who make progress but fall short of  their growth target and (ii) 
extra credit for those making significant progress (sidebar). This is more likely to in-
centivize schools to focus on students across the entire performance spectrum and 
more thoroughly reflect students’ actual progress.  

Using index scoring for the ELP progress indicator would be consistent with VBOE’s 
policy rationale for other SPSF indicators and reflect the scoring approach supported 
by subject-matter experts. VBOE determined that an index “is both fairer for schools 
and values students who advance along the full performance spectrum” and therefore 
used index scoring for other indicators in the framework. It is unclear why the board 
did not apply an index to the ELP progress indicator. In addition, in interviews, sub-
ject-matter experts supported scoring the ELP progress indicator with an index. 

RECOMMENDATION 7 
The Virginia Board of  Education should change the English language proficiency pro-
gress indicator used in the School Performance & Support Framework to be scored 
based on a performance index. 

Changing the ELP progress indicator’s scoring would not need to be sequenced after 
any other changes made to the framework. VDOE leadership indicated the depart-
ment “can evaluate and determine whether to incorporate this [recommendation]” af-
ter it updates its WIDA ACCESS assessment standards using data from WIDA’s as-
sessment update, anticipated in July 2026. 

Using an index approach to score the ELP progress indicator would affect schools’ 
overall ratings. Two scenarios modeled by JLARC staff  using 2023–24 data showed 
that scoring the ELP progress indicator using a performance index would likely in-
crease schools’ ELP progress indicator scores (Appendix G). Because the ELP pro-
gress indicator accounts for 10 percent of  schools’ scores, this would translate to a 
small increase in schools’ summative scores and could potentially improve a school’s 
performance label if  its summative score was near the threshold.  

“Performance indexes, 
which give students 
credit all along the 
distribution vs a yes/no 
binary measure of 
performance, are 
superior. They create 
better incentives to focus 
on achievement all along 
the distribution. They’re 
less likely to be subjected 
to statistical distortions. 

” 
– Subject-matter expert  

 

VDOE would need to set 
the targets for partial 
and significant progress. 
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Reweighting should be changed for schools with too 
few English learners for ELP progress indicator 
Many schools do not have enough English learners for the ELP progress indicator to 
count toward their summative score, and therefore the indicator’s weight is redistrib-
uted to other indicators to calculate schools’ scores. In the 2023–24 school year, 740 
schools (42 percent) did not have 15 English learners with two years of  WIDA scores, 
the minimum threshold for inclusion (sidebar). For elementary, middle, and combined 
schools—which comprised 87 percent of  schools not measured on ELP progress—
its weight was redistributed to reading and math growth indicators. For high schools, 
which have no growth indicators, the weight was proportionally redistributed across 
all other indicators. 

Redistributing the weight of  an excluded indicator should minimize the difference in 
how schools with and without the indicator are being evaluated. Meaningful differ-
ences in how schools are evaluated can undermine the utility of  the results for com-
paring performance across schools and subject schools to different standards. One 
acceptable approach is to redistribute the missing indicator’s weight proportionally 
across all remaining indicators, which maintains their same relative influence on the 
summative score. Alternatively, the missing indicator’s weight can be redistributed to 
one or more indicators that measure similar aspects of  school performance to minimize 
changes to the substantive composition of  schools’ summative scores.  

By redistributing the ELP progress indicator’s weight to student growth, the SPSF 
meaningfully alters how a substantial portion of  elementary and middle schools are 
evaluated, reducing the comparability and fairness of  results. Student growth repre-
sents a different aspect of  school performance than ELP progress (i.e., all students’ 
academic progress on reading and math assessments versus English learners’ progress 
toward language proficiency). For schools where the ELP progress indicator is ex-
cluded, this redistribution meaningfully increases the weight given to growth from 25 
to 35 percent for elementary schools and from 20 to 30 percent for middle schools, 
while the weight of  all other indicators remains the same.  

The ELP progress indicator’s weight should be proportionally redistributed across the 
remaining indicators for elementary and middle schools. Proportional redistribution 
would improve consistency in how schools with and without the ELP indicator are 
evaluated. This in turn would produce results across schools that are more comparable 
and fairer. 

RECOMMENDATION 8 
The Virginia Board of  Education should modify the business rules in the School Per-
formance & Support Framework so that the weight for the English language profi-
ciency (ELP) progress indicator is proportionally redistributed across all other indica-
tors for all schools without sufficient English learners to include the ELP progress 
indicator in their summative score.  

Indicators are excluded 
from accountability cal-
culations when a school 
has fewer than 15 qualify-
ing students or does not 
serve the grade level(s) 
where an indicator is 
measured. For example, 
science proficiency—the 
second most commonly 
excluded indicator after 
ELP progress—was not 
measured for 45 elemen-
tary schools without a 
fifth grade, the year when 
science testing occurs.   
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Changing the reweighting rules for schools with too few students to count the ELP 
progress indicator could be done immediately and does not need to be sequenced or 
coordinated with any other changes made to the framework. According to VDOE 
leadership, they intend to make this change for the 2025–26 school year, although the 
change has not been discussed or presented to the board publicly as of  early December 
2025.   

The change would impact overall ratings of  some elementary, middle, and combined 
schools without enough English learners to receive a score for ELP progress. While 
the effect on schools’ summative scores depends on each school’s growth indicator 
score relative to their scores on all other remaining indicators, this change would result 
in a modest increase (1.6 points) in summative scores for the average school. This 
could result in a change to the performance label received by schools that are close to 
a threshold.   
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8 Accounting for Student Subgroups 
 

The federal Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) requires states to hold schools ac-
countable for student subgroup performance through both reporting and federal des-
ignation. States must report subgroup performance for each school, including on each 
indicator in its accountability system. States must also federally designate schools with 
underperforming student subgroups to identify schools needing additional resources 
and support to address achievement gaps. These designations include: 

• Targeted Support and Improvement (TSI) if  any subgroup is significantly 
underperforming, or 

• Additional Targeted Support and Improvement (ATSI) if  the underperfor-
mance of  a subgroup is persistent.  

At a minimum, ESSA requires states to hold schools accountable for students from 
each “major” racial and ethnic subgroup in the state as well as economically disadvan-
taged students, English learners, and students with disabilities (sidebar). In Virginia, 
the “major” racial and ethnic groups are those present in 5 percent or more of  the 
student population, which includes Asian, Black, Hispanic, and white students and 
students of  multiple races. Schools are held accountable for student subgroups only 
when they meet the minimum threshold, which is 15 in Virginia; subgroups with fewer 
than 15 students are included when calculating schools’ overall ratings but are not cal-
culated and reported individually. 

ESSA’s focus on student subgroups reflects a broader goal of  promoting equity in 
education. Without explicit attention to subgroup performance, a school’s accounta-
bility results could mask significant disparities between different student groups’ per-
formance. By requiring states to monitor subgroup outcomes and intervene when any 
groups are underperforming, ESSA aims to ensure that all students have access to a 
high-quality education.  

SPSF lowers TSI & ATSI schools’ performance labels, 
which emphasizes subgroups but has tradeoffs 
Virginia’s new accountability system—the School Performance & Support Framework 
(SPSF)—designates TSI and ATSI schools when reporting and identifying underper-
formance among student subgroups. In Virginia, a school is designated as TSI if  one 
or more of  its student subgroups’ summative scores are below a certain threshold, 
which is set at the level of  the highest-performing Comprehensive Support and Im-
provement (CSI) school (sidebar). TSI schools are designated annually. ATSI schools 

Economically disadvan-
taged students are those 
who are eligible for free 
or reduced-price meals, 
receive Temporary Assis-
tance for Needy Families 
(TANF), are eligible for 
Medicaid, or are identi-
fied as either migrant or 
experiencing homeless-
ness.  

English learners are stu-
dents whose native lan-
guage is a language 
other than English and 
whose difficulties speak-
ing, reading, writing, or 
understanding English 
may hinder their educa-
tion.  

Students with disabilities 
are those who receive 
special education and re-
lated services under the 
Individuals with Disabili-
ties Education Act.  

 

 

 CSI schools are the low-
est-performing 5 percent 
of Title I schools in the 
state, as well as certain 
schools with low gradua-
tion rates or that did not 
exit ATSI status within a 
given timeframe. See 
Chapter 4 for more dis-
cussion about CSI 
schools.   

 

 

 



Chapter 8: Accounting for Student Subgroups 

Commission draft 
70 

are designated every three years and, in Virginia, include schools that have consistently 
underperforming subgroups for at least two consecutive years. 

The SPSF automatically lowers schools’ performance labels by one level if  they have 
a TSI or ATSI designation. This means a school with a summative score of  85, which 
would normally be labeled On Track, would instead be labeled Off  Track if  it is desig-
nated as TSI. This adjustment applies uniformly, regardless of  whether the school is 
newly TSI, TSI for multiple subgroups, or ATSI because of  persistent low perfor-
mance.    

Lowering performance labels of TSI and ATSI schools is uncommon 
but emphasizes student subgroup performance 
The Virginia Board of  Education (VBOE) adopted the policy of  lowering TSI and 
ATSI schools’ performance labels to ensure subgroup performance is explicitly fac-
tored into school accountability results. Without this practice, student subgroups 
would only influence a school’s summative score and performance label as part of  the 
“all students” calculation for each indicator (sidebar). The board also adopted this pol-
icy to ensure schools’ SPSF performance labels align with federal designations. Be-
cause TSI and ATSI designations indicate performance problems, VBOE intends for 
these schools to generally be labeled Off  Track or Needs Intensive Support, signaling they 
are not meeting the state’s expectations.   

The SPSF’s approach to lowering schools’ performance labels based on TSI and ATSI 
designations emphasizes student subgroup performance. Because underperformance 
in one student subgroup can lower the school’s performance label, schools are more 
incentivized to focus on subgroup performance. In addition, the approach is simple 
to understand and avoids complicated calculations required with other methods of  
incorporating student subgroup performance into school accountability results, such 
as separate subgroup indicators or different subgroup weighting.  

Virginia appears to be in the minority of  states that emphasize student subgroups in 
accountability results, and its approach to doing so is not commonly used. Virginia is 
one of  few states—if  not the only—that lowers a school’s rating based on TSI or 
ATSI status.  

More broadly, most states do not explicitly factor subgroup performance into their 
method for assigning school ratings. Thirteen of  16 comparison states identified for 
this study do not factor subgroup performance into their state accountability system 
results. Instead, these states consider subgroup performance only when designating 
TSI and ATSI schools or reporting on subgroup outcomes. As a result, these states 
lack a mechanism for prioritizing subgroup performance in their accountability results, 
which means that schools with large achievement gaps among subgroups may still re-
ceive high ratings. This can have the effect of  reducing their accountability for ad-
dressing subgroup disparities, according to experts. 

Each indicator in the SPSF 
is calculated using the 
performance of all stu-
dents in the school, ex-
cept the ELP Progress in-
dicator, which is specific 
to English learners.  
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States that do account for student subgroup performance in their school ratings typi-
cally take one of  two approaches. Some states use a separate subgroup indicator that 
contributes to the overall school rating. For example, Georgia’s accountability system 
includes a “Gap Closing” indicator, which measures whether student subgroups in-
crease their academic performance annually. The indicator accounts for 10 or 15 per-
cent of  a school’s rating. Other states weight subgroups’ performance when calculating 
a school’s rating. For example, Colorado weights subgroup performance as one-third 
of  each indicator’s score, and those scores are then aggregated into a rating.  

However, both approaches have disadvantages. They add complexity to the accounta-
bility system, making it more difficult for stakeholders and the public to understand 
how school ratings are determined. Furthermore, a separate subgroup indicator must 
be assigned weight in the accountability system, which means other indicators receive 
less weight and therefore less priority. Finally, using a student subgroup indicator does 
not guarantee that schools will prioritize subgroup performance because these indica-
tors typically account for a relatively small portion of  a school’s score. 

Lowering TSI and ATSI schools’ performance labels is unpopular 
among schools but supported by some experts  
The SPSF’s practice of  lowering the performance labels of  TSI and ATSI schools 
reinforces the importance of  subgroup performance but is unpopular among schools 
and divisions. By design, the performance of  a relatively small subgroup can signifi-
cantly affect a school’s performance label, which some stakeholders view as punitive. 
On JLARC’s survey, 70 percent of  division leaders disagreed with the practice; only 10 
percent agreed (sidebar). Division and school leaders also expressed frustration with 
this practice in interviews, with some noting that a lower performance label could have 
tangible consequences for public perceptions and staff  morale (Chapter 4). For exam-
ple, a principal stated that lowering their school’s label from On Track to Off  Track 
because of  a TSI designation “would be devastating.”  

Subject-matter experts acknowledged that the SPSF’s approach to lowering TSI and 
ATSI schools’ performance labels can have negative implications for schools, but some 
considered these implications worth tolerating given the benefits of  emphasizing sub-
group performance and incentivizing schools to prioritize improvement. All experts 
interviewed for this study agreed that schools should not receive the highest perfor-
mance label if  they do not educate subgroups effectively. 

Experts disagreed somewhat about Virginia’s specific approach to adjusting perfor-
mance labels based on these federal designations, however. Some experts indicated 
that lowering the performance labels for all TSI- and ATSI-designated schools can be 
overly harsh and lacks transparency. One described the practice as a “manipulation” 
of  a school’s rating that obscures its true performance. However, other experts high-
lighted the benefits of  the approach, noting that it sends a strong signal that subgroup 
performance matters and that schools should be held accountable for all students’ 
performance. One expert described it as the most effective way to account for student 

JLARC staff surveyed 
school division superin-
tendents or their de-
signee on the new ac-
countability system. A 
total of 106 school divi-
sions (80 percent) re-
sponded to the survey 
(Appendix B). 

 

 

 

“If TSI [status] is 
meaningless and has no 
impact, are we losing 
sight of disparities that 
need attending to? 

” 
– Subject-matter expert  
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subgroup performance, emphasizing that subgroup performance should meaningfully 
influence a school’s overall rating.  

SPSF rules for how TSI and ATSI affect performance 
labels are imprecise and can be overly punitive  
The SPSF’s use of  TSI and ATSI designations to account for student subgroup per-
formance emphasizes subgroups, but the current practice needs refinement. By tying 
a school’s performance label directly to subgroup outcomes, the SPSF incentivizes 
schools to focus on historically underperforming students, aligning the SPSF with 
ESSA’s focus on subgroup outcomes. However, the current practice needs refinement 
to better align with federal intent and improve fairness.  

The first issue requiring attention is that lowering the performance label of  all TSI and 
ATSI schools does not account for the difference between the two federal designa-
tions. Under ESSA, TSI and ATSI designations serve distinct purposes: TSI is in-
tended to serve as an early warning that a school is at risk of  becoming ATSI, while 
ATSI carries more serious implications. In Virginia, ATSI schools are those that have 
been persistently identified as TSI over consecutive years. However, the SPSF’s current 
practice treats TSI and ATSI schools the same by lowering performance levels equally 
for both designations. 

The second issue is that lowering the performance label for all TSI and ATSI schools 
can be overly punitive. A school may be designated as TSI because a small number of  
students underperformed in a single year, so lowering its overall performance label is 
a substantial consequence for what could be a limited issue. Further, the same reduc-
tion is applied to all TSI and ATSI schools, even those that would already be labeled as 
low performing based on their SPSF performance label. For example, the performance 
label for an Off  Track school designated as TSI is further lowered to the lowest cate-
gory of  Needs Intensive Support, even though Off  Track already conveys the school is not 
meeting the state’s expectation.   

The SPSF’s labeling practices should be refined to place more focus on persistent stu-
dent subgroup underperformance and better align with federal designations. To ac-
complish this, the SPSF’s rules should be changed to specify that (i) TSI schools should 
not be able to receive the top SPSF performance label; (ii) ATSI schools should not 
be able to receive the top two performance labels; and (iii) schools scoring in the sec-
ond highest category and designated as TSI for two consecutive years should not be 
able to receive the top two performance labels. Figure 8-1 illustrates how this would 
compare to current practice. 
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FIGURE 8-1  
Recommended rules would improve some TSI and ATSI schools’ performance 
labels and better reflect differences between the federal designations  

 

 
SOURCE: JLARC staff.   
NOTE: Distinguished scores: ≥90.0; On Track: 80.0-89.9; Off Track: 65.0-79.9; Needs Intensive Support: <65.0.  

These changes would maintain VBOE’s emphasis on subgroup performance, while 
better aligning with federal intent and being less punitive. First, these changes would 
better differentiate between early-warning and persistent performance problems. 
Nearly all TSI schools (except those who would have been labeled Distinguished) could 
work to improve subgroup performance before their performance label is affected, 
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allowing the initial TSI designation to serve as a warning. Schools that remain TSI or 
are designated as ATSI, reflecting persistent student subgroup underperformance, 
would face the more significant consequence of  losing eligibility for the On Track label. 
Second, these changes would also maintain the board’s goal of  aligning TSI and ATSI 
schools with those identified as not meeting the state’s expectations. All ATSI schools 
would be labeled Off  Track or Needs Intensive Support, and many TSI schools—particu-
larly those with ongoing subgroup performance issues—would be labeled Off  Track 
or Needs Intensive Support. Finally, limiting the ability of  TSI and ATSI schools to achieve 
higher performance labels is less punitive than lowering the label in all cases, but still 
ensures that schools with low student subgroup performance do not receive the SPSF’s 
highest labels.  

These changes would partially address the concern that a small number of  students 
could disproportionately affect a school’s performance label, but not fully. If  a sub-
group underperformed in one year, resulting in an On Track school’s first TSI designa-
tion, the school’s label would not be affected. However, if  a subgroup continued to 
underperform, the On Track school’s performance label would be lowered to Off  Track 
—even if  the subgroup was just a small group of  students.   

RECOMMENDATION 9 
The Virginia Board of  Education should amend 8-VAC-20-132-270 F of  the Virginia 
Administrative Code to state that (i) no school with a federal Targeted Support and 
Improvement (TSI) designation for one year shall be labeled in the highest perfor-
mance category and (ii) no school with a federal Additional Targeted Support and 
Improvement designation or TSI designation for two consecutive years and scoring in 
the second highest category shall be labeled in the two highest performance categories 
in the School Performance & Support Framework. 

This change does not need to be sequenced with other changes to the SPSF; however, 
it would require regulatory action, which would affect the implementation timeframe. 
It would directly affect the performance labels of  some TSI and ATSI schools. Based 
on 2024–25 data, at least 199 schools could have received a higher label under the rules 
proposed in the recommendation than they received under the current system.  

Additionally, changing how TSI and ATSI designations affect schools’ performance 
labels would further underscore the need for VBOE to adjust the summative score 
thresholds used to determine each school’s performance label (Recommendation 2 in 
Chapter 4). In 2024–25, nearly all schools labeled as Needs Intensive Support received that 
label because their TSI or ATSI designation lowered them from Off Track—not be-
cause they scored below the threshold to be labeled for Needs Intensive Support. Without 
implementing Recommendation 2 (Chapter 4), Recommendation 9 would result in 
very few schools receiving the Needs Intensive Support label. As such, VBOE will need 
to review and adjust the lowest score threshold as recommended in Chapter 4, ensur-
ing that the updated thresholds continue to meaningfully differentiate school perfor-
mance considering the revised TSI and ATSI rules.  

“If a school continues to 
be TSI the next year, 
there should 
be…something more 
serious because [that’s] 
an elevated problem. 

” 
– Subject-matter expert  
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Examples of support ser-
vices intended to im-
prove student perfor-
mance include leadership 
or teacher training, provi-
sion of high-quality in-
structional materials, or 
assistance in properly us-
ing existing materials or 
teaching methods.  

Schools can use federal 
school improvement 
grants for any activities 
the school and state edu-
cation agency agree will 
improve student out-
comes, as long as those 
activities align with 
schools’ federally re-
quired improvement plan 
and are supported by evi-
dence. 

A key purpose of a school accountability system is to identify schools that need im-
provement and provide them with the resources and support needed to advance their 
academic performance to an acceptable level. An effective school improvement pro-
gram is one of  the critical components for ensuring that Virginia meets its constitu-
tional requirement to “seek to ensure that an educational program of  high quality is 
established and continually maintained.” The state and local governments share re-
sponsibility for supporting school improvement through both financial assistance and 
services. The Virginia Department of  Education (VDOE) has the responsibility to 
deliver basic support services to all schools (sidebar) in the state as well as more ex-
tensive services for lower- and lowest-performing schools. VDOE is also responsibl e 
for allocating supplemental support resources, such as federal school improvement 
grants, to these schools.  

Local school division leaders and staff are responsible for ensuring ongoing school 
improvement and coordinating with state school improvement efforts when required. 
School boards, which are responsible for direct oversight and operation of schools, 
must also monitor school performance and ensure that schools have the foundational 
components necessary for improvement to succeed, such as high-quality teachers, ef-
fective leadership, and use of  evidence-based instructional materials and practices. 

VDOE is redesigning and implementing a new school improvement program in con-
junction with the development of  the School Performance & Support Framewor k 
(SPSF). VDOE has several roles in supporting lower-performing schools. VDOE staff 
provide training and technical support, prepare materials, share best practices related 
to school improvement, and help schools diagnose the causes of low student perfor-
mance. VDOE also distributes federal school improvement grants, made available 
through Title I, Part A of  the Every Student Succeeds Act. These grants total $13.9 
million for the 2025–26 school year (sidebar).  

Providing effective school improvement services is 
difficult, but certain models can succeed 
Improving student performance in low-performing schools is exceptionally difficult, 
and research on success of  these efforts is mixed. A 2021 meta-analysis of  school 
improvement literature found that some school improvement efforts had a positive 
impact on student performance. However, other research has found no or even nega-
tive effects.  
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The federal government 
also allows states to dis-
tribute some additional 
Title I, Part A funding to 
support direct student 
services, such as paying 
for course enrollment or 
Advanced Placement 
exam costs. VDOE plans 
to distribute $10.4 million 
in direct student services 
grants in the 2025–26 
school year. According to 
VDOE, these funds will be 
available for all schools, 
but the agency will priori-
tize funds for schools 
with a federal designa-
tion. 
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Research indicates that not all school improvement strategies are successful, but states 
can improve the likelihood of  success by providing high-quality support for school 
improvement. In general, school improvement programs should:  

• Take a holistic view of  student performance. School leaders and/or state 
staff  should conduct a broad review of  student performance and outcomes, 
school staffing, school climate, and community attributes to identify factors 
that hinder student learning and the causes of  those factors. Other states, ed-
ucation stakeholders, and the federal government commonly refer to these re-
views as “needs assessments.” 

• Use high-quality, evidence-based practices. School leaders and state staff  
should ensure that school improvement interventions are backed by high-qual-
ity evidence. States can also support struggling schools by providing infor-
mation about evidence-based interventions and counseling school leaders on 
selecting and implementing improvement interventions proven to be effective 
in their schools’ circumstances.  

• Have sufficient staffing and resources. States must have a school improve-
ment program with sufficient staff  and resources to meet schools’ needs.  

• Be sustainably resourced and implemented. Research indicates that mean-
ingful school improvement can take several years of  sustained effort. This 
means that a program must be consistently delivered and supported with suf-
ficient resources over the long term. Temporary injections of  resources or dis-
ruptions to school improvement efforts make it less likely that those efforts 
will have lasting effects on student and school performance.  

• Be regularly evaluated for effectiveness and adapted when needed. The 
state education agency, as well as schools receiving state support, should regu-
larly assess the effectiveness of  school improvement efforts. Schools and the 
state should modify efforts, as needed, based on those results.  

VDOE is redesigning its school improvement 
program, but it is too early to determine its 
effectiveness 
A 2020 JLARC evaluation found several serious problems with VDOE’s approach to 
providing school improvement services. Based on the report’s conclusions, the Gen-
eral Assembly directed VDOE to develop a plan to create a more effective school 
improvement program. After development of  this plan, changes in VDOE leadership 
and philosophy about school improvement resulted in either changing or stagnating 
efforts to develop and implement more effective school improvement services.  

VDOE requested a one-time $50 million increase in funding for school improvement 
services for schools labeled as Off  Track or Needs Intensive Support during the 2025 

“The influence of factors 
beyond the control of 
schools is part of what 
makes achieving 
sustained improvement 
at schools such a 
challenge. 

” 
– 2014 JLARC report: 

Low Performing 
Schools in Urban High 
Poverty Communities 
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General Assembly. These funds, however, were not included in the Appropriation Act. 
VDOE has been attempting to use existing resources to develop a new approach for 
its school improvement program. 

VDOE staff  reported that the agency continues to provide support services to school 
divisions under existing memorandums of  understanding and to schools that have 
received a federal designation in past years (e.g., comprehensive support and improve-
ment [CSI]). However, the delay in the release of  the SPSF results meant VDOE had 
not begun delivering support to all schools identified as needing support as of  early 
December (which could be several hundred schools).  

Current VDOE leadership prioritized redesigning school improvement 
program 
VDOE has been led by three superintendents of  public instruction during the current 
administration, which has contributed to a lack of  a sustained, continued effort to 
make the school improvement program more effective. The prior superintendent had 
begun efforts to change the program, and a proposal was developed in 2024 for a new 
program. VDOE, though, discarded that version and began developing its current ap-
proach in late spring 2025. 

The state’s current superintendent expressed that developing an effective school im-
provement program has been a top priority for her since her tenure began in spring 
2025. She said organizational, staffing, and other changes were initiated to redesign the 
school improvement program. 

Redesigned program has positive features and appears to be an 
improvement over prior approaches  
Based on its overall structure, VDOE’s new school improvement program has the 
potential to deliver more effective support services than the agency’s prior program. 
The prior program, which stakeholders described as inflexible and overtly focused on 
teacher lesson plans, relied heavily on Office of  School Improvement staff  (OSI) to 
deliver a relatively uniform set of  support services to all schools identified as needing 
support (sidebar). VDOE’s new system, if  implemented properly, will instead have 
subject-matter specialists deliver tailored support to schools based on individual 
schools’ specific performance gaps. Appendix K includes additional descriptive infor-
mation about VDOE’s newly redesigned school improvement program. 

VDOE’s new program is decentralizing school improvement, moving away from OSI 
staff  as the primary providers and toward a program using staff  from various VDOE 
offices. VDOE is hiring additional subject-matter specialist staff  to provide this new 
support, alongside the agency’s existing staff  in those positions. This approach will 
allow VDOE staff  who specialize in academic and other school performance areas to 
provide support directly to schools. VDOE has also established several new offices 
and divisions to provide additional assistance.  

VDOE’s Office of School 
Improvement was for-
merly called the Office of 
School Quality (OSQ). 
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VDOE’s new school improvement program is designed to provide more tailored sup-
port to address specific classroom performance gaps. Rather than relying on a standard 
set of  services like the prior system, VDOE staff  will tailor school improvement ser-
vices to specific areas of  low performance and learning gaps identified in student per-
formance data. 

VDOE also intends to provide new tiered levels of  support, under which lower-per-
forming schools would receive the most intensive services. VDOE expects to base the 
amount of  support provided on schools’ needs. For example, the agency plans to re-
serve access to intensive support services, including support from OSI staff  and re-
gional student success specialists, for federally designated schools and schools labeled 
as Needs Intensive Support. Prioritizing intensive support services to the lowest perform-
ing schools is similar to other states’ approaches.  

VDOE is also changing how federal and state funding is allocated to schools needing 
support. VDOE is extending the length of  time federal school improvement grants 
will be available to federally designated schools from nine months to four years. This 
change will give schools more time to plan and implement sustainable interventions, 
as school improvement efforts can take several years to succeed.  

While developing its new school improvement program, VDOE staff  are also creating 
new support resources. These resources include items appropriate for all schools, as 
well as more time- or labor-intensive resources for schools with a federal designation 
or labeled as Off  Track or Needs Intensive Support. 

Lack of written plan for program and staffing workloads may hinder 
implementation, though a full evaluation cannot occur until services 
have been provided  
Though the new approach appears promising, it is too early to determine whether it 
will ultimately be successful. VDOE has not produced a formal consolidated plan de-
tailing the program but provided high-level information in a report submitted to the 
General Assembly in June and to the Virginia Board of  Education (VBOE) at the 
August, September, October, and November 2025 board meetings. (A recommenda-
tion to produce a detailed plan is included later in this chapter.) 

Lack of a written plan for the large-scale, complex redesign of state’s school 
improvement program could impede successful implementation 
VDOE’s plan to deliver tailored support services will require significant coordination 
among OSI staff, VDOE subject-matter specialists across other agency offices and 
divisions, school division staff, and principals, teachers, and other school staff, to de-
liver tailored improvement services to hundreds of  schools. While the agency has de-
fined the program’s scope across several VBOE presentations and other documents, 
it has not developed a formal, consolidated planning document to clearly define roles 
and responsibilities for VDOE staff, create protocols for interacting with and 
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delivering services to schools, and outline the types of  services that will be available to 
which schools. This lack of  a detailed, consolidated plan could make it difficult for 
VDOE staff  to deliver these services in a consistent and timely manner.  

The lack of  a formal plan or planning documents also makes it difficult for external 
stakeholders to understand and evaluate VDOE’s school improvement program. 
Schools and school divisions, without a formal planning document, may find it difficult 
to understand or anticipate their responsibilities in the school improvement process or 
services they will receive. Additionally, the lack of  a formal, consolidated plan makes 
it difficult for General Assembly members or other stakeholders to evaluate whether 
VDOE has established a program that will allow it to effectively deliver the services 
necessary to improve the academic performance of  struggling schools. 

New school improvement program’s emphasis on tailored support will be 
labor intensive and may be difficult to effectively execute with planned staff 
VDOE staff  emphasize that a key tenet of  the new school improvement program will 
be providing tailored services to address schools’ specific performance gaps—a posi-
tive and needed component. Providing these tailored services will be labor intensive, 
however, as VDOE staff  noted that support services would be developed to address 
schools’ unique student performance gaps. This will require identifying the specific 
root cause of  the gaps, then determining, designing, and delivering services to address 
those gaps at each school receiving these services.  

VDOE’s planned staffing levels may not be sufficient to deliver tailored improvement 
services to all lower-performing schools. While OSI staff  are no longer solely respon-
sible for delivering improvement services, they will still be responsible for delivering 
time intensive services like individualized leadership support and help completing doc-
umentation requirements. Under current staffing levels and using 2024–25 data, each 
of  the 14 OSI staff  members would be responsible for providing services to an esti-
mated 30 schools labeled as Needs Intensive Support or with a federal designation. This 
would be 36 percent more schools than OSI staff  were responsible for delivering sup-
port to in 2020 (22), and it is unclear whether staff  will be able to effectively serve that 
many schools.  

In addition, VDOE subject-matter offices, even once fully staffed, will have high 
school improvement workloads. For example, the math (10 staff), reading (six), and 
science (four) instructional teams within the Office of  Instruction will be responsible 
for providing direct support in their respective subject areas to low-performing 
schools. While these staff  will be responsible for delivering only a portion of  VDOE’s 
improvement services, each staff  member from these instructional teams may still be 
responsible for providing some tailored support to between 40 and 80 schools, de-
pending on the instructional area and VDOE’s allocation of  services (sidebar).  

These workload calcula-
tions assume VDOE will 
provide some level of 
subject-matter support 
services to schools la-
beled as Off Track and 
Needs Intensive Support, 
as well as schools with a 
federal designation that 
have math, reading, and 
science proficiency or 
growth scores at or below 
the 25th percentile of all 
schools.  
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Redesigned school improvement program’s effectiveness cannot be fully 
known until support services have been provided and rigorously evaluated 
Ultimately, the effectiveness of  the new program cannot be determined until services 
have been provided for long enough to be evaluated. A full evaluation of  the program’s 
effectiveness would entail a range of  qualitative and quantitative analysis. For example, 
potential evaluators would need to: 

• review VDOE staff  experience, qualifications, and workload; 
• interview staff  at schools receiving support about whether they found the 

support helpful, adequate, and effective; 
• examine whether VDOE support was sufficiently evidence based; and 
• analyze data to determine whether schools were demonstrating improve-

ment, and to the extent feasible, VDOE staff ’s contribution to that im-
provement.  

Because VDOE has only recently begun to provide support services under its rede-
signed school improvement program, the agency has not provided services long 
enough for these evaluation activities to be conducted. 

School improvement needs sustained attention and 
evaluation 
VDOE needs to develop and submit a detailed plan for the newly redesigned school 
improvement program to the General Assembly. In addition, VDOE needs to provide 
annual status updates to the legislature on program progress, including updates on key 
program activities, available and needed resources, program performance, and student 
and school outcomes. Both the detailed plan and annual updates should be directed 
through the Appropriation Act and required to be submitted to the House Appropri-
ations Committee, Senate Finance and Appropriations Committee, the standing edu-
cation committees, and VBOE. 

RECOMMENDATION 10 
The General Assembly may wish to consider including language in the Appropriation 
Act directing the Virginia Department of  Education to (i) develop and submit a one-
time, detailed plan for the state’s school improvement program by August 1, 2026, and 
(ii) annually develop and submit a status report that includes updates on key program 
activities, available and needed resources, program performance, and student and 
school outcomes. 

Providing improvement services to lower-performing schools is a critical state respon-
sibility that should be established in law, especially given the SPSF’s renewed commit-
ment to holding schools more accountable for performance. In 2020, JLARC recom-
mended responsibility for school improvement be directed in statute because the Code 
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of  Virginia did not require VDOE to provide effective school improvement services 
or specify the agency’s responsibilities related to this function. The 2020 recommen-
dation was partially implemented through 2021 budget language directing VDOE to 
develop a specific plan for school improvement, but that language is no longer in the 
Appropriation Act. 

Considering the critical role of  supporting low-performing schools and the sustained 
effort required for success, this responsibility needs to be established in the Code of  
Virginia. This will help ensure that future superintendents devote the necessary and 
sustained attention to this important responsibility.  

RECOMMENDATION 11 
The General Assembly may wish to consider amending §22.1-23 of  the Code of  Vir-
ginia to direct the superintendent of  public instruction to consistently and effectively 
implement the state’s program to support improvement of  low-performing schools. 

VBOE currently has statutory responsibility to develop the state’s accountability 
framework but no express responsibility related to the state’s school improvement pro-
gram. In addition to directing the superintendent to implement an effective school 
improvement program, VBOE should be expressly directed in statute to regularly 
monitor and ensure school improvement effectiveness. 

RECOMMENDATION 12 
The General Assembly may wish to consider amending §22.1-253.13.3 of  the Code 
of  Virginia to direct the Virginia Board of  Education to ensure the state administers 
an effective school improvement program to support low-performing schools. 

Successful state support for school improvement requires analyzing the outcomes of  
state support and making improvements as needed based on results. Because VDOE 
has just begun to implement the new school improvement program, it will be at least 
a year until there is any useful data or evidence to review its effectiveness. VDOE staff  
and school division leaders will need to regularly evaluate the program’s effectiveness 
in improving student outcomes and school performance. VDOE will also need to pe-
riodically evaluate how the state selects which schools receive support and the types 
of  support they receive (i.e., intensive vs. general support services). 

Given the agency’s history of  challenges designing and implementing a sustained 
school improvement program and the importance of  an objective, thorough review, 
VBOE should hire a third-party expert in educational performance improvement to 
evaluate the program after it has been fully implemented for at least one year.  
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RECOMMENDATION 13 
The Virginia Board of  Education should contract with a qualified expert to conduct 
an independent evaluation of  the effectiveness of  the state’s school improvement pro-
gram on a regular basis and use the evaluation results to direct changes to the program 
as needed. 

Finally, effective school improvement efforts require sustained implementation, in-
cluding consistency in leadership and vision. During the last four years, the superin-
tendent position has been occupied by three different people and the deputy superin-
tendent position, which oversees school improvement, has experienced similar 
turnover. If  the VDOE school improvement program continues to suffer from dis-
continuity or ineffectiveness, further structural changes may be warranted. For exam-
ple, the leader of  VDOE’s school improvement program could report directly to 
VBOE, which may provide additional, external accountability and could help provide 
stability if  high turnover of  superintendents and deputy superintendents continues. 
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Appendix A: Study resolution  
 

K–12 Accreditation  

Authorized by the Commission on November 7, 2024 

WHEREAS, the Constitution of  Virginia directs that the General Assembly “shall seek to ensure that 
an educational program of  high quality is established and continually maintained;” and 

WHEREAS, the General Assembly has granted the Virginia Board of  Education statutory authority 
to provide general supervision of  the public school system, and established the Standards of  Quality 
consisting of  seven standards related to instruction, staffing, student achievement, and accreditation; 
and  

WHEREAS, JLARC’s Virginia’s K–12 Funding Formula (2023) addressed funding and the staffing 
components of  the Standards of  Quality, but did not address accreditation; and  

WHEREAS, the Standards of  Accreditation are intended to ensure an effective educational program 
in all of  Virginia’s public schools; and  

WHEREAS, the Board of  Education’s “Regulations Establishing Standards for Accrediting Public 
Schools in Virginia” were adopted in 2024, replaced the previous accreditation standards in place since 
2017, and will be fully implemented in the 2025-2026 school year; and  

WHEREAS, Virginia public K–12 schools are also subject to Federal accountability requirements as 
outlined in the federal Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA); and  

WHEREAS, some school officials have expressed concern about the new Standards of  Accreditation, 
including how they will be implemented and the implications of  a school not being fully accredited; 
now, therefore, be it 

RESOLVED by the Joint Legislative Audit and Review Commission that staff  be directed to review 
Virginia’s recently revised accreditation standards for public K–12 education. In conducting its review, 
staff  shall determine: (i) the appropriate role and purpose of  school accreditation in ensuring a quality 
education system and incentivizing school performance; (ii) whether Virginia’s system uses appropriate 
criteria, and is sufficiently transparent and understandable; (iii) whether the implications and conse-
quences of  accreditation results strike the appropriate balance between accountability, assistance, and 
improving educational quality; and (iv) whether Virginia’s school accreditation standards and process 
are sufficiently aligned with federal and other applicable accountability frameworks. 

JLARC may make recommendations as necessary and review other issues as warranted. 

All agencies of  the Commonwealth, including the Board of  Education, Virginia Department of  Ed-
ucation, and all public school boards and divisions, shall provide assistance, information, and data to 
JLARC for this study, upon request. JLARC staff  shall have access to all information in the possession 
of  agencies pursuant to § 30-59 and § 30-69 of  the Code of  Virginia. No provision of  the Code of  
Virginia shall be interpreted as limiting or restricting the access of  JLARC staff  to information pur-
suant to its statutory authority. 
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Appendix B: Research activities and methods 

Key research activities performed by JLARC staff  for this study included: 

• interviews with state agency staff, local K–12 staff, and education stakeholder groups,  
• interviews with subject-matter experts in school accountability; 
• focus groups of  local K–12 school staff, including principals and school counselors, as 

well as local school board members; 
• survey of  school division superintendents; 
• analysis of  students’ academic and non-academic performance and outcome data; 
• review of  recordings, minutes, and materials from Virginia Board of  Education (VBOE) 

meetings;  
• review of  other states’ accountability systems; and 
• review of  other documents, research literature, and media sources.  

Interviews 
Structured interviews were a key research method for this report. JLARC staff  conducted more than 
60 interviews and 10 focus groups with approximately 130 individuals. Key interviewees included: 

• Virginia Department of  Education (VDOE) staff; 
• current and former VBOE members;  
• subject-matter experts;  
• local K–12 school staff, including principals and school counselors;  
• local school board members; and 
• education stakeholder associations.  

VDOE staff 
JLARC staff  conducted 12 interviews with VDOE staff, primarily from the Division of  Student 
Outcomes and School Quality. These interviews focused on understanding the functioning of  the 
School Performance & Support Framework (SPSF), federal school accountability requirements and 
limitations, VDOE’s role in school support and improvement, and the availability of  relevant data.  

Current and former VBOE members  
JLARC staff  conducted six interviews with current and former VBOE members that were involved 
in the development of  the SPSF. All members serving as of  June 2025 were invited to participate. 
These interviews focused on the SPSF development and implementation processes and their opinions 
on the design of  the SPSF, including the indicators, weighting, performance labels, and other reporting 
elements. 
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Subject-matter experts  
JLARC staff  conducted more than 35 interviews with subject-matter experts, including the two 
consultants VBOE worked with to develop the SPSF. These interviews focused on K–12 
accountability, reporting accountability results, student growth models, including student subgroups 
in state accountability systems, and school improvement.  

JLARC staff  conducted interviews with university researchers specializing in school accountability 
and education policy at Arizona State University, the College of  William & Mary, University of  
Delaware, University of  Massachusetts Amherst, University of  Virginia, and Virginia Commonwealth 
University and in student growth models at Arizona State University, Harvard University, and 
University of  Southern California.  

JLARC staff  also conducted interviews with staff  from research institutes focused on education 
policy, specifically the American Institutes for Research, Innovations for Poverty Action, National 
Center for the Improvement of  Educational Assessment, and NORC at the University of  Chicago, 
about student growth models. Staff  also conducted interviews with SAS Institute—which developed 
Virginia’s Visualization and Analytics Solution (VVAAS)—about VVAAS and value-added growth 
models more generally.  

JLARC staff  conducted interviews with subject-matter experts regarding the inclusion of  student 
subgroups in state accountability systems—specifically English learners and students with 
disabilities—including university researchers at California State University, Northridge, and University 
of  California, San Diego and staff  from research institutes specializing in education policy for specific 
student populations: the Migration Policy Institute and UnidosUS for English learners and the 
National Center for Learning Disabilities for students with disabilities.  

JLARC staff  conducted interviews with staff  from the Data Quality Campaign, Education 
Commission of  the States, EdTrust, ExcelinEd, and KnowledgeWorks— national education advocacy 
organizations—about school accountability, other states’ school accountability systems, and student 
growth models.  

Finally, JLARC staff  conducted multiple interviews with the two consultants VBOE hired to assist 
with developing the SPSF. These interviews focused on the SPSF development process; the design of  
the SPSF, including the indicators, weighting, performance labels, and other reporting elements; and 
school accountability more generally, such as other states’ school accountability systems and best 
practices.  

School principals and counselors 
JLARC staff  conducted six focus groups with 20 school principals, representing elementary, middle, 
and high schools. Principals were chosen from school divisions of  various sizes, demographics, and 
geographic locations around the state. The purpose of  these interviews was to gather perspectives on 
the design and implementation of  the SPSF, including positive aspects of  the framework, the 
implementation timeline, indicators, weighting, performance labels and other reporting elements, as 
well as how accountability results affect schools and their staff.  
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JLARC staff  conducted four focus groups with 15 high school counselors representing school 
divisions of  various sizes, demographics, and geographic locations around the state. The purpose of  
these interviews was to discuss the 3Es indicator, which is intended to measure college, career, and 
military readiness through student achievements in the pathways of  “enrollment,” “enlistment,” and 
“employment.” High school counselors play a key role in advising and assisting students in identifying 
and participating in opportunities and pathways for the 3Es indicator. The topics covered during the 
interviews included the appropriateness of  criteria being measured by the 3Es indicator, indicator 
scoring, framework implementation, schools’ ability to provide students with access to 3Es 
opportunities, and how accountability results affect schools and their staff. 

Division superintendents  
JLARC staff  conducted interviews with 13 school division superintendents who represented divisions 
of  various sizes, demographics, and geographic locations around the state. The purpose of  these 
interviews was to gather perspectives on the design and implementation of  the SPSF, including the 
indicators, weighting, performance labels, and other reporting elements. 

Local school board members  
JLARC staff  conducted three focus groups with 15 local school board members who represented 
school divisions of  various sizes, demographics, and geographic locations around the state. The 
purpose of  these interviews was to gather perspectives on the design and implementation of  the SPSF, 
including specifically the indicators, weighting, performance labels, and other reporting elements, as 
well as how school board members use accountability results.  

Education stakeholder associations  
JLARC staff  interviewed representatives from stakeholder organizations that interact with or have a 
role in K–12 education in Virginia, including the Virginia Association of  School Superintendents; 
Virginia Association for Teaching, Learning, and Leading; Virginia Education Association; Virginia 
School Boards Association; and the School Board Member Alliance of  Virginia. The purpose of  these 
interviews was to gather stakeholder perspectives on the design and implementation of  the SPSF, 
including specifically the indicators, weighting, performance labels, and other reporting elements. 

Survey 
JLARC staff  administered an electronic survey to all division superintendent offices in Virginia. One 
hundred and six divisions submitted a response to the survey (80 percent). The survey was 
implemented in July 2025, which was after the SPSF had been in place for the 2024–25 school year 
but prior to the results from that school year being released. 

Survey topics included questions about familiarity with and understanding of  the framework; 
development and implementation of  the framework; the framework’s indicators, design, and reporting 
of  results; and the state’s school support function. 
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Data collection and analysis  
Analysis in this report primarily relies on SPSF data provided to JLARC by VDOE, including 
individual student- and school-level indicator data, as well as the framework’s aggregated results. 
JLARC staff  also accessed and analyzed publicly available data from VDOE regarding school 
enrollment and student demographics; teacher vacancies, provisionally licensed teachers, and out-of-
field teachers; per-pupil spending; and results of  Virginia’s prior accountability system.  

Analysis of  SPSF results in this report uses the latest data available at the time of  the report’s release. 
The school level results for 2024–25 school year, the first year officially subject to the new framework, 
were released by the Virginia Department of  Education (VDOE) in early December 2025 (sidebar). 
Summary analysis in this report uses these 2024–25 school-level results. However, individual student 
level data for 2024-25 was not made available to JLARC. Therefore, some analyses that rely upon 
individual student level data use 2023–24 school year data, which was released by VDOE as part of  
unofficial projections for informational purposes prior to the framework’s implementation. 

SPSF and prior accountability system results (Chapter 3)   
JLARC staff  used VDOE’s aggregated SPSF results and its publicly available results from the most 
recent year of  the prior state accountability system to compare school performance under the two 
systems, including (i) the distribution of  schools receiving each performance label and (ii) the number 
and percentage of  schools receiving lower or higher ratings under the SPSF compared to the prior 
system.  

School characteristics and SPSF results (Chapters 3 and 5, Appendixes F and G)  
JLARC analyzed the relationship between SPSF results and school and student characteristics using 
aggregated SPSF results, VDOE Fall Membership data, School Quality Profiles data, and VDOE 
Positions and Exits data. JLARC staff  calculated correlations between schools’ summative scores and 
schools’ percentage of  economically disadvantaged students, English learner students, students with 
disabilities, students in racial and ethnic groups, provisionally licensed teachers, out-of-field teachers, 
and teacher vacancies, as well as schools’ enrollment and per-pupil spending. JLARC staff  also 
calculated correlations between individual indicator scores and schools’ percentage of  economically 
disadvantaged students.  

JLARC conducted several ordinary least squares regression analyses with schools’ summative scores 
as the dependent variable. The first group of  regressions included only student demographic 
characteristics (race and ethnicity, economic disadvantage, English learner status, and disability) as 
predictors to examine how much variation in schools’ summative scores is associated with these 
characteristics. A separate model was run for elementary schools, middle schools, and high schools, 
which had an R2 of  0.55, 0.51, and 0.61, respectively. Models were run separately for each level because 
of  their varied indicators and weighting. Schools with combined levels (e.g., elementary-middle 
schools) were not included in this analysis. An additional regression assessed the statistical significance 
and substantive effect size of  student and school characteristics. This analysis included the student 
demographic characteristics from the first analysis, as well as schools’ percentage of  provisionally 
licensed teachers, out-of-field teachers, and teacher vacancies, student enrollment, per-pupil spending, 
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VDOE region, geographic type (suburban, urban, rural, rural city), and school level. See Appendix G 
for more information about the regression results.  

JLARC performed two dominance analyses to assess the relative importance of  various school 
characteristics in explaining variability in schools’ summative scores. Both analyses included the same 
characteristics included in the second regression analysis, but the first grouped variables into sets 
(student demographics, school attributes, teacher workforce, and geography), while the second 
examined variables individually.   

Student demographics and prior accountability system results (Chapter 3, Appendix G)  
JLARC staff  used publicly available results from the most recent year of  the prior state accountability 
system (based on 2023–24 school year performance) and Fall Membership data to examine the 
relationship between the prior system’s results and student demographics. The average percentage of  
economically disadvantaged students, Asian students, Black students, Hispanic students, white 
students, English learners, and students with disabilities for schools that received Accredited and 
Accredited with Conditions labels are reported in Appendix G. 

Cut score modeling (Chapter 3)  
JLARC staff  used the new proficiency cut scores approved by VBOE in September 2025 to recalculate 
schools’ reading and math proficiency indicator scores, summative scores, and performance labels. 
Analysis was limited to elementary schools, excluding schools with combined levels (e.g., combined 
elementary-middle schools) and elementary schools missing the science proficiency indicator. Points 
awarded for students who took a VAAP assessment were not changed. The recalculated indicator 
scores, summative scores, and performance labels were compared with the original results. This 
analysis assumes no steps are taken to mitigate the effect of  the new cut scores on schools’ overall 
ratings and does not include adjustments for the proposed “approaching” category of  student 
performance during the cut scores’ phase-in period.  

SPSF results (Chapters 4 and 8)   
JLARC staff  used VDOE’s aggregated SPSF results to analyze (i) the distribution of  schools receiving 
each performance label by school level, (ii) how federal designation varies by performance label, and 
(iii) and how recommendations related to federal designation would affect schools’ performance labels.  

Proficiency indicator scores vs. SOL pass rates (Chapter 5)  
JLARC staff  used VDOE’s SPSF school-level proficiency data to compare proficiency indicator scores 
and SOL pass rates. Average SPSF reading, math, and science proficiency indicator scores were 
calculated based on the indicator scores of  all elementary and middle schools for each subject. SOL 
pass rates for each subject were calculated based on the number of  students across all elementary and 
middle schools who scored proficient or advanced, divided by the total number of  students who took 
the assessments.  
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Three-category proficiency scoring index (Chapter 5)  
JLARC staff  used VDOE’s SPSF school-level proficiency data to model how a change to the three-
category proficiency scoring index would impact schools’ proficiency indicator scores. For 
assessments subject to the three-category scoring index (science, high school reading and math, 
VAAP), students that failed their assessment were assigned 0.5 points instead of  0.75 points. Indicator 
scores were then recalculated with this scoring change and compared with the original scores.  

Proficiency and growth weighting (Chapter 5, Appendix G)  
JLARC staff  used VDOE’s aggregated SPSF data to model how changes to proficiency and growth 
weighting would impact correlations between schools’ summative scores and schools’ percentage of  
economically disadvantaged students, as well as impact schools’ relative performance. Schools’ 
summative scores were recalculated in two different scenarios where different weighting was applied 
to the proficiency and growth indicators: (i) weighting proficiency and growth components equally, 
and (ii) reversed weighting, where growth indicators were assigned the SPSF’s current weighting for 
proficiency and proficiency indicators were assigned the SPSF’s current weighting for growth. 
Correlations between summative scores and schools’ percentage of  economically disadvantaged 
students were recalculated for each set of  scores and compared against the original correlations. In 
addition, the bottom quartile of  summative scores from each new set of  scores was compared against 
the original bottom quartile of  schools. The change in the bottom quartile of  schools was calculated 
by dividing the number of  schools in the bottom quartile in the original data but not in the modeled 
scenario by the total number of  schools in the bottom quartile. Schools with combined levels (e.g., 
combined elementary-middle schools) were not included in this analysis. 

3Es indicator analysis (Chapter 6) 
JLARC analyzed high school 3 Es indicator results to determine the extent to which 3Es indicator 
scoring affects schools’ summative scores. This analysis used the SPSF’s 2024–25 school level 
summary results.  

Middle school advanced coursework (Chapter 6)  
JLARC analyzed school level middle school advanced math SOL assessment results to determine (i) 
the pass/fail rate of  students taking an SOL for an advanced math course, and (ii) the number of  
students who scored advanced on their 7th grade math SOL but did not take 8th grade advanced math, 
and therefore counted against their school as part of  the indicator calculation (e.g., included in the 
denominator). The purpose of  the analysis was to determine how each factor affects schools’ 
advanced coursework indicator score. 

ELP progress index (Chapter 7)  
JLARC staff  used VDOE’s individual student data for the ELP progress indicator to model how 
implementing a scoring index rather than binary scoring would impact schools’ indicator scores. 
Schools’ ELP indicator scores were recalculated using two hypothetical approaches to scoring an 
index: (i) 0.5 points awarded for making half  the progress currently required and 1.25 points for 
making 1.5 times the progress currently required, and (ii) an approach similar to the first but with 
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scoring that mirrors the four-category proficiency scoring index. Each set of  hypothetical scores were 
then compared with the original ELP indicator scores. See Appendix G for more information about 
the progress thresholds and point values used in each hypothetical approach.  

Proportional reweighting of ELP (Chapter 7)  
JLARC staff  used VDOE’s aggregate SPSF results data to model how a change to the reweighting 
rules for schools missing the ELP progress indicator would impact schools’ summative scores. The 
summative scores of  elementary and middle schools missing the ELP progress indicator were 
recalculated with different weighting, where ELP progress’s weight was proportionally redistributed 
across all remaining indicators rather than reallocated to growth indicators. The new scores for those 
schools were then compared against their original scores. Schools with combined levels were not 
included in this analysis. 

VBOE meetings  
JLARC staff  watched the recordings and reviewed the minutes and materials from all of  the meetings 
(work sessions, business meetings, and special meetings) in which VBOE discussed accreditation and 
accountability and developed the SPSF. These included the September, October, and November 2022; 
February, March, July, August, and September 2023; and January, March, April, June, July, August, and 
September 2024 meetings.  

Additionally, JLARC staff  monitored VBOE meetings during this study, including all presentations 
related to the SPSF and school support.  

Review of school accountability systems in other states 
Comparing Virginia’s new accountability system to other states’ systems was a key research method 
for this study. Staff  conducted a full 50-state comparison for certain high-level elements of  school 
accountability systems, such as the weighting of  proficiency versus growth and the presence of  certain 
indicators, such as college, career, and military readiness and chronic absenteeism. However, it was not 
feasible to compare every single aspect of  the SPSF to every other state’s system because that would 
require conducting an in-depth review of  the accountability system in each state, which is challenging 
given the breadth and complexity of  each system. Instead, the team selected a sample of  states for in-
depth comparisons.  

The main criteria for selecting the sample of  comparison states was (i) whether the state is a neighbor 
or is in the mid-Atlantic region; (ii) whether the state has similar demographic attributes to Virginia 
(similar size, student population, etc.); (iii) whether the state has been cited by experts as an example 
of  a good school accountability system; and (iv) whether the state has recently updated its 
accountability system—as this could provide examples of  recent trends  and how to implement a new 
system (Table B-1). In addition, staff  used three additional states with high proportions of  English 
learners as comparisons when analyzing the SPSF’s approach to holding schools accountable for 
English learners’ outcomes (Chapter 7). 

JLARC staff  reviewed other states’ ESSA plans, school accountability manuals, and guidance 
documents, examining, among other things, each system’s indicators, weighting, overall ratings, school 
report cards, other reporting elements, and student growth model (if  applicable).  
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TABLE B-1 
Other states used for comparison  

State 
Similar 

demographics 
Neighboring or 
regional state 

Cited by experts 
as a good example 

Recently updated 
K–12 acct. system 

Comparison for a 
specific indicator 

Colorado      
Delaware      
Florida      
Georgia      
Illinois      
Louisiana      
Kentucky      
Maryland      
Massachusetts      
Mississippi      
New York      
North Carolina       
Ohio      
Pennsylvania       
Tennessee      
West Virginia      
California     Growth, ELP 
New Mexico      ELP 
Texas      ELP 

SOURCE: JLARC staff. 
NOTE: ELP = English learners’ progress toward English language proficiency.  

Review of documents and literature  
JLARC staff  reviewed documents and literature pertaining to school accountability, such as: 

• the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) and related federal regulations; 
• Virginia’s ESSA plan; 
• Virginia’s regulations for the SPSF and the state’s prior accountability system; 
• publications from national organizations specializing in K–12 education and/or school 

accountability; 
• research literature related to school accountability and measuring school performance and 

student achievement;  
• publications and guidance documents from VDOE related to the SPSF and the state’s 

prior accountability system; and 
• state and local media reports. 
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Appendix C: Agency responses 

As part of  an extensive validation process, the state agencies and other entities that are subject to a 
JLARC assessment are given the opportunity to comment on an exposure draft of  the report. JLARC 
staff  sent an exposure draft of  this report to the secretary of  education and the Virginia Department 
of  Education (VDOE) and shared an exposure draft with the president of  the Virginia Board of  
Education (VBOE).  

Appropriate corrections resulting from technical and substantive comments are incorporated in this 
version of  the report. This appendix includes response letters from the secretary of  education, 
VDOE, and the president of  the VBOE. 

 



 
 Aimee Rogstad Guidera 
 Secretary of Education 

 
Patrick Henry Building • 1111 East Broad • Richmond, Virginia 23219 

(804) 786-2211 • TTY (800) 828-1120 
www.governor.virginia.gov 

December 9, 2025 
Dear Director Greer,  
 
Throughout my four years in this role, I have appreciated JLARC’s analytic research as a tool to 
improve decision-making so that Virginia continues to be the best place to live, work, and raise a 
family. It has been a pleasure to work with and learn from your team. Thank you for the 
opportunity to provide comments on Virginia’s K-12 Accountability System. This report 
documents the strength and quality of our new accountability system, the School Performance 
and Support Framework. The Framework is a core component of Governor Youngkin’s Day One 
commitment to restore excellence to education in every corner of the Commonwealth and to 
ensure that every Virginia graduate is prepared for success in life after high school.  
 
The new School Performance and Support Framework has been designed with two main goals: 

1) All education stakeholders—parents, teachers, principals, superintendents, taxpayers, and 
policymakers—will have access to quality, timely, actionable information about how well 
each K-12 public school is serving all students, and  

2) That every school not meeting performance goals will receive timely and productive 
assistance to improve.  

 
As the JLARC analysis states, this new accountability system is a marked improvement on the 
previous “accreditation system” that was complex, unclear, and produced meaningless analysis. 
For example, as the Commonwealth emerged from damaging pandemic school closures that 
contributed to the largest learning loss in the country in 4th grade math and reading, the former 
accountability system told Virginians that not a single school in Virginia was not “accredited.” At 
that critical moment, and always, our education stakeholders deserve a clear picture of school 
performance so that tailored actions to support and improve school and student success can be 
implemented quickly and effectively.  
 
With that goal in mind, over the past four years, the Governor’s office, the State Board of 
Education and the Virginia Department of Education have relied on a set of guiding principles; 
my hope is that the next administration and future Boards will continue to embrace the following 
fundamental values:  

1. Our guiding principle is high expectations for every student. Proficiency definitions will 
be set by benchmarking against the demands of Virginia employers and higher education 
demand as well as against states who have the most rigorous definitions of proficiency in 
the nation.  

2. Transparency and access to actionable information will be a hallmark of our approach 
and our new system.   



3. Student academic growth and proficiency are both vital measures, but the system must 
prioritize getting every student to proficiency.  

4. The purpose of accountability is to build trust between schools, parents, and students. We 
must provide necessary supports and work alongside schools in need of help. 

5. Stakeholder input is critical to this change process. Educators, parents, students, and 
education leaders will inform the Board’s process to build a state-of-the-art assessment 
and accountability system. 

 
We have operated with fidelity to these principles, engaging educators, parents, students, and 
education leaders through listening sessions and thoughtful conversation at every stage of 
development. We remained true in our values, successfully integrating continuous feedback into 
the process and final product, and the Student Performance and Support Framework is better as a 
result.  
 
JLARC’s analysis captures how the School Performance & Support Framework provides a more 
clear and useful picture of school performance that prioritizes greater transparency, 
accountability for results, and targets resources to the communities, schools, and students that the 
data tells us need the most support. Every Virginian can visit the VDOE website and find how 
well their community school is serving all students. This process is not intended to punitively 
label schools; our efforts are grounded in the belief that data is a tool of improvement and should 
be used not as a hammer, but as a flashlight. To this end, the Virginia Department of Education 
has been restructured to focus on this new high quality actionable data to support schools that 
need assistance, to learn from our high performing schools, and to ensure that every student 
receives what he or she needs to get back on track for success. Every school can be 
“distinguished,” and every student can graduate prepared for life. This is the foundational 
premise of every part of this new system and of the Department’s mission. 
 
Virginia is leading the nation in its embrace of excellence. While other states are dismantling 
their graduation requirements, gutting proficiency levels and minimizing merit, Virginia is 
doubling down on high expectations for every student and school, and has been recognized by 
respected national voices for this leadership. Virginia’s students, teachers, and schools deserve 
the dignity to be held to high expectations. The School Performance and Support Framework is 
critical to that promise of excellence for every student because it builds trust through 
transparency and capacity through data-guided supports. Your team points out that there are areas 
that could be improved upon; the Superintendent, her team, and the Board are already addressing 
many of the points you identify. My hope is that the next administration, General Assembly, and 
State Board of Education continue to embrace the high expectations agenda and guiding 
principles that have created the nation-leading accountability system now in place in the 
Commonwealth. Virginia’s students and schools thrive when our policy and education leaders 
maintain their steadfast commitment to ensuring every student is on track for success in life.   
 
With appreciation,  
 

 
Aimee Rogstad Guidera 



 

COMMONWEALTH of VIRGINIA 
 

Emily Anne Gullickson, M.Ed. J.D. DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION Office:  (804) 225-2057 

Superintendent of Public Instruction                                          P.O. BOX 2120                                                             Fax:  (804) 371-2099 

                      RICHMOND, VA 23218-2120

 
December 9, 2025 

 

Hal E. Greer 

Joint Legislative Audit and Review Committee (JLARC) 

919 East Main Street, Suite 2101 

Richmond, VA 23219 

 

Dear Director Greer: 

 

Thank you for the comprehensive report on Virginia’s K-12 Accountability System. The review offers 
valuable insights that contribute to the continued improvement of the School Performance and Support 

Framework. I appreciate the work and time invested in this review and welcome the opportunity to clarify 

several elements, address inaccuracies, and highlight areas for refinement.  

 

Organizational Redesign and Talent Strategy 

Since March 2025, the Virginia Department of Education (the Department) has executed a significant 

organizational redesign to improve coherence, collaboration, and operational effectiveness. These changes 

were informed by best practices and have positioned the Department to better serve schools and divisions in 

alignment with requirements defined in the School Performance and Support Framework. The Department 

has recruited high-caliber national talent and promoted exemplar staff into leadership roles to expand 
organizational capability. This positions the Department to meet the needs of students across the 

Commonwealth with greater precision and expertise. 

 

For example, a new Division of Student Outcomes and School Quality now connects assessment data, 

accountability measures, educator preparation, best practices, and school improvement. A new Division of 

Innovation, Student Pathways, and Opportunities supports key elements of the 3E Readiness Framework 

through advanced learning, military pathways, career and technical education, virtual learning, and 

innovative school models. The Office of Behavioral Health under the Division of Specialized Populations 

continues to provide critical support to combat chronic absenteeism as attendance matters deeply for student 
learning to occur. 

 

School Improvement Redesign 

The Department has modernized its approach to school improvement by implementing a research-informed 

model that promotes coordinated support across offices. This redesign streamlines communication and 

expands the expertise available to divisions and schools. Resources are directed towards best practices 

supported by strong empirical evidence. School and division leaders have more flexibility to prioritize 

investments that produce measurable gains for students, supported by a clear expectation for improvement in 

student outcomes. School improvement is now a shared responsibility across the Department, resulting in 

more robust and consistent support to schools statewide.  
 

Alignment of Federal and State Accountability Systems 

The report recommends automatically placing comprehensive support and improvement schools in the 

lowest state performance category. This recommendation conflicts with federal expectations and research-



based practices for school improvement. Federal identification is designed to direct targeted resources to 

schools that need support. Under the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), these schools must demonstrate 

two consecutive years of growth to exit federal status. Analysis of the 2024-2025 data revealed that all newly 

identified comprehensive support and improvement schools already fall within the two lowest performance 

categories in the state’s framework. As such, this already reflects alignment between state and federal 

systems. Many schools identified for comprehensive support and improvement in the 2023-2024 school year 
are making significant improvement and are on track to exit their designation once they meet the required 

two years of improvement, causing these schools to be identified as on track in the state’s accountability 

system.  

Recognizing such progress is essential to maintaining credibility in the accountability system, reinforcing 

effective practices, and sustaining momentum in schools that are moving toward successful exit from federal 

identification status. 

The 3E Readiness Framework Expands Opportunities  

The 3E Readiness Framework expands meaningful opportunities for students by strengthening preparation 
for postsecondary enrollment, employment, and military enlistment. It encourages schools to offer multiple 

routes to readiness, supported by skills, credits, and credentials that matter for postsecondary success. The 

report states that the 3E Framework masks the performance of lower-achieving students and recommends 

capping student and school scores. The Department respectfully disagrees. Such a cap would place an 

unnecessary ceiling on students’ ability to earn credits, credentials, and engage in experiences that directly 

contribute to their readiness for college, career, and military pathways. High schools across the 

Commonwealth have invested deeply in expanding these opportunities for all students and Virginia will soon 

realize the benefits of more prepared, skilled and credentialled graduates in its higher education, workforce 

and military settings. The revised accountability system recognizes the work schools have done and the 
achievement of students who have fully engaged in the opportunities afforded by the 3E Readiness 

Framework.  

Proficiency as a Priority, Growth as a Complement 

The Department affirms the value of student growth as one component of a balanced accountability system. 

The recommendation to weight growth equally or more heavily than proficiency does not align with 

stakeholder perspectives or research. Parents, higher education leaders, employers, and military 

representatives have consistently emphasized that graduates must demonstrate proficiency to experience 

success beyond high school. Research reinforces this perspective, showing that proficiency is a strong 

predictor of long-term student outcomes. While growth provides important information about student 
progress, an outsized emphasis on growth compared to proficiency risks signaling that mere progress toward 

proficiency is acceptable in place of actual readiness. The current framework prioritizes proficiency and 

incorporates growth to offer a more complete picture of student performance. This balance ensures that 

schools demonstrating strong outcomes are recognized, schools requiring additional support are accurately 

identified, and resources are allocated where they will have the greatest impact on student success. 

Thank you again for your thoughtful analysis and continued partnership in supporting students across the 

Commonwealth.   

Sincerely, 

Emily Anne Gullickson, M.Ed. J.D. 

Superintendent of Public Instruction 

EAG/TBD 

CC: President Grace Turner Creasey, Virginia Board of Education 

The Honorable Aimee Rogstad Guidera, Virginia Secretary of Education 



 

 

COMMONWEALTH of VIRGINIA 
 

VIRGINIA BOARD OF EDUCATION 

P.O. BOX 2120 
 

December 9, 2025 

 

 

Hal E. Greer 

Joint Legislative Audit and Review Committee (JLARC) 

919 East Main Street, Suite 2101 

Richmond, VA 23219 

 

Dear Director Greer: 

 

Thank you for the opportunity to provide feedback on the Virginia’s K-12 Accountability 

System report. I appreciate the thorough analysis and confirmation of the direction that the 

Virginia Department of Education (the Department), under the direction of the Board, is moving 

to strengthen the accountability system. The Department is implementing an accountability 

system designed to see every student, enabling us to celebrate success, elevate bright spots, and 

direct resources to the schools and students who need them the most. The Department has also 

redesigned its approach to school improvement to align to research-based practices and leverage 

internal expertise to strengthen supports for divisions and schools.  

 

I appreciate the effort invested in this review and welcome the opportunity to clarify key 

elements and outline areas of refinement.  

 

Broader Stakeholder Perspectives Are Essential 

The Board values the voice of stakeholders across the Commonwealth, including educators, 

parents, higher education partners, workforce representatives, military leaders, and students, to 

inform accountability and school improvement initiatives. These groups consistently offer 

insight into the knowledge and skills students need to succeed. 

The report heavily relies on feedback from division superintendents, school-based staff, and 

advocacy organizations. These voices are important. However, they represent a portion of the 

stakeholder landscape. Broader engagement of stakeholders would create a more complete 

picture of statewide expectations and would strengthen future analyses and recommendations. 

School Improvement Remains a Core Board Priority 

Improving school performance and student outcomes remains one of the Board’s highest 

priorities. Each month, the Board includes a standing agenda item dedicated to school 

improvement. This structure holds the Department accountable for progress and provides 

transparency to the public regarding the agency’s action to support improved outcomes. 



Under Board guidance, the Department has revised its approach to supporting schools and 

divisions through a research-informed, collaborative model. This approach shifts school 

improvement from the responsibility of one isolated office to making it a core focus of the entire 

Department.  

It is important to note that throughout the summer and fall, during discussions on the proficiency 

cut scores, the Board emphasized its joint responsibility with the Department to ensure that 

resources are prioritized for schools that need support and funding is being utilized on proven 

and effective practices. At the December Board meeting, the Board will review refinements in 

how the Department supports divisions operation under a memoranda of understanding. 

High Expectations Must Anchor the Accountability Systems 

Priority 1 of the Virginia Board of Education’s Comprehensive Plan is “To set and help every 

learner meet high expectations.” Growth is an important indicator of progress. However, placing 

too much weight on growth risks masking underperformance in critical areas. A student may 

demonstrate growth yet remain significantly below proficiency in reading. Under the report’s 

approach, this performance could be masked, resulting in schools not being identified for the 

targeted resources necessary to improve student outcomes. 

The report also recommends capping points for the 3E Readiness Framework. Providing multiple 

opportunities for students to demonstrate readiness for career, military, and college pathways 

supports the Board’s priority of high expectations. The accountability framework encourages 

divisions and schools to prioritize meaningful experiences that prepare students for success in 

career, military, and college pathways. Limiting this component would undermine that goal.  

Thank you again for the opportunity to share feedback on the Virginia’s K-12 School 

Accountability System report. I look forward to continued partnership to improve student 

outcomes across the Commonwealth.

Sincerely, 

Grace Turner Creasey, M.Ed.  

President of the Virginia Board of Education 

GTC/EAG 

CC:  Superintendent Emily Anne Gullickson, M.Ed. J.D., Virginia Department of Education 

The Honorable Aimee Rogstad Guidera, Virginia Secretary of Education 
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Appendix D: Decreases in student performance  
Virginia student performance declined in recent years across several areas measured by the state’s 
school accountability system. Virginia student performance on reading and math Standards of  Learn-
ing (SOL) assessments declined following the pandemic. The average 3rd grade reading SOL score 
declined 16 points between the 2018–19 and 2020–21 school years; math SOL scores declined by 47 
points over the same period (Table D-1). Overall pass rates also declined; 3rd graders were 12 percent 
less likely to pass the reading SOL and 35 percent less likely to pass the math SOL in 2020–21 than in 
2018–19. Eighth graders experienced similar declines in SOL scores and pass rates.  

TABLE D-1 
Third and 8th grade SOL performance dropped during and after the COVID-19 pandemic 

SOL  2018–19 2020–21 2021–22 2022–23 2023–24 2024–25 
3rd Grade Reading Pass rate 70.3% 61.1% 67.5% 66.1% 66.9% 66.9% 

 Average score 426 410 419 419 419 420 
3rd Grade Math Pass rate 82.2% 53.2% 66.7% 69.1% 70.1% 72.9% 

 Average score 445 398 417 422 422 428 
8th Grade Reading Pass rate 75.9% 69.1% 71.6% 70.7% 71.6% 73.4% 

 Average score 429 417 423 423 423 428 
8th Grade Math Pass rate 67.6% 28.5% 46.0% 48.4% 50.1% 50.5% 

 Average score 410 365 383 386 388 394 
8th Grade Science Pass rate 76.7% 56.3% 59.9% 60.7% 63.0% 65.7% 

 Average score 434 403 407 409 413 418 

SOURCE: JLARC analysis of Virginia Department of Education data. 
NOTE: The Virginia Board of Education changed scoring thresholds for proficiency on math (2018–19) and reading (2020–21) Standards 
of Learning assessments. These changes likely resulted in more students passing their assessment than otherwise would have, poten-
tially understating the true decline in pass rates.  

Virginia students’ performance on the National Assessment of  Educational Progress (NAEP) assess-
ments also declined following the pandemic. The proportion of  Virginia 4th and 8th graders scoring 
as proficient or better on NAEP math and reading tests declined by an average of  6.5 percentage 
points between 2019 and 2022. NAEP performance stagnated between 2022 and 2024, with the pro-
portion of  students scoring as proficient or better declining by an average of  2 percentage points on 
8th grade reading and math and 4th grade reading and increasing by 2 percentage points on 4th grade 
math. While many states saw declines in student performance during the pandemic, Virginia students 
saw relatively steeper declines. For example, in 2019 Virginia 4th graders scored the 2nd highest in the 
nation on the NAEP math assessment (Table D-2). In 2022, Virginia 4th graders’ math performance 
had dropped to 20th and maintained that ranking in 2024. Virginia experienced similar declines in its 
state ranking for NAEP test performance for 4th grade reading and 8th grade math.   
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TABLE D-2 
Virginia student performance on the NAEP declined relative to other states  

NAEP Assessment 
2019 national 

ranking 
2022 national 

ranking 
2024 national 

ranking 
4th Grade Reading 7 32 27 
4th Grade Math 2 20 20 
8th Grade Reading 30 18 29 
8th Grade Math 5 9 22 

SOURCE: JLARC analysis of National Center of Education Statistics data. 

 

Student attendance as measured by chronic absenteeism rates increased substantially following the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Just 10.6 percent of  students were chronically absent during the 2018–19 
school year (Figure D-1). That rate nearly doubled to 20.1 percent in the 2021–22 school year and 
declined to 14.8 percent for 2024–25. 

FIGURE D-1 
Statewide chronic absenteeism rate increased following the COVID-19 pandemic  

 
SOURCE: JLARC analysis of Virginia Department of Education data.  
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Appendix E: School performance on individual indicators    
This appendix provides information about the distribution of  school performance on all indicators in 
the School Performance & Support Framework. Schools’ indicator scores are weighted and combined 
to produce their overall summative scores, which are the basis for assigning performance labels (Dis-
tinguished, On Track, Off  Track, Needs Intensive Support). Each school level has distinct weighting, and 
some indicators are not used at all school levels.  

Table E-1 presents school performance on each indicator during the 2024–25 school year, the first 
year of  official results for the SPSF. It reports the average unweighted score for each indicator, as well 
as the standard deviation and the 25th, 50th (median), and 75th percentile scores. Table E-2 presents this 
information for the unofficial 2023–24 school year projections, which were used for some analyses in 
this report. 

TABLE E-1 
Distribution of 2024–25 school performance by indicator  
Indicator Average Standard deviation 25th percentile 50th percentile 75th percentile 
Reading proficiency 92 9 87 93 99 
Math proficiency 92 8 87 94 98 
Science proficiency 95 6 92 95 99 
Reading growth 71 7 67 71 76 
Math growth 70 12 63 71 78 
ELP progress 56 13 48 55 64 
Chronic absenteeism 87 7 83 88 91 
MS advanced coursework 95 10 95 98 100 
4-year graduation rate 89 11 87 92 95 
6-year graduation rate 92 10 90 94 97 
3Es readiness 99 25 85 99 113 

SOURCE: 2024–25 Virginia Department of Education School Performance & Support Framework data. 
NOTE: Indicator scores are unweighted.  
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TABLE E-2 
Distribution of 2023–24 unofficial school performance projections by indicator  
Indicator Average Standard deviation 25th percentile 50th percentile 75th percentile 
Reading proficiency 93 9 87 93 99 
Math proficiency 90 9 84 91 96 
Science proficiency 95 7 91 95 99 
Reading growth 72 7 67 72 76 
Math growth 71 12 63 72 79 
ELP progress 55 13 46 55 64 
Chronic absenteeism 84 8 81 86 90 
MS advanced coursework 94 11 94 97 99 
4-year graduation rate 89 10 86 91 94 
6-year graduation rate 92 8 90 94 97 
3Es readiness 69 20 56 69 82 

SOURCE: 2023–24 Virginia Department of Education School Performance & Support Framework data. 
NOTE: Indicator scores are unweighted. 3Es indicator data for unofficial 2023–24 projections were incomplete; the Virginia Department 
of Education improved collection for the 2024–25 school year. 
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Appendix F: Relationship between the SPSF’s results and 
school characteristics  
Chapter 3 discusses the relationship between the School Performance & Support Framework (SPSF)’s 
results and student demographics, with a focus on student economic disadvantage. This appendix 
provides additional information on how other student and school characteristics relate to school ac-
countability ratings, including student race and ethnicity, students with disabilities, English learners, 
teacher workforce challenges, geography, and per-pupil spending.  

All analysis in this appendix is based on the first year of  official SPSF results, reflecting school and 
student performance during the 2024–25 school year. 

SPSF ratings vary by other student demographics 
Schools that received lower performance labels from the SPSF had student populations with different 
racial and ethnic compositions than schools that received higher ratings, on average (Table F-1).  

Among racial and ethnic subgroups, schools’ proportions of  white and Black students had the strong-
est associations with summative scores, with correlations of  0.43 and -0.39, respectively. Schools with 
higher proportions of  white students tended to receive higher summative scores, whereas schools with 
higher proportions of  Black students tended to receive lower scores. When controlling for other stu-
dent demographics such as economic disadvantage and school characteristics, schools’ racial and eth-
nic student composition generally had a statistically significant (i.e., independent) relationship with 
schools’ scores. Schools’ percentage of  Hispanic students was not statistically significant; however, 
this likely reflects its very strong correlation (0.91) with schools’ percentage of  English learners, which 
was significant (Appendix G).  

TABLE F-1 
Student racial and ethnic composition varies across performance labels, on average (2024–25) 
 Avg. % Asian students Avg. % Black students Avg. % Hispanic students Avg. % white students 
Distinguished 11 12 11 58 
On Track 5 19 17 52 
Off Track 4 30 22 37 
Needs Intensive Support 4 31 29 29 

SOURCE: 2024–25 VDOE School Performance & Support Framework data, 2024–25 VDOE Fall Membership data.  

Schools that received lower performance labels were also more likely to have higher proportions of  
English learners (Table F-2). Schools’ percentage of  English learners had a moderate negative corre-
lation with their summative scores (-0.35), and this relationship remained statistically significant when 
controlling for other student and school characteristics. Notably, this relationship was much stronger 
for high schools (Appendix G).  
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TABLE F-2 
Schools that received lower performance labels have higher percentages of English learners, 
on average (2024–25) 
 Avg. % English learners  
Distinguished 6 
On Track 9 
Off Track 15 
Needs Intensive Support 21 

SOURCE: 2024–25 VDOE School Performance & Support Framework data, 2024–25 VDOE Fall Membership data.  

Schools that received lower performance labels generally have comparable rates of  students with dis-
abilities to schools that received higher performance labels. However, Distinguished schools tended to 
have a slightly lower proportion of  students with disabilities (14 percent)—about two percentage 
points less, on average, than schools with other labels (16 percent). However, while the correlation 
between percentage of  students with disabilities and summative scores was weak (-0.13), when con-
trolling for other student demographic factors and school characteristics, the percentage of  students 
with disabilities had a modest, statistically significant relationship with summative scores (Appendix 
G).  

Schools with teacher workforce challenges tend to receive lower ratings  
Schools that received lower performance labels were more likely to have an understaffed and less 
qualified teacher workforce (Table F-3). Schools’ percentage of  provisionally licensed teachers, out-
of-field teachers, and teacher vacancies had modest negative correlations with summative scores across 
all school levels (-0.25, -0.25, and -0.28, respectively), however, these correlations were strongest for 
middle schools (Appendix G).  

While teacher workforce challenges are associated with other school characteristics like student de-
mographics and geography, analysis indicates that schools’ teacher vacancy rate had a statistically sig-
nificant relationship with accountability scores when controlling for student demographics and other 
school characteristics. Schools’ percentage of  provisionally licensed teachers and percentage of  out-
of-field teachers were not statistically significant (Appendix G). 

TABLE F-3 
Schools facing greater teacher workforce challenges tend to perform worse under the SPSF 
(2024–25) 

School rating 
Avg. % provisionally licensed 

teachers 
Avg. % out-of-field 

teachers 
Avg. % unfilled 

teacher FTEs 
Distinguished 7% 6% 2% 
On Track 9% 7% 3% 
Off Track 11% 10% 5% 
Needs Intensive Support 11% 10% 6% 

SOURCE: 2024–25 VDOE School Performance and Support Framework data, 2024–25 School Quality Profiles Data, and 2024–25 Posi-
tions and Exits data 
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Schools’ ratings vary by geography  
The SPSF’s results also varied by schools’ geographic characteristics (Figures F-1 and F-2). Much of  
the geographic differences in scores likely reflect patterns in student demographics and teacher work-
force challenges across geographic designations and regions. However, some regional variation in 
summative scores was statistically significant even after accounting for these other factors (Appendix 
G). 

FIGURE F-1 
Higher proportions of urban and rural city schools receive lower ratings (2024–25) 

 
SOURCE: 2024–25 VDOE School Performance and Support Framework data.  
NOTE: Geographic designations calculated by JLARC staff using locality population density and city/county designation. 

FIGURE F-2 
Higher proportions of Central, Valley, and Northern Neck schools receive lower ratings 
(2024–25) 

 
SOURCE: 2024–25 VDOE School Performance and Support Framework data.  
NOTE: Regions correspond to VDOE Superintendent’s Regions.  
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There are no notable differences in ratings based on school spending   
There is not a meaningful relationship between school ratings and per-pupil spending. While Needs 
Intensive Support schools spend slightly more per-pupil on average than other schools (Table F-4), the 
difference is small, and the correlation between schools’ summative scores and total per-pupil spend-
ing was weak (-0.13) (Appendix G).  

TABLE F-4 
No meaningful relationship between SPSF ratings and per-pupil spending (2024–25) 
School rating Average 2023–24 total per-pupil expenditures 
Distinguished $16,614 
On Track $16,245 
Off Track $16,958 
Needs Intensive Support $17,648 

SOURCE: 2024–25 VDOE School Performance and Support Framework data and 2023–24 School Quality Profiles finance data.  
NOTE: Total per-pupil expenditures include federal, state, and local expenditures. 2024–25 per-pupil expenditure data was not available 
as of early December 2025.  
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Appendix G: Additional analysis of SPSF data 
This appendix provides information about additional analyses of  School Performance & Support 
Framework (SPSF) data.  

School characteristics and SPSF results 
These analyses assess the relationship between SPSF results and school characteristics, both to evalu-
ate the strength of  the relationship between results and various characteristics and to compare their 
relative importance.  

Several data sources from the Virginia Department of  Education (VDOE) were used for this analysis, 
including aggregate and school-level indicator data for the SPSF; Fall Membership data on student 
enrollment and demographics; Positions and Exits data on teacher vacancies; and School Quality Pro-
files data on provisionally licensed teachers, out-of-field teachers, and per-pupil spending. Regions 
correspond to VDOE’s superintendent regions, and geographic designations were assigned by JLARC 
staff  using locality population density and city/county designations.  

Student demographic characteristics considered in this analysis include:  

• Major racial and ethnic groups: Asian, Black, Hispanic, and white students and students of  
multiple races;  

• Economically disadvantaged students; 
• English learners; and 
• Students with disabilities  

Table G-1 displays the percentage of  students statewide represented by each category of  student de-
mographics.  

TABLE G-1 
Percentage of students statewide in each demographic group (2024–25) 
Student group % of all students statewide 
Economically disadvantaged  43 
English learner 12 
Students with disabilities 15 
Asian 8 
Black 21 
Hispanic 20 
White 43 
Students of multiple races 7 

SOURCE: 2024–25 Virginia Department of Education Fall Membership data 
NOTE: Does not sum to 100 percent because a single student can be included in more than one subgroup (economically disadvantaged, 
English learner, and/or student with disabilities), although students can only be categorized in a single racial or ethnic category.  
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School characteristics and summative scores  
Table G-2 displays correlation coefficients between all schools’ summative scores and student demo-
graphic characteristics, teacher workforce, school spending, and school enrollment. It also contains 
the correlations between summative scores and these student and school characteristics for elemen-
tary, middle, and high schools.  

TABLE G-2 
Correlations between summative scores and school characteristics (2024–25) 
 Correlation with summative score 
 All schools ES MS HS 
% economically disadvantaged students -0.55 -0.69 -0.61 -0.37 
% English learner students -0.35 -0.28 -0.31 -0.64 
% students with disabilities -0.13 -0.07 -0.12 -0.03 
% Asian students +0.25 +0.36 +0.38 +0.04 
% Black students -0.39 -0.47 -0.48 -0.31 
% Hispanic students -0.34 -0.31 -0.31 -0.61 
% white students +0.43 +0.42 +0.42 +0.62 
% students of multiple races +0.06 +0.19 +0.21 +0.05 
% provisionally licensed teachers -0.25 -0.30 -0.49 -0.26 
% out-of-field teachers -0.24 -0.35 -0.42 -0.14 
% teacher vacancies -0.28 -0.32 -0.35 -0.20 
Per-pupil spending (2023–24) -0.13 -0.03 +0.01 -0.34 
Enrollment  +0.20 +0.07 +0.09 -0.17 

SOURCE: 2024–25 Virginia Department of Education School Performance & Support Framework data, 2024–25 Virginia Department of 
Education Fall Membership data, 2024–25 Positions and Exits data, and 2023–24 and 2024–25 School Quality Profiles Data. 
NOTE: Per-pupil spending includes federal, state, and local expenditures. 2024–25 per-pupil expenditure data was not available as of 
early December 2025. 

JLARC performed two dominance analyses to assess the relative importance of  various student and 
school characteristics in explaining variability in schools’ summative scores. This methodology fits a 
series of  regression models with all possible combinations of  independent variables, comparing each 
model’s fit statistic (R2) to assess each variable’s contribution. Analysis can be performed on individual 
variables or groups of  variables.  

Table G-3 displays the results of  the first dominance analysis, which grouped student and school 
characteristics together. Dominance statistics for each group of  variables represent the amount of  
variation in summative scores that is explained by that group of  variables, on average. Across all 
groups, the dominance statistics sum to the model’s R2. Standardized dominance statistics sum to 1, 
with each standardized dominance statistic representing that group’s proportion of  explained variance 
relative to all variables examined.  
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TABLE G-3 
Dominance analysis for summative scores – grouped variables (2024–25) 
Variable  Ranking Dominance statistic Standardized dominance statistic 
Student demographics  1 0.32 0.53 
School attributes 2 0.17 0.28 
Geography 3 0.06 0.10 
Teacher workforce  4 0.05 0.09 

SOURCE: 2024–25 Virginia Department of Education School Performance & Support Framework data, 2024–25 Virginia Department of 
Education Fall Membership data, 2024–25 Positions and Exits data, and 2023–24 and 2024–25 School Quality Profiles Data. 
NOTE: Student demographic variables include percentage of economically disadvantaged students; students with disabilities; students 
who are English learners; and Asian, Black, Hispanic students, and white students. School attribute variables include school level (elemen-
tary, middle, high school), 2023–24 per-pupil spending, and student enrollment. Teacher workforce variables include percentage of pro-
visionally licensed teachers, out-of-field teachers, and vacant teacher FTE positions. Geography includes Virginia Department of Educa-
tion superintendent’s regions and whether a school is urban, suburban, rural, or in a rural city as assigned by JLARC staff using locality 
population density and city/county designation. Per-pupil spending includes federal, state, and local expenditures. 2024–25 per-pupil 
expenditure data was not available as of early December 2025. 

Table G-4 displays the results of  an additional dominance analysis where all variables making up the 
groups in the first analysis are considered individually. Only the 15 variables with the highest dominance 
statistics (i.e., explain the greatest share of  variation in summative scores) are listed. 

TABLE G-4 
Dominance analysis for summative scores – individual variables (2024–25)  
Variable  Ranking Dominance statistic Standardized dominance statistic 
% economically disadvantaged 1 0.10 0.17 
Level – high school  2 0.09 0.15 
% white students 3 0.05 0.09 
% Black students 4 0.04 0.08 
% English learners 5 0.04 0.07 
% Hispanic students 6 0.04 0.07 
Level – elementary school 7 0.03 0.06 
% Asian students 8 0.03 0.05 
Level – middle school  9 0.02 0.04 
Enrollment 10 0.02 0.03 
% teacher vacancies 11 0.02 0.03 
% out-of-field teachers 12 0.01 0.02 
Region – Northern  13 0.01 0.02 
% provisionally licensed teachers 14 0.01 0.02 
% students with disabilities 15 0.01 0.02 

SOURCE: 2024–25 Virginia Department of Education School Performance & Support Framework data, 2024–25 Virginia Department of 
Education Fall Membership data, 2024–25 Positions and Exits data, and 2023–24 and 2024–25 School Quality Profiles Data 
NOTE: Regions correspond to Virginia Department of Education superintendent’s regions. Geographic designations assigned by JLARC 
staff using locality population density and city/county designation. 2024–25 per-pupil expenditure data was not available as of early 
December 2025. Not all variables included in analysis are shown in table.  

Table G-5 displays the results of  an ordinary least squares regression, where schools’ summative scores 
served as the dependent variable. Figure G-1 displays predicted summative scores from that regression 
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at different percentages of  students who are economically disadvantaged, Asian, Black, Hispanic, Eng-
lish learners, and students with disabilities. Predicted scores are calculated at 10 percentage point in-
tervals for each demographic variable, with confidence intervals shown as vertical bars. All other con-
tinuous variables are held constant at their means, and categorical variables are held constant at the 
most common value. The range of  values used for each student demographic variable is selected based 
on its minimum and maximum percentages across all schools analyzed.   

TABLE G-5 
Linear regression for SPSF summative score (2024–25) 
Variable Coefficient Standard error t P>|t| LB UB 
% economically disadvantaged students -0.10 0.02 -6.38 <0.001 -0.13 -0.07 
% English learner students -0.13 0.04 -3.36 0.001 -0.20 -0.05 
% students with disabilities -0.10 0.05 -2.13 0.03 -0.19 -0.01 
% Asian students 0.14 0.02 6.72 <0.001 0.10 0.18 
% Black students -0.08 0.01 -5.97 <0.001 -0.11 -0.05 
% Hispanic students -0.03 0.02 -1.28 0.20 -0.07 0.02 
% students of multiple races and other students -0.01 0.05 -0.17 0.86 -0.10 0.09 
Enrollment divided by 100  -0.27 0.06 -4.62 <0.001 -0.39 -0.16 
Per-pupil spending (2023–24) divided by 1,000 -0.08 0.10 -0.79 0.43 -0.28 0.12 
% provisionally licensed teachers -0.05 0.03 -1.79 0.07 -0.10 0.00 
% out-of-field teachers -0.02 0.02 -0.98 0.33 -0.06 0.02 
% teacher vacancies -0.07 0.03 -2.76 0.01 -0.12 -0.02 
Suburban 0.51 0.48 1.06 0.29 -0.43 1.44 
Rural 0.05 0.61 0.09 0.93 -1.14 1.25 
Rural city -0.34 0.83 -0.41 0.68 -1.97 1.30 
Region – Northern 2.48 0.69 3.61 <0.001 1.13 3.83 
Region – Northern Neck 1.03 0.63 1.62 0.10 -0.21 2.27 
Region – Southside  3.19 0.90 3.52 <0.001 1.41 4.96 
Region – Southwest  1.88 0.84 2.23 0.03 0.23 3.53 
Region – Tidewater  2.24 0.48 4.71 <0.001 1.31 3.17 
Region – Valley  -1.10 0.64 -1.72 0.09 -2.35 0.15 
Region – Western  1.40 0.62 2.25 0.03 0.18 2.62 
Level – elementary school -9.80 0.90 -10.86 <0.001 -11.57 -8.03 
Level – middle school -9.98 0.68 -14.60 <0.001 -11.32 -8.64 
Level – combined levels  -6.07 1.04 -5.82 <0.001 -8.12 -4.03 

SOURCE: 2024–25 Virginia Department of Education School Performance & Support Framework data, 2024–25 Virginia Department of 
Education Fall Membership data, 2024–25 Positions and Exits data, and 2023–24 and 2024–25 School Quality Profiles Data 
NOTE: R2 = 0.591. n=1,726. Robust standard errors used. Percentage white students, urban, central region, and high school are excluded 
as reference categories. Students of multiple races and other students includes Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander students, American 
Indian or Alaska Native students, and students of two or more races. Per-pupil spending includes federal, state, and local expenditures. 
2024–25 per-pupil expenditure data was not available as of early December 2025. Regions correspond to Virginia Department of Educa-
tion superintendent’s regions. Geographic designations assigned by JLARC staff using locality population density and city/county desig-
nation.  
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FIGURE G-1 
Predicted summative scores by schools’ student demographic makeup (2024–25) 

 
SOURCE: 2024–25 Virginia Department of Education School Performance & Support Framework data, 2024–25 Virginia Department of 
Education Fall Membership data, 2024–25 Positions and Exits data, and 2023–24 and 2024–25 School Quality Profiles Data 
NOTE: Predicted scores are calculated from the regression in Table G-5, with continuous variables set at their means and categorical 
variables set at the most frequent value. The range of values predicted for each demographic variable is based on the minimum and 
maximum value for schools included in the analysis. Maximums are rounded up to the nearest 10 percent.  

Student economic disadvantage and indicator scores  

Table G-6 displays correlation coefficients between schools’ percentage of  economically disadvan-
taged students and the unweighted scores on every indicator in the SPSF.  



Appendixes 

Commission draft 
112 

TABLE G-6  
Correlations between indicator scores and percent economically disadvantaged students 
(2024–25) 

Indicator 
Correlation with % economically 

disadvantaged students  
Reading proficiency -0.68 
Math proficiency -0.66 
Science proficiency -0.63 
Reading growth -0.18 
Math growth -0.22 
ELP progress  -0.27 
Chronic absenteeism -0.38 
Middle school advanced coursework -0.30 
4-year graduation rate -0.43 
6-year graduation rate -0.39 
3Es readiness -0.21 

SOURCE: 2024–25 Virginia Department of Education School Performance & Support Framework data, 2024–25 Virginia Department of 
Education Fall Membership data.  
NOTE: ELP progress is measured for English learners only, who have higher rates of economic disadvantage (about 64 percent of English 
learners in 2023–24). It is likely there is a stronger relationship between ELP progress indicator scores and economic disadvantage than 
implied by the correlation with the schoolwide percentage of economically disadvantaged students.  

Student demographics and prior accountability system results  
Table G-7 displays the average percentage of  students who are economically disadvantaged, Asian, 
Black, Hispanic, white, English learners, and students with disabilities for schools rated Accredited and 
Accredited with Conditions by Virginia’s prior accountability system after the 2023–24 school year.  

TABLE G-7 
Student demographics by performance rating under prior accountability system (2023–24)    
 % disadvantaged % Asian % Black % Hispanic % white % ELs % SWDs 
Accredited 44 6 18 17 51 11 15 
Accredited with Conditions 63 2 43 17 32 9 15 

SOURCE: VDOE school accreditation results based on 2023–24 performance, 2023–24 VDOE fall membership data 
NOTE: ELs = English learners. SWDs = Students with disabilities.   

Modeled change to the SPSF’s proficiency and growth weighting 
JLARC modeled two examples of  changes to the SPSF’s proficiency and growth weighting to estimate 
the impact on (i) the correlation between schools’ percentage of  economically disadvantaged students 
and summative scores and (ii) schools’ performance relative to each other. Analysis was performed 
for elementary and middle schools using 2023–24 school year data, where growth indicator scores 
were produced using the VVAAS value-added model.  

Equally weighting proficiency and growth reduced the correlation between the percentage of  students 
who are economically disadvantaged and summative scores from -0.68 to -0.60 for elementary and 
middle schools. Reversing the weighting of  proficiency and growth—where growth was given the 
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weight assigned to proficiency by the SPSF and proficiency was given the weight assigned to growth—
reduced the correlation from -0.68 to -0.50.  

Equally weighting proficiency and growth resulted in a modest shift of  schools’ performance relative 
to one another. About 10 percent (34 out of  345) of  the schools scoring in the bottom quartile of  
summative scores changed. Under the reversed weighting scenario, 18 percent (63 of  345) of  schools 
in the bottom quartile of  summative scores changed.  

ELP progress hypothetical indexes  
Using 2023–24 school year data, JLARC modeled two examples of  how an ELP progress index could 
be scored based on the composite proficiency level gains that are currently required for students to 
earn credit on the ELP indicator (Table G-8) (Chapter 7).   

TABLE G-8 
Current WIDA proficiency level increase required to earn credit for ELP progress 
Prior year score Current K-2 Grades 3-5 Grades 6-12 
1.0-2.4 1.0 0.7 0.4 
2.5-3.4 0.4 0.4 0.2 
3.5-4.4 0.2 0.2 0.1 

SOURCE: School Performance & Support Framework (SPSF) handbook provided by the Virginia Department of Education.  
NOTE: Under the current SPSF, students receive 1 point if they meet their progress threshold and 0 points otherwise. WIDA = the WIDA 
ACCESS assessment, Virginia’s English language proficiency assessment.  

The first modeled hypothetical index awarded half  credit for students achieving half  of  the progress 
currently required and 1.25 points for achieving 1.5 times the progress currently required (Table G-9). 
The second hypothetical index also awarded points for progress that is half  or 1.5 times the progress 
currently required, but the scoring was designed to mirror the scoring of  the four-category mastery 
index where students receive 0.25, 0.75, 1, or 1.25 points (Table G-10). However, because some stu-
dents make no progress or score lower than the previous year on the WIDA, an additional zero-point 
category was included.  
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TABLE G-9 
ELP progress hypothetical index 1 
 Increase in score required for grades K–12 
Prior year score 0 pts 0.5 pts  1 pt 1.25 pts 
1.0-2.4 Less than 0.5 0.5 1.0 1.5 
2.5-3.4 Less than 0.2 0.2 0.4 0.6 
3.5-4.4 Less than 0.1 0.1 0.2 0.3 
 Increase in score required for grades 3–5 
Prior year score 0 pts 0.5 pts  1 pt 1.25 pts 
1.0-2.4 Less than 0.4 0.4 0.7 1.1 
2.5-3.4 Less than 0.2 0.2 0.4 0.6 
3.5-4.4 Less than 0.1 0.1 0.2 0.3 
 Increase in score required for grades 6–12 
Prior year score 0 pts 0.5 pts  1 pt 1.25 pts 
1.0-2.4 Less than 0.2 0.2 0.4 0.6 
2.5-3.4 Less than 0.1 0.1 0.2 0.3 
3.5-4.4 Less than 0.1 n/a 0.1 0.2 

SOURCE: JLARC staff. 
NOTE: If 0.5 or 1.5 times the current required progress results in two decimal places, that value was rounded up. If the existing required 
increase is 0.1, no partial credit is given.   

TABLE G-10 
ELP progress hypothetical index 2 
 Increase in score required for grades K-2  
Prior year score 0 pts 0.25 pts  0.75 pt 1 pt 1.25 pts 
1.0-2.4 0 or negative 0.1 0.5 1.0 1.5 
2.5-3.4 0 or negative 0.1 0.2 0.4 0.6 
3.5-4.4 0 or negative n/a 0.1 0.2 0.3 
 Increase in score required for grades 3-5  
Prior year score 0 pts 0.25 pts  0.75 pt 1 pt 1.25 pts 
1.0-2.4 0 or negative 0.1 0.4 0.7 1.1 
2.5-3.4 0 or negative 0.1 0.2 0.4 0.6 
3.5-4.4 0 or negative n/a 0.1 0.2 0.3 
 Increase in score required for grades 6-12  
Prior year score 0 pts 0.25 pts  0.75 pt 1 pt 1.25 pts 
1.0-2.4 0 or negative 0.1 0.2 0.4 0.6 
2.5-3.4 0 or negative n/a 0.1 0.2 0.3 
3.5-4.4 0 or negative n/a n/a 0.1 0.2 

SOURCE: JLARC staff.   
NOTE: If 0.5 or 1.5 times the current required progress results in two decimal places, that value was rounded up. If the existing required 
increase is 0.1, no partial credit is given.   

Compared to the SPSF’s current approach to scoring the ELP indicator, schools’ ELP indicator scores 
increase by an average of  approximately 16 points using the first hypothetical index and 21 points 
using the second hypothetical index. Table G-11 compares the distribution of  students in each point 
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category under the current indicator scoring, the first hypothetical index, and the second hypothetical 
index.  

TABLE G-11 
Distribution of students under different ELP scoring scenarios (2023–24) 
 0 pts 0.25 pts 0.5 pts 0.75 pts 1 pt 1.25 pts 
SPSF scoring 47% - - - 53% - 
Hypothetical index 1 35% - 13% - 13% 40% 
Hypothetical index 2  29% 6% - 13% 13% 40% 

SOURCE: JLARC analysis of 2023–24 Virginia Department of Education School Performance & Support Framework data.  
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Appendix H: Reporting accountability results  
The federal Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) requires states to report each school’s performance 
on the state accountability system annually via “school report cards.” These report cards must include 
performance data for all students as well as disaggregated data by student subgroup. Additionally, 
states must indicate which schools have been identified for support and improvement—specifically, 
those federally designated as Targeted Support and Improvement (TSI), Additional Targeted Support 
and Improvement (ATSI), or Comprehensive Support and Improvement (CSI).  

Clearly reporting results on school report cards is a critical aspect of accountability 
Subject-matter experts emphasize that reporting is a central part of  school accountability, particularly 
in conveying the state’s message about school performance. They also note that states can include 
additional metrics and information on school report cards beyond ESSA requirements, which can pro-
vide context and help mitigate some limitations of  accountability systems, such as overall ratings being 
an oversimplification of  school performance (Chapter 4) or being overly reflective of  school de-
mographics (Chapter 3). 

Subject-matter experts recommend presenting information on school report cards in a clear, user-
friendly format. This includes using plain language; explanatory text; visual elements, such as colors, 
icons, and arrows; and interactive features that allow users to explore more detailed data as needed. If  
a state assigns schools an overall rating, subject-matter experts also recommend reporting a school’s 
performance on each individual accountability indicator, ideally with the same format used for the 
overall rating. In addition, subject-matter experts recommend states clearly identify schools designated 
as TSI, ATSI, or CSI, as well as specific improvement actions the school needs to take.  

In interviews, stakeholders also emphasized the importance of  including additional contextual infor-
mation on school report cards. This includes data on student demographics, inputs (such as per-pupil 
spending and teacher licensure rates), comparisons to division and state averages, comparisons to sim-
ilar schools, and multi-year trendlines. These elements can help parents, educators, and other stake-
holders better understand school performance and the broader factors that affect student outcomes. 

Several other states offer strong examples of  these recommended practices, incorporating features 
such as trendlines, consistent rating scales, and accessible visuals to make school performance data 
more understandable. Figure H-1 shows examples of  aspects of  other states’ report cards that reflect 
these best practices.  

VDOE is updating the state’s school report cards—the Virginia School Quality 
Profiles—but it is unclear if they will be an improvement  
The Virginia Department of  Education (VDOE) publishes the Virginia School Quality Profiles 
(SQPs), which serve as the state’s school report cards. The SQPs provide information about student 
achievement; college, career, and military readiness; enrollment; finance; school climate; teacher qual-
ity; accreditation; and accountability results to the public. VDOE publishes an SQP for each school, 
division, and the state overall.  
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Historically, the SQPs were not as user friendly as some other states’ school report cards. For example, 
a September 2024 report from the Center on Reinventing Public Education rated Virginia’s SQPs as 
a “C” overall (on an A–F scale) and “Fair” (out of  Great, Good, Fair, and Poor) in terms of  usability.  

VDOE is currently updating the SQPs to align with the state’s new accountability system, the School 
Performance & Support Framework. According to VDOE staff, the agency is developing the new 
SQPs during the 2025–26 school year. An evaluation of  the new SQP’s effectiveness cannot be com-
pleted until they are fully implemented. It is therefore unclear whether the revised SQPs will be an 
improvement over the previous version or reflect best practices for reporting accountability results 
and clearly communicating school performance to the public. 
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FIGURE H-1 
Examples of other states’ school report cards reflecting best practices 

Excerpts from Georgia’s College and Career Ready Performance Index Reports  
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Excerpts from 2025 Maryland School Report Card 

  

 

Excerpt from Mississippi Succeeds Report Card 
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Excerpts from Ohio School Report Cards 

 
SOURCE: JLARC staff excerpts from Georgia, Maryland, Mississippi, and Ohio school report card websites.  
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Appendix I: Student growth models 

This appendix provides information about student growth models that are commonly used by other 
states and generally recommended by subject-matter experts. This information is intended to be a 
reference about the advantages and tradeoffs of  these different approaches to measuring growth, 
especially if  the Virginia Board of  Education (VBOE) selects a new growth model for the 2025–26 
school year.  

Experts generally recommend three approaches to measuring growth, each of  which is appropriate 
for the board to consider. These approaches include value tables, value-added models, and student 
growth percentiles. Experts do not have a consensus on the best approach. Each approach offers 
different advantages and limitations (Table I-1), although design choices can affect the quality of  each 
measure. According to subject-matter experts and research literature, well-designed growth indicators 
should measure individual students’ progress rather than comparing cohorts. They should be statisti-
cally reliable and valid, understandable to stakeholders, produce results that are comparable across 
schools and over time, and provide actionable insights to educators to drive improvement. 

Value tables (also called progress tables) place students in performance categories based on their 
grade and assessment score. Students demonstrate growth by scoring in a higher category than the 
previous year or maintaining high performance. Value tables are tied to grade-level standards and 
provide easy to understand growth targets for each student. However, they incentivize focus on stu-
dents closest to performance category thresholds and reward smaller gains that cross a threshold more 
than larger in-band growth. They are also more susceptible to measurement error by directly catego-
rizing test scores into discrete performance levels. Virginia’s prior accountability system used value 
tables for measuring student growth as part of  its combined achievement indicators.   

Value-added models use statistical modeling to more precisely estimate a school’s impact on student 
learning and can incorporate data about students’ prior academic achievement, student demographics, 
and/or school characteristics. However, their complex methodology is difficult for stakeholders to 
understand. Because growth is compared to peers rather than objective standards, not all students can 
demonstrate growth (i.e., only those that perform better than their peers), and targets for each student 
are less clear. The School Performance & Support Framework based its growth indicators on a value-
added model for the first year of  the framework’s implementation. See Chapter 5 for discussion of  
that model’s design and use in the accountability system. 

Student growth percentiles (SGPs) use statistical modeling to measure how much a student has 
grown compared to academically similar peers, assigning each student a percentile rank. While both 
SGPs and value-added models have complex methodologies, SGPs’ results are generally easier for 
stakeholders to understand. However, like value-added models, growth is not measured against objec-
tive standards, so not all students can demonstrate growth, and growth targets are less clear. In addi-
tion, acceleration beyond grade level, which is common in Virginia for math, can cause challenges for 
creating fair peer group comparisons. 



Appendixes 

Commission draft 
122 

Some states use hybrid models or create unique growth measures based on state priorities (e.g., South 
Carolina). Doing so effectively requires careful design, stakeholder engagement, and rigorous testing 
and validation. 

TABLE I-1 
Each approach to measuring growth has advantages and tradeoffs  
 Value table Value-added model SGPs  
Measures growth for individual students rather than cohorts X X X 
Compares growth to grade-level standards X   
Compares growth to peers  X X 
Uses multiple prior test scores to contextualize growth  X X 
Controls for student demographics  X  
Accounts for measurement error  X X 
Provides clear growth targets for each student X   
All students can show growth X   
Methodology is easy to understand X   
Results are easy to understand X  X 
Results tend to be less correlated with proficiency  X X 

SOURCE: JLARC summary of growth measures. 
NOTE: Table characterizes the typical design of value tables, value-added models, and SGPs in the context of school accountability sys-
tems. It is possible to construct these measures differently (e.g., value-added models and SGPs can be designed to compare growth to 
grade-level standards).  

The board will likely be selecting and implementing a new approach for student growth for the 2025–
26 school year, which is already underway. If  a new approach is used, the board should prioritize 
selecting the new measure and finalizing indicator design as soon as possible so schools can under-
stand the new approach and prepare accordingly. Any changes to the growth indicators will not affect 
any other indicators and do not need to be sequenced after any other changes. 

If  VBOE chooses a new growth approach, selection should be guided by the board’s overall philoso-
phy regarding growth, the state’s available data, and stakeholder input. Because of  the technical nature 
of  the different approaches to student growth, this process should be undertaken in consultation with 
experts in school accountability and student growth models. VBOE would need to ensure that any 
new growth measure is designed according to the best practices for that approach.  
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Appendix J: 3Es indicator achievements and scoring  
The 3Es indicator measures high school students’ readiness for three different post-secondary path-
ways: college (enrollment), career (employment), and the military (enlistment).  

The college pathway is measured through students’ completion of  college prep courses and/or col-
lege credit courses. The career pathway is measured by students’ completion of  career and technical 
education (CTE) tracks and/or work-based learning experiences. The military pathway is measured 
by students’ achievement of  certain scores on the Armed Services Vocational Aptitude Battery.   

Schools receive points for each student that meets certain achievement levels across each pathway 
(Table J-1). A school can receive points across multiple categories for the same student if  that student 
meets achievement thresholds in multiple categories. 

TABLE J-1 
3Es indicator scoring (2024–25 school year) 

 0.5 points 0.75 points 1 point 1.25 points 
Enrollment Passing 1 dual credit course 

(3 credits) with a “C” grade 
or better 

 

-or- 
 

Completing an AP, IB, 
Cambridge A/AS, or CLEP 

exam 

Passing 1 to 2 dual credit 
courses (3 credits) with a 

“B” grade or better 
 

-or- 
 

Earning 1 or 2 credit-
bearing / 

college-ready scores on an 
AP, IB, Cambridge A/AS, or 

CLEP exam 

Passing 3+ dual credit 
courses (3 credits) with a 

“B” grade or better 
 

-or- 
 

Earning 3+ credit-bearing / 
college-ready scores on an 
AP, IB, Cambridge A/AS, or 

CLEP exam 

-or- 
 

Earning an Early College 
Scholar certificate 

Earning an associate degree 

Employment CTE completer who 
completed a high-quality 

work-based 
learning experience 

 

CTE completer who 
earned a state- 

approved industry 
recognized credential 

 

CTE completer who earned 
a state-approved industry 

recognized credential:  
 

 in a high-demand field  
 

-or- 
 

and completed a high-
quality work-based learning 

experience 

CTE completer who earned 
a state approved industry 
recognized credential in a 

high-demand field and 
completed a high-quality 

work-based learning 
experience 

Enlistment ASVAB score of 31 to 49  ASVAB score of 50 to 64 ASVAB score of 65 or 
higher 

N/A 

SOURCE: Virginia Department of Education. 
NOTE: AP = Advanced Placement. IB = International Baccalaureate. CLEP = College Level Examination Program. A CTE completer is a 
student who has met the requirements for a CTE concentration (sequence) and all requirements for high school graduation, or an ap-
proved alternative education program. “Work-based learning experience” and “state approved industry recognized credential” are de-
fined by the Virginia Board of Education. “High-demand field” is defined by the Virginia Office of Education Economics ASVAB = Armed 
Services Vocational Aptitude Battery. A score of 31 is the minimum military entrance score.   
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The Virginia Board of  Education is considering making changes to the scoring for the enlistment 
pathway as part of  an ongoing amendment to the state ESSA plan. Table J-2 includes proposed 
achievement and scoring levels, which were presented to the board at the November 2025 meeting. 
These changes have not been finalized or approved at the time of  publication of  this report.  

TABLE J-2 
Proposed enlistment scoring as part of amendment to the state ESSA plan 

 0.25 points 0.5 points 0.75 points 1 point 1.25 points 
Enlistment A qualifying ASVAB 

score (31 or higher) 
ASVAB score of 31 to 
49 and completing a 
JROTC course with a 

minimum of a “B” 
grade 

ASVAB score of 50 to 
64 and completing a 
JROTC course with a 

minimum of a “B” 
grade 

ASVAB score of 65 or 
higher and 

completing a JROTC 
course with a 

minimum of a “B” 
grade 

A qualifying ASVAB 
score (31 or higher) 

and having 
signed up to serve 

in the Virginia 
National Guard, U.S. 

military, or 
to attend a military 

service academy 

SOURCE: Virginia Department of Education. 
NOTE: JROTC = Junior Reserve Officer Training Corps. ASVAB = Armed Services Vocational Aptitude Battery. A score of 31 is the mini-
mum military entrance score.   
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Appendix K: VDOE’s school improvement program 
This appendix provides information about the Virginia Department of  Education (VDOE)’s new 
school improvement program (as of  early December 2025).  

VDOE intends to rely more on VDOE subject-matter specialists to provide school 
improvement services  
VDOE intends to decentralize school support, moving away from Office of  School Improvement 
(OSI) staff  as the primary providers and toward a model using staff  from various VDOE offices. 
(VDOE’s Office of  School Improvement was formerly called the Office of  School Quality [OSQ].) 
This approach would allow VDOE staff  who specialize in academic and other school performance 
areas to provide support directly to schools (Figure K-1). The agency’s plan is for OSI staff  to coor-
dinate with existing and/or newly hired subject-matter specialists across VDOE to ensure schools 
receive assistance aligned with their specific needs. For example, the department expects that OSI 
staff  will connect schools identified as low performing because of  poor math performance with the 
math instructional team in VDOE’s Office of  Instruction.  

FIGURE K-1 
OSI staff will coordinate support services with subject-matter specialists at VDOE 

 
SOURCE: Virginia Board of Education meeting materials and interviews with VDOE staff.  

In addition, VDOE has established an Office of  Excellence and Best Practices, which VDOE staff  
say will identify and publish best practices from schools labeled as Distinguished that schools, including 
lower-performing schools, can use. VDOE has also expanded or created other offices and divisions 
within the agency to provide support in other areas measured by the SPSF. For example, the Division 
of  Innovation, Student Pathways, and Opportunity, which contains several suboffices, will provide 
support for college, career, and military readiness at schools. The Office of  Behavioral Health and 
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Student Safety will also provide support for schools struggling with chronic absenteeism, according 
to VDOE.  

Depending on its implementation, decentralization of  support services may be a positive development 
because the staff  resources needed to implement VDOE’s prior school improvement program ex-
ceeded OSI’s capacity. According to the 2020 JLARC report Operations and Performance of  the Virginia 
Department of  Education, 12 OSQ staff  were responsible for supporting 262 schools in FY20—22 
schools each—which meant staff  could devote, at most, about two weeks of  support per school an-
nually. VDOE is hiring additional subject-matter specialist staff  to provide this new support. If  im-
plemented properly, the amount of  agency staffing resources dedicated to school support will increase 
by involving non-OSI staff, while ensuring that schools receive support directly from VDOE subject-
matter specialists. Assuming VDOE subject-matter specialists have adequate expertise, this approach 
is more likely to result in schools receiving high-quality, evidence-based assistance. 

Despite these changes, OSI staff  will still be the primary contacts for schools needing state support 
and will provide services directly to schools. VDOE intends that OSI staff  will provide leadership 
training for schools and school divisions, assist schools in implementing and monitoring improvement 
interventions, aid schools in reviewing student performance data for improvement areas, and coordi-
nate support for schools from other offices within VDOE. OSI staff  will also assist federally identified 
schools in meeting documentation requirements1. 

VDOE’s new school improvement model will provide more tailored support to 
address specific classroom performance gaps 
VDOE plans to provide school support services that are tailored to meet schools’ individual needs. 
If  implemented well, this would be an improvement over the agency’s prior efforts. Under VDOE’s 
plans for the new school improvement program, VDOE staff  will tailor school support services to 
specific areas of  low performance and learning gaps identified in student performance data. This 
represents a shift from the agency’s prior model, which provided a more standardized and generic 
approach to school support. As discussed in the 2020 JLARC report Operations and Performance of  the 
Virginia Department of  Education, school division leaders and VDOE staff  agreed that the agency’s prior 
school improvement program was inflexible, overly focused on teacher lesson plans, and was a “one-
size-fits-all” approach that often manifested as a “box-checking” exercise for schools.  

VDOE plans to offer tiered levels of support, under which lower- performing 
schools would receive the most intensive services 
VDOE expects to base support provided on the level of  need with schools most in need of  support 
receiving intensive services and those performing at acceptable levels receiving only general support.  
The agency plans to make general supports available to all schools, including state-level professional 
development seminars, certain high-quality instructional materials, and Office of  Excellence and Best 
Practices materials. The state intends to provide additional technical assistance to schools labeled as 

 
1 The federal government requires CSI schools to complete a needs assessment and a school support plan. VDOE is 
responsible for monitoring implementation of support plans at CSI schools. Virginia also requires that Targeted Support 
and Improvement (TSI) and Additional Targeted Support and Improvement (ATSI) schools complete a needs assess-
ment and school support plan. 
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Off  Track (and in some cases may provide this to schools labeled as Distinguished or On Track), in 
addition to offering these schools other opportunities like professional learning networks or access to 
more specialized instructional material. The state plans to reserve access to intensive support services, 
including support from OSI staff  and regional student success specialists, for federally designated 
schools and schools labeled as Needs Intensive Support (Table K-1). 

Prioritizing intensive support services to the lowest performing schools is similar to other states’ ap-
proaches. However, it is currently unclear whether these services will ultimately be effective or how 
well they will be implemented once provided. 

TABLE K-1 
VDOE plans to offer more intensive support services to schools with lower performance 

 
          Federally designated  

 Distinguished  
On 

Track 
Off 

Track 

Needs  
Intensive 
Support 

Off Track  
(TSI, ATSI, CSI) 

Needs  
Intensive  
Support  

(TSI, ATSI, CSI) 
General support       
Statewide trainings and  
professional development       

Office of Excellence and Best  
Practices materials and state-de-
veloped resources 

      

Certain state grants 
      

Federal direct student services 
grants       

Additional support 
  

    

Technical assistance from VDOE 
staff and subject-matter specialists       

Other support (learning networks, 
specialized instructional material)       

Intensive support       

Federal school improvement 
grants       

OSI and subject-matter specialist 
intensive support services        

OSI assistance in meeting  
documentation requirements       

Regional student success specialist 
services       

SOURCE: Analysis of VDOE documentation and interviews with VDOE staff.  
NOTE: All schools will have access to state grants and federal direct student services grants, but VDOE is prioritizing federally designated 
schools and schools labeled Off Track or Needs Intensive Support (state grants only). Federally designated schools also labeled as Off 
Track will have access to OSI assistance with meeting their documentation requirements. a VDOE staff reported that schools labeled as 
Distinguished or On Track may also receive technical assistance based on performance at the indicator level.   

a a 
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VDOE intends to reallocate existing funds toward low-performing schools 
VDOE is also changing how federal and state funding is allocated to schools needing support. VDOE 
is extending the length of  time federal school improvement grants will be available to federally desig-
nated schools from nine months to four years. This change will give schools more time to plan and 
implement sustainable interventions, as school improvement efforts can take several years to generate 
success. Additionally, VDOE reports that it has reprioritized all competitive state and federal grants 
toward schools needing support, including the Targeted Extended/Enriched School Year grant, the 
Comprehensive Literacy State Development grant, and the Math Innovation grant. VDOE’s prioriti-
zation of  lower-performing schools for these funds2 will expand available resources for these schools, 
but it is unclear whether this will be adequate. This new approach toward prioritization could result in 
schools that are currently receiving these funds—but who are not identified as lower-performing—
no longer receiving or receiving less funding in future years. Additionally, using grants to award school 
improvement funds could help incentivize schools to better identify student performance issues and 
schools’ need for outside support.  

VDOE staff have developed new support resources available for all schools   
While developing its new school improvement program, VDOE staff  are creating new support re-
sources, many of  which can be used by all school divisions. VDOE has made these resources publicly 
available under the agency’s “Road to Readiness” online resource hub. These resources include items 
appropriate for all schools, as well as more time- or labor-intensive resources for schools with a federal 
designation or labeled as Off  Track or Needs Intensive Support. For example, VDOE’s resource hub page 
for chronic absenteeism includes has developed several resources for all, including a toolkit for school 
division superintendents, as well as resources for lower-performing schools. VDOE has also devel-
oped a new needs assessment template, which provides schools with a framework to identify student 
performance issues and develop strategies to improve student outcomes.  

 

 

 
2 Prioritization will be operationalized through the point system used for scoring grant applications. This means that, 
although federally designated schools and schools labeled as Needs Intensive Support or Off Track may be awarded more 
points during the grant application process, they are not guaranteed an award. 





JLARC.VIRGINIA.GOV
919 East Main Street   Suite 2101   Richmond, VA   23219


	000a - Disclaimer (Commission Draft)
	Commission Draft
	Joint Legislative Audit and Review Commission
	December 2025

	00a - Contents
	00c - Summary (Final)
	00d - Recommendations
	1. Chapter 1 - Introduction (Final)
	Federal law requires states to have a K–12 accountability system but grants flexibility
	Virginia adopted a new accountability system: the School Performance & Support Framework
	Board’s goals when designing the SPSF included higher standards and increased transparency
	The SPSF measures school performance using multiple indicators and assigns schools an overall rating
	FIGURE 1-1
	The SPSF uses a combination of indicators to measure school performance
	FIGURE 1-2 Scores are calculated for each individual indicator, then weighted and added to produce a summative score (Example: Elementary School)

	Board implemented the SPSF for the 2024–25 school year and continues to make adjustments

	Complexity of K–12 education and varied priorities mean there is no “best” accountability system

	2. Chapter 2 - Improving School Accountability (Final)docx
	Virginia’s new accountability system is more effective and useful than the state’s prior system
	New framework aligns Virginia’s state and federal accountability system, which reduces complexity and aligns policy goals
	New framework has several design elements that are more precise and inclusive than the prior accountability system
	SPSF better facilitates performance differentiation across schools
	SPSF disaggregates previously combined indicators
	SPSF uses more precise indexing, rather than binary scoring
	SPSF’s lower minimum student threshold means more students are included in accountability measures

	New framework appropriately separates school accreditation and accountability; new accreditation process is still being implemented

	The SPSF structure is generally sound, but refinements are needed and board is considering proposed changes
	Changes must be considered in context of broader framework and implemented effectively

	3. Chapter 3 - Framework Results (Final)
	School results are more distributed and generally lower in the SPSF than the prior system
	FIGURE 3-1
	SPSF assigns lower performance labels to more schools compared with prior system (2023–24 to 2024–25)

	Schools with more economically disadvantaged students tend to receive lower overall ratings, which is common in school accountability
	Lack of consensus among experts about how much accountability results should reflect student demographics
	Schools with more economically disadvantaged students tend to receive lower ratings, partially due to the SPSF's design
	FIGURE 3-2
	Schools with more economically disadvantaged students receive lower SPSF scores and labels, on average (2024–25)


	SPSF results will fluctuate over time, and measured performance will decline if “cut scores” increase

	4. Chapter 4 - Labeling (Final)
	SPSF has a reasonable approach for aggregating and categorizing school accountability results
	TABLE 4-1
	SPSF summative scores translate to one of four performance labels, which are a description of how the school is performing relative to the state’s expectations
	SPSF aggregates school performance into an overall rating, which generally aligns with other states but has tradeoffs
	SPSF uses fewer rating categories than other states but provides greater differentiation than state’s prior system

	Changes should be made to improve how the SPSF labels school performance
	Descriptive labels are challenging to develop, but some SPSF performance labels do not clearly communicate school performance or function as part of a continuous scale
	Three of four SPSF performance labels do not clearly communicate school performance
	SPSF performance labels do not clearly relate to each other as part of an intuitive, continuous scale
	Changing SPSF performance label terminology would be a small change that could strengthen stakeholder buy-in

	SPSF scoring thresholds ignore differences in how school levels are measured, significantly benefiting high schools
	FIGURE 4-1
	Distribution of SPSF performance labels varies by school level; high schools are much more likely to have higher ratings than elementary and middle schools


	SPSF should ensure that CSI schools receive the lowest state label

	5. Chapter 5 - Proficiency and Growth (Final)
	SPSF’s proficiency indicators are generally well designed, though a scoring refinement is needed
	Framework’s proficiency indicators are generally well designed
	Proficiency scoring for assessments with a single failure level should be refined
	TABLE 5-1
	Scoring for SPSF proficiency indicators
	FIGURE 5-1
	Schools can more easily score points for assessments with only three performance levels
	TABLE 5-2
	Science had the highest indicator score for elementary and middle schools despite having the lowest SOL pass rate (2023–24)


	SPSF’s growth indicator is an improvement, but still has shortcomings and will likely change
	Model used to measure student growth for 2024–25 is complex but appropriate
	SPSF’s approach to scoring growth indicators for 2024–25 could unfairly penalize schools and differs from other states
	Scoring may unfairly penalize students and schools with acceptable growth
	FIGURE 5-2 SPSF growth indicator scoring awards different point values to students whose performance may not meaningfully differ from one another

	Use of VVAAS student estimates rather than “school effects” may be less accurate

	Student growth measure under board consideration for 2025–26 is a substantial change from current approach

	Proficiency weighting is higher than most states and captures less of schools’ contribution to student learning
	FIGURE 5-3
	Virginia weights proficiency higher relative to growth than most states
	FIGURE 5-4
	SPSF proficiency indicators are more closely related to student economic disadvantage than growth indicators (2024–25)


	6. Chapter 6 - Graduation & Other Indicators (Final)
	SPSF’s graduation measures are appropriate and well designed
	FIGURE 6-1
	Graduation measures reflect percentage of students graduating within four and six years and together account for 20 percent of high schools’ scores

	Despite some concerns, chronic absenteeism is reasonable to include in the SPSF
	FIGURE 6-2
	Chronic absenteeism indicator reflects percentage of students not chronically absent and accounts for 5 or 10 percent of schools’ scores

	SPSF’s college, career, and military readiness indicator has appropriate criteria, but scoring is problematic
	FIGURE 6-3
	Schools earn points for student achievements in 3Es each pathway
	FIGURE 6-4
	A single student can earn points for achievements across multiple pathways
	Stakeholders generally viewed 3Es indicator positively, but school leaders had concerns about ability to offer certain opportunities
	Uncapped 3Es scoring allows individual students and some schools to score too many points, which distorts overall scoring
	TABLE 6-1
	3Es indicator effectively accounts for more than its intended weight for schools with high 3Es scores (2024–25)

	Far less time and effort are required to score enlistment points than in other two 3E indicator pathways, which risks “gaming” scores

	Advanced math coursework indicator is rare but aligns with state policy goals
	Adding more indicators are policy decisions and would increase complexity of accountability system
	Social studies indicator would add accountability for a core subject but would reduce assessment flexibility
	Board is considering adding an integrated reading and writing indicator as a measure of student readiness



	7. Chapter 7 - Accounting for English Learners (Final)
	SPSF’s inclusion of more English learners in proficiency, growth, and ELP progress is positive
	SPSF’s timeline to include recently arrived English learners aligns with federal requirements and is supported by experts
	FIGURE 7-1
	Prior accountability system excluded more English learners than permitted by ESSA
	FIGURE 7-2
	Prior accountability system excluded all English learners for up to five years

	SPSF criteria for when to include recently arrived English learners could be adjusted to help address schools’ concerns
	FIGURE 7-3
	Recently arrived English learners are included in proficiency calculations sooner under Exception A


	SPSF’s ELP progress indicator should be refined to credit incremental and significant progress
	FIGURE 7-4
	ELP progress indicator measures percentage of English learners in a school who are making sufficient progress toward language proficiency

	Reweighting should be changed for schools with too few English learners for ELP progress indicator

	8. Chapter 8 - Accounting for Student Subgroups (Final)
	SPSF lowers TSI & ATSI schools’ performance labels, which emphasizes subgroups but has tradeoffs
	Lowering performance labels of TSI and ATSI schools is uncommon but emphasizes student subgroup performance
	Lowering TSI and ATSI schools’ performance labels is unpopular among schools but supported by some experts

	SPSF rules for how TSI and ATSI affect performance labels are imprecise and can be overly punitive
	FIGURE 8-1
	Recommended rules would improve some TSI and ATSI schools’ performance labels and better reflect differences between the federal designations


	9. Chapter 9 - State Support for School Improvement (Final)
	Providing effective school improvement services is difficult, but certain models can succeed
	VDOE is redesigning its school improvement program, but it is too early to determine its effectiveness
	Current VDOE leadership prioritized redesigning school improvement program
	Redesigned program has positive features and appears to be an improvement over prior approaches
	Lack of written plan for program and staffing workloads may hinder implementation, though a full evaluation cannot occur until services have been provided
	Lack of a written plan for the large-scale, complex redesign of state’s school improvement program could impede successful implementation
	New school improvement program’s emphasis on tailored support will be labor intensive and may be difficult to effectively execute with planned staff
	Redesigned school improvement program’s effectiveness cannot be fully known until support services have been provided and rigorously evaluated


	School improvement needs sustained attention and evaluation

	Appendix A - Study resolution
	Appendix B - Methodology (need page #s)
	Appendix C - Agency response
	Appendix C - Letter 1 -Secretary of Education - JLARC SPSF response from ARG 12.9.25
	Appendix C - Letter 2 - JLARC Response - Superintendent
	Appendix C - Letter 3 - Board President
	Appendix D - Decreases in Student Performance
	Appendix E - Indicators
	TABLE E-1
	Distribution of 2024–25 school performance by indicator
	TABLE E-2
	Distribution of 2023–24 unofficial school performance projections by indicator

	Appendix F - Results by school characteristics
	TABLE F-1
	Student racial and ethnic composition varies across performance labels, on average (2024–25)
	TABLE F-2
	Schools that received lower performance labels have higher percentages of English learners, on average (2024–25)
	TABLE F-3
	Schools facing greater teacher workforce challenges tend to perform worse under the SPSF (2024–25)
	FIGURE F-1
	Higher proportions of urban and rural city schools receive lower ratings (2024–25)
	FIGURE F-2
	Higher proportions of Central, Valley, and Northern Neck schools receive lower ratings (2024–25)
	TABLE F-4
	No meaningful relationship between SPSF ratings and per-pupil spending (2024–25)

	Appendix G - Additional Analysis of SPSF Data
	TABLE G-1
	Percentage of students statewide in each demographic group (2024–25)
	TABLE G-2
	Correlations between summative scores and school characteristics (2024–25)
	TABLE G-3
	Dominance analysis for summative scores – grouped variables (2024–25)
	TABLE G-4
	Dominance analysis for summative scores – individual variables (2024–25)
	TABLE G-5
	Linear regression for SPSF summative score (2024–25)
	FIGURE G-1
	Predicted summative scores by schools’ student demographic makeup (2024–25)
	TABLE G-6
	Correlations between indicator scores and percent economically disadvantaged students (2024–25)
	TABLE G-7
	Student demographics by performance rating under prior accountability system (2023–24)
	TABLE G-8
	Current WIDA proficiency level increase required to earn credit for ELP progress
	TABLE G-9
	ELP progress hypothetical index 1
	TABLE G-10
	ELP progress hypothetical index 2
	TABLE G-11
	Distribution of students under different ELP scoring scenarios (2023–24)

	Appendix H - Reporting results
	Appendix I - Growth
	Appendix J - '3Es' achivements and scoring
	Appendix K - VDOE's school improvement program (in progress)



