
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

St. Helena Parish School District’s Position on the Accountability Proposal 
 

Over the past decade, Louisiana’s School Accountability System (referred in this commentary as LSAS) has 
undergone significant reforms in an attempt to improve student performance. Under the guise of “creating more 
meaningful distinction between schools,” the Louisiana Department of Education (LDOE) has progressively expanded 
the achievement gaps between wealthy and high-poverty schools. In its most recent proposals to modify LSAS, 
Louisiana has missed, yet again, the opportunity to create an equitable, inclusive framework that focuses on children. 
Instead, their most recent proposal is couched in reducing the letter grades of high-performing high schools and 
penalizing school districts that do not have easily accessible educational resources.  
 

The most controversial proposal is a change to School Quality Indicators, specifically the Strength of Diploma 
measure, effective the 2025-2026 school year. The proposal essentially changes the goal of high school– to obtain a 
diploma. In order to gain the maximum number of achievement points, students must complete standard Carnegie 
credits towards a diploma PLUS one of the following: 

1. an associate degree, 
2. passing exams in 3 Advanced Placement (AP), International Baccalaureate (IB), or Advanced Level II/IV courses, 

or  
3. completing a full apprenticeship in a career path. 

 
This change is communicated to the public as the most effective way to “raise the bar” for academic 

performance. In actuality, mandating the new structure would only exacerbate the disparities between student 
performance, most notably between rich and poor school districts. At present, these additional programs (i.e., AP, IB, 
dual enrollment) are not equally implemented in school districts across the state. The number of schools with programs 
that allow students to earn more than a high school diploma is extremely limited. For example, there are only ten (10) 
schools that participate in the IB program, less than one percent of all Louisiana public schools. Of the seventy (70) 
school districts, only thirty-one (31) offer AP courses that are documented. Twenty-four (24) districts’ data is 
suppressed due to a low number of test takers, and 15 districts did not offer the AP programs at all. These “beyond the 
diploma” programs require significantly more certified staff and financial resources to implement– resources that 
school districts in under-developed areas cannot provide and sustain without an increase in a federal and/or state 
investment. 
 

Let’s see how this plays out in the numbers for dual enrollment classes as an example. Under the current LSAS, 
seniors who graduate with a high school diploma are awarded a maximum of 100 points for their school. The new 
proposal will completely eliminate those points. Right now, 110 points are awarded to students who fulfill the standard 
number of Carnegie credits and pass one dual enrollment, AP, or IB course. The new proposal will award sixty (60) 
fewer points for students who finish two dual enrollment, AP, or IB courses with a C or better. In essence, students will 
have to earn twice as many credentials for fewer points. This is inflation. 
 

Moreover, the proposed change makes a minimal attempt to provide points for low-performing, graduating 
students who are ‘’less likely to graduate,” namely students with disabilities and English Language Learners. However, 
this is simply not enough to make up the difference between districts where a majority of its students are low-
performing, minority, and economically disadvantaged.  
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We agree that increasing academic achievement by providing access to a more rigorous curriculum will help 

Louisiana’s public education system better prepare students for college and career opportunities. However, we also 
submit that the proposed changes are most disadvantageous for small, rural, low-income school districts, like St. 
Helena Parish and other communities with similar economic conditions, who do not receive the resources to effectively 
navigate the inequitable benchmarks of the LSAS. The benefits of rigorous academic programs are already unattainable 
to the students in these districts, so taking away points for students who finish school with only a diploma (the ultimate 
goal of high school) is discriminatory, unfair, and a violation of the 14th amendment. 
 
Contextualizing The Problem through An Equity Lens  
 

While the Every Student Succeeds Act (2015) gave states more flexibility to select metrics that acknowledged 
contextual, non-assessment factors to show the progress made by their students, Louisiana’s plan heavily depends on 
annual, standardized assessments to do so. Any accountability framework that overly depends on a single assessment is 
a flawed one, especially for students who, for a variety of reasons, enter school behind their peers. Research over the 
last decades shows that standardized tests are strongly impacted by out-of-school factors, such as the (1) percent of 
students who are poor, (2) percent of students who are minority, and (3) residential mobility of families. These 
variables are beyond the control of schools, but they account for up to 80 percent of the difference in school-level 
outcomes.  
 

The major limitation of using these tests to evaluate school quality is that these comparisons assume that 
students who begin at different achievement levels will grow at the same rate. The claim that students at the bottom of 
the achievement distribution have more room for gains because they have more of a gap to overcome, is dismissive of 
the students’ learning experience and is not supported by research. In actuality, “learning begets learning” is more 
accurate, meaning students at the higher end of the distribution often find it easier to perform because they have 
accumulated knowledge and skills they can use to acquire new knowledge. Moreover, wealthier school districts with 
more disposable resources can afford to implement the AP and IB curricula that provide the higher-order skills needed 
to make smaller jumps in achievement levels. Many low-income districts find themselves playing catch-up, trying to 
improve student learning to fulfill complex, urban-conscious systems with fewer teachers, less funding, and more 
effort.  
 

Ultimately, assigning schools one letter grade to represent all the varying factors that determine student 
success only pacifies the community with an oversimplified version of an extremely complex process. When there is an 
opportunity to use a combination of assessment and non-assessment indicators that more accurately account for the 
unique educational challenges of schools, why shouldn’t that be considered?  
 
Challenging False Narratives & Returning to the Purpose of LSAS 
 

Superintendents opposed to the proposed changes are not concerned about the broad decrease in school 
quality ratings that will result from these changes. They are only concerned with its impact on the morale of its 
students, faculty, and staff–especially as retention of teachers remains a critical challenge. Meanwhile, BESE’s proposed 
changes are simply guided by the concern, “If some high schools are doing a better job of growing these students than 
others, should our High School formula differentiate and reward schools doing exceptional work?”  
 

It’s time to return to the original purpose of LSAS– to identify high and low performing schools, with the intent 
to increase support for those who are chronically underperforming. The current and proposed system seems 
unconcerned with calculating and rewarding  students in small, rural, low-income schools that are making tremendous 
gains from the bottom of the distribution. Raising the bar for these students without the proper support is only 
strengthening the systemic barriers to achieving success. 
 

Education has never been more important to the future of Louisiana and the United States as it is today. It is 
time to give up the policy of shaming schools that seem to underperform and begin a new era of recognizing that our 
schools have challenges that cannot be remedied by simplistic, punitive measures.  
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The educators in this state are aware of the compelling changes needed, and that are currently being offered as 

a solution to the educational crisis that exists in the state of Louisiana. That compelling change is even more critical and 
compelling for those of us in a district that has suffered the fate of being located in a small, rural, low-socioeconomic 
area with low student performance. 
 

We have a responsibility to alter our course and begin providing extensive support for schools in the spirit of 
cooperation not coercion. It is ultimately the education community’s responsibility to create school performance 
indicators that are equitable, realistic, and achievable. It has proven detrimental to student achievement when high-
level, complex changes are created based on singular ideas from external stakeholders with their personal agendas and 
surface-level knowledge of education policies. 
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