
Understanding the Impact of ESSA on Your District -- 

 

What is ESSA? 

The federal Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) was signed into law December 10, 2015, reauthorizing 
the 50-year-old Elementary and Secondary Education Act and revising many provisions of what was 
known as No Child Left Behind (NCLB).   

 

 

 

 

 

The changes at the federal level prompted the Louisiana Department of Education to submit a new plan 
to comply with ESSA and applicable laws and rules in Louisiana.  The U.S. Department of Education 
approved the state plan on Aug. 15, 2017, and BESE voted for the changes in October 2017. 

Accountability is a process for determining how well districts and schools are serving students and 
taking action if and when those districts or schools are not achieving the desired outcomes.  The 
Louisiana Department of Education has defined the core principles of a strong accountability system as: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Louisiana’s Response 

The BESE-approved plan changes how schools are scored; and at the same time, it changes the structure 
of the grading scale. This reworking of the state’s school grading mechanism stems only in part from 
changes sparked by the federal Every Student Succeeds Act.  Much of the new plan reflects self-imposed 
changes and upgrades imposed by state education officials.   

Those who support the changes say that it is a good compromise; however, the new system was 
approved without the support of the Louisiana Association of School Superintendents, Louisiana School 
Boards Association, or Louisiana Association of Principals.   

These associations support the higher standards advocated in the plan; however, they question the 
rationale of the grading system changes. 

Critics contend the changes will bring about drastic grade changes that will jolt the public and unfairly 
reflect the academic effort of schools.  The revised grading matrix may show a district in decline even 
though its efforts remain the same or improve based on current indicators. 

DID YOU KNOW? 

State education officials in Louisiana expect the 
number of schools receiving an F on state school 
report cards to increase by 57 percent in 2018, 
jumping from 104 to 163.  At the same time, 
schools with an A designation will decrease by 38 
percent – that is equivalent to 99 schools 
dropping out of the top grading tier.  Currently 
there are 263 A schools statewide.  The new 
rating system is expected to change that to 164. 

Critics also contend that improvements made under the current system may become overshadowed by 
the unsettling change, if not threatened by the shifts in the grading matrix.  It’s important to note, 
despite the looming grade changes, that Louisiana has made impressive progress with the following: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



What’s different about the new plan? 

 

There are three critical shifts in the design of the state’s accountability system.   

The most obvious shift is in the grade system.  Proponents contend the new system ensures 
an “A” in Louisiana’s letter grade system will signal mastery of fundamental skills because 
expectations for what is required to earn an A is now much higher. 

 

Right now a school’s students must average a Basic in literacy and math skills, have a high school 
graduation rate of 75 percent and average an ACT score of 18 in order for the school to earn an “A” in 
the indexes of the state’s rating system.   

However, the state’s new benchmarks for achieving a score of 100 would now require that students 
demonstrate proficiency at the mastery level of skills rather than the basic level. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

At the same time, at the high school level, students will be scored differently on the result of ACT scores.  
An ACT Composite Score of 21 will be required to receive 100 points in the state’s accountability matrix, 
whereas a composite score of 20 will receive 90 points and a composite score of 18 will be worth 70 
points in the state’s scoring matrix.  Schools would be expected to have a graduation rate of 90 percent 
to receive 100 points in the state’s scoring matrix. 

 



The second critical shift is that school rating calculations will now value more the progress 
of every individual child.  The scoring matrix will measure whether students are on a path to 
master fundamental skills and measure how effectively students are advancing relative to 
their peers.   

 

The annual progress all individual students make in their fundamental academic skills, no matter how 
high or low their ultimate performance, will be factored in the ratings for each school and the system 
overall.  This element will account for 25 percent of the formula for grades 3 through 8 and 12.5 percent 
for grades 9 through 12, replacing the “progress points” that are currently added to schools’ scores, but 
are not a core performance score index. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The third shift in the scoring matrix is that it will be expanded to emphasize interests and 
opportunities for students, in addition to traditional assessment and graduation outcomes.  
Five percent of school scores will be based on this criteria. 

 

 

  



How will the changes affect our school/our district? 

First, the change in the grading scale alone is likely to affect some schools.  The chart below shows a 
school with a 94.8 School Performance Score, which is currently a “B” school, would improve to an “A” 
letter grade in 2018 with the shift in the scale; however, fall deeper into the “B” range as time moves on. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

94.8 DPS 



 

Second, and more significant, is the fact that not only has the grading scale changed, WHAT districts are 
being scored on and the weight of those factors has also change.   

As noted earlier, the most notable change is the state’s new threshold for proficient for students at 
every level.  Currently, students scoring Basic on the LEAP are considered proficient, and a full 100 
points is awarded by the state to those students’ schools.  With the changes under ESSA, students must 
achieve Mastery level for the schools to receive 100 points.  At the high school level, the threshold for 
proficient is being raised from a score of 18 on the ACT and a Silver Level on WorkKeys to a 21 on the 
ACT and a Gold Level on WorkKeys (which is equivalent to a 24 on the ACT).  

At the same time, a high school’s ability to graduate students on time has reduced in importance to 
include the students’ interest and opportunities, as well as their ability to grow the strength of their 
diploma during their four years.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It is expected that most districts and schools will see a drop in their overall scores due to the changes in 
the scoring matrix.  Schools can calculate their current scores with the anticipated scoring matrix to 
simulate the impact based on their 2016-2017 data.  

  



 

Communicating Change 

It will be very important to communicate with all stakeholders that declining changes in scores and 
letter grades may result despite no significant change or even some improvement in a school or district’s 
effort.   

Our top educators and school district CEOs support efforts to find new and better ways to serve 
students.  However, that pursuit for improvement should not be undermined by a grading system that 
does not accurately represent the work being done.  The shifts toward growth and higher standards 
under ESSA should be managed more effectively and more productively, rather than in a somewhat 
punitive structure. 

The anticipated changes could be equated to a football game where teams use a traditional point 
system through the first half, but at half time, they are notified that the values of their scores have been 
changed based upon whether the points were gained through a run or pass play.  Additional points are 
also being awarded or subtracted from the team’s overall score based on actions related to the game, 
but that previously, may have had no direct bearing on the score of the game.  

Clearly, such a “mid-game” change could put a well-organized and talented team in an underdog 
position.  And while any team may struggle to adapt to the new game conditions and structure, a good 
team will soon revise its playbook and strategies to once again be successful. 

Remind stakeholders that your school/district is ever adapting to better educate your students to be 
successful in an ever changing, ever fluctuating global society.  These changes may cause temporary 
setbacks, but even those setbacks can result in improvements that better advance our goals. 

 


