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Florida Formula for Student Achievement:
Lessons for the Nation

Presenter
Presentation Notes
I really appreciate the opportunity to share the story behind Florida’s steady climb in student achievement during the last decade.  
 
Florida’s progress during the last decade has proven what I have always believed – that all students can learn.
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Florida Student Population

• 2.7 million students

• Majority minority student population

• Large population of students learning English as a 
second language 

• About half of students are eligible for free and reduced 
priced lunch

Presenter
Presentation Notes
First, let me tell you a little about Florida.  Florida has a large and diverse student population.  

We have 2.7 million students.  

Our public schools are majority minority.  We have a large population of students learning English as a second language.  And nearly 50% of our students are living in or near poverty.
 
To put that in context, we have a greater population of poor and minority students than Wisconsin’s entire student population.
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National Assessment of Education Progress
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A-F School Grades

“What gets measured, gets done.”
– Jeb Bush

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Perhaps more than any other reform, grading schools on a scale of A – F changed the culture of education in Florida.  It shined a bright light on quality and that, in itself, created a catalyst for change.

What gets measured, gets done.
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Measuring Student Learning

Florida Comprehensive Assessment Test (FCAT)
– Aligned with state academic standards
– Subjects: Reading, Math, Writing and Science

Testing expanded from 3 subjects in 3 grades to:
– In 2001, Reading and Math expanded to all grades 3 to 10
– In 2003, Science added to grades 5, 8 and 11
– Writing in grades 4, 8 and 10

Performance Levels
1 2 3 4 5

Below
Grade

Below 
Grade

Grade 
Level

Above 
Grade

Above 
Grade

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The foundation of accountability is annual measurement of student learning.  If you don’t measure, you don’t care.  Measuring annually allows you to accelerate success and reverse failure before it is too late.

In 2001, we started measuring student learning annually in reading and math in grades 3 to 10.  

Florida was actually ahead of the game in this regard.  We were already committed to testing before No Child Left Behind became law and required every state to measure reading and math annually.

Our test is aligned to state standards and measures whether students have mastered the material.  It uses a scale of 1 – 5, with 3 indicating a student is on grade level.  
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History of School Grades

1995: Florida began “grading” schools:
– High Performing
– Performing
– Low Performing
– Critically Low Performing

1998: Moved to Performance Levels:  I, II, III, IV, V

1999: Adopted Letter Scale of A to F

Presenter
Presentation Notes
In 1999, we started grading schools on a scale of A – F.

As you can see, we weren’t the first to measure the quality of education in Florida.  But we were the first to do it in a way that parents and the general public could actually understand.  

Before the letter scale, Florida schools were graded on a scale of 1 – 5, but no one knew if a five was the best or the worst.  

Before the number scale, we used fuzzy descriptors.  But what is the difference between low performing and critically low performing?  Bad and really, really bad?

The simple beauty of the A – F scale is that no one has to explain what the grade means.  Everyone knows the difference between an A and an F.
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School Grades: A - F

• School Grade is based solely* on students’ performance on the 
FCAT.

• Proficiency / Achievement: 50% of the grade
– Percent of all students performing on grade level

• Progress / Learning Gains: 50% of the grade
– Percent of students learning a year’s worth of knowledge, 

regardless of whether they are on grade level
– Percent of lowest performing 25 percent students who are making 

a year’s worth of progress

*In 2010, high school grades began including graduation rates, at-risk student graduation rates, 
acceleration rates, college readiness rates

Presenter
Presentation Notes
School grades in elementary and middle school are based solely on test scores.  That was the case for high school until this year, when more data – such as graduation rates – will be added to calculation.  
 
Half of the grade is based on proficiency – the percent of students who are performing on grade level.

The other half is based on progress – the percent of students who are making a year’s worth of progress in a year’s time in reading and math, regardless of whether they were on grade level.

Half of the progress measure is actually focused on the lowest performing 25 percent students in each school because every school has a lowest performing 25 percent.  

In case you might be wondering, all test scores were treated equally.  We didn’t weight scores based on demographics or socioeconomic factors.  
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Defining Progress

• Progress is when a student:

– Increases a performance level 
(example: move from level 3 to level 4)

– Stays at same level -- levels 3, 4, or 5 – from one year to the next  
(example: same level in 4th and 5th grade)

– Moves up sufficiently within the lowest two levels

1 2 3 4 5
Below
Grade

Below 
Grade

Grade 
Level

Above 
Grade

Above 
Grade

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The grading process is simple and straightforward.

Schools earn up to 100 points each for the percent of students who perform on grade level in reading, math, writing and science.

Schools earn up to 100 points each for the percent of all students who made a year’s worth of progress in a year’s time in reading and math.

And to make sure schools focus on students in the bottom, schools earn another 100 points each for the percent of the lowest performing students who make annual progress in reading and math.
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School Grades
Each category has 100 possible points (percent of students) 

Reading Math Writing Science

Proficiency Proficiency Proficiency Proficiency

Progress
(all students)

Progress
(all students)

Progress
(lowest 25%)

Progress
(lowest 25%)

Presenter
Presentation Notes
So here is how it works.  Proficiency plus progress equals the school grade.

If a school has 63 percent of its students reading on grade level, the school earns 63 points.  Add up the points in each category and you get the school’s grade.

It is very simple for a principal each year to look at his/her school’s grade and determine where they did well and where they were deficient in order to make staffing, professional development and resource decisions.
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Sunshine Middle School

Reading Math Writing Science

Proficiency
63%

Proficiency
59%

Proficiency
90%

Proficiency
51%

Progress
(all students)

66%

Progress
(all students)

68%

508 points = B
Progress 

(lowest 25%)
57%

Progress
(lowest 25%)

54%

Presenter
Presentation Notes
So here is how it works.  Proficiency plus progress equals the school grade.

If a school has 63 percent of its students reading on grade level, the school earns 63 points.  Add up the points in each category and you get the school’s grade.

It is very simple for a principal each year to look at his/her school’s grade and determine where they did well and where they were deficient in order to make staffing, professional development and resource decisions.
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School Grades
A B C D F

Points* 525 or more 495 – 524 435 – 494 395 – 434 Less than 395 

Percent of
Eligible

Students
Tested

At least
95%

At least
90%

At least
90%

At least
90%

Less than 
90%

Adequate
Progress with

Lowest
performing

students 
In Reading and

Math 

Within 
one year

Within 
two years     

Within 
two years

*Beginning in 2011-12, if at least 75% of elementary, middle or high school statewide are As or Bs, 
the point scale will increase by 5% for that school type statewide the following year.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The points are added up and then correlated to a letter grade.

Two other parts of our grading system are worth mentioning.

First, we require at least 90% of students to be tested to earn a grade.  And 95% of students if a school wants to earn an A+.  It would be easy to earn an A if you only tested to high achievers so this provision guards against that.

Second, we require a certain level of progress with the lowest performing students to earn a good grade.  Again, this policy focuses schools on ensuring the success of lower performing students.
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Grading Florida High Schools 
Next Generation of Education Reform

Starting in 2010 school year, high school grades 
calculation also includes: 
• Graduation rates for all students
• Graduation rates for at-risk students

• Graduation rates for 8th grade students entering high school 
below grade level in reading and math

• Acceleration rates (both performance & participation)
• Number of students taking and passing Advanced Placement, 

International Baccalaureate, dual credit or industry certification 
courses

• College readiness rates 
• Based upon SAT or ACT

Presenter
Presentation Notes
In addition to the criteria I just showed you, our high schools are also graded on some additional criteria.

Graduation rates for all students

Graduation rates for “at-risk” students – which basically is a measure of how many students who entered 9th grade below grade level graduated 4 years later.

We also measure acceleration rates.  This is basically a measure of the participation and performance rates of students taking Advanced Placement, International Baccalaureate, dual credit or industry certification courses.

Finally, we look at college readiness rates (based upon the SAT or ACT).
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New HS Components (50% of HS Grade)
GRADUATION ACCELERATION READINESS GROWTH/DECLINE

Overall Rate
200

Participation
200 (in 2009-10)
175 (in 2010-11)
150 (in 2011-12)

Performance on 
Reading

100

For each component schools may earn 
up to 20 additional points for GROWTH
(40 points for factors worth 200 points)

At-Risk Rate
100

Performance
100 (in 2009-10)
125 (in 2010-11)
150 (in 2011-12)

Performance on Math
100

For each component schools may lose 
5 additional points for DECLINE

(10 points for factors worth 200 points)

Total Graduation 
Points

300

Total Acceleration 
Points 

300

Total Readiness 
Points 

200

Total NEW HIGH SCHOOL 
Points Possible

800

All components are percentages.  Those components weighted twice as much as others reflect a 
calculated percentage that is doubled (ex. HS X has a 75% graduation rate, HS X earns 150 points.
All component values are capped at their maximum values.  That is, if a school earns points in 
excess of the total for a particular component – through the growth adjustment or the escalating 
weights in the acceleration components – the school will receive the maximum points for that 
component.
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Results of Florida A+ Plan
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
In 1999, we had more D&F schools than A&B schools.  Now we have 10 times as many AB vs. DF.

The 4 dotted lines indicate times when we raised the bar on what it means to be an A or B school.

1999 – moved to A, B, C, D, and F grades
2002 – added in student learning gains to the calculation
2005 – added in students with disabilities and English language learners to the calculation and raised the writing standard
2007 – added in science and math lowest 25% gains into the calculation
2010 – added high school accountability:  
Graduation rates for all students
Graduation rates for at-risk students
Acceleration rates (both performance & participation)
College readiness rates 
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Continually Raising the Bar
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
An important lesson from our experience is that when you raise the bar, you see a sharp increase in failure, followed by a sustained increase in success.  

Raising the bar shocks the system and forces schools to reorganize and refocus.  But that’s what they do and it doesn’t take long before schools are performing at a higher level and it’s time to raise the bar again.

NOTE:  In 2003, we started grading “new schools” and “alternative schools” – they had not been graded in the past, so the pool of potential schools increased in 2004.
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Impact of an A – F School Grading System
• Excellence v. Complacency

– School grading brought a Command Focus on Learning.
– Administrators, educators and parents aren’t satisfied with “C” grades, or even 

“B” grades. Everyone strives for Excellence. 

• Media & Public Attention
– Transparency in evaluating school performance attracts more attention to 

education, from extensive media coverage on the quality of education in 
individual schools to even realtors and realtor guides highlighting good school 
grades as a selling point on the housing market. 

• Statewide Competition to be the “Best of the Best”
– Based on their grades of their schools, each county district in Florida earns a 

single letter grade, creating added competition. 

• Community Support
– Low performing schools are easily identified and communities rally around them. 

Florida has witnessed countless stories of communities coming together to 
improve schools and raise student achievement. 

• School Pride
– Grading schools establishes public perception of both high performing and low 

performing schools, creating more ownership at the local level and added 
incentive to achieve or maintain excellence.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Leon County School board dedicated an entire meeting on how to be the first county with no “C” schools.  This never would have occurred if C schools were called “satisfactory” or “making progress.”

Our back to school newspaper editions focus on more than just bus route locations and lunch times.  They highlight the grade of the school and what the grade means.

Our districts are graded A-F as if they were a single school.  There is competition among district to best their neighboring district.

Low-performing schools get support needed.  Evans High School in Orlando was low performing 20 years ago, but no one did anything about it.  When it started receiving F grades, the school board members on the north side of town starting paying attention to what was going on at the southside school.  

Students and teachers now celebrate their success as you can see with clips on the next slide.
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What They’re Really Saying About School Grades

• ST. PETERSBURG TIMES: “Katie Lail's phone kept ringing Thursday with 
calls from excited teachers who couldn't stop screaming. Their school —
Mary Giella Elementary — had overcome the odds of serving a high-poverty 
area to earn an A in the Florida grading system and also make "adequate 
yearly progress" under federal accountability guidelines.”

• ORLANDO SENTINEL: “A record number of Florida public schools received 
A's and B's on the state's 2009 school report card… Statewide, 78 percent 
of schools got A's or B's this year, up from 74 percent in 2008. The Orange 
County school district had more A-rated schools than ever and -- for the first 
time -- will have no schools with F's. 

• MIAMI HERALD: “After all the preparation, test-taking and months of finger-
crossing, it was time to break out the bubbly -- grape juice, of course -- at 
Larkdale Elementary Thursday morning. ''High C! High C!'' shouted a group 
of staffers as principal Valoria Latson poured glasses of Welch's sparkling 
grape juice. The school, under orders from the state to move up from a D to 
at least a C or face severe sanctions, made the cut by garnering a few 
points shy of a B.”
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Florida’s 4th grade African American students read as well or better than the average student in 8 states.

In fact, Florida is one of just 3 states recognized for closing the achievement gap for minority and low-income students.
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
And minority students are making the greatest progress.

Florida’s 4th grade Hispanic students read as well or better than the average student in 31 states, including <STATE>.
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Florida Rising in Ranks
• Florida is now #5 in Education Week’s Quality Counts Report – based upon 

standards, accountability, teacher quality and student achievement.

• Goldwater Institute analysis of grade 4 NAEP Reading scores identifies 
Florida’s Hispanic students outscoring statewide average of all students in
31 states and the Districts of Columbia.

• Florida’s African American (86%) and Hispanic (96%) students lead the 
nation among their peers on the NAEP math.

• Florida was one of 3 states recognized as closing the achievement gap 
between affluent and low-income students.

• Florida was one of 3 states recognized as closing the achievement gap 
between white and African American students in reading and math (4th

grade).

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Florida has risen to number 5 on the Education Week annual state rankings.  Just a few years ago we were 31st.

Florida is one of only 3 states (Delaware and New Jersey) that is recognized by the US Department of Education as narrowing the achievement gap between white and African American and rich and poor students.
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Florida’s Minority Students 
Rising in Ranks

• Florida’s Hispanic, African American, English Language Learner, Students 
with Disabilities and Low-income students outperform their peers on NAEP, 
ranking in the top 10 in 4th grade reading, 4th grade math and 8th grade 
reading.

• Florida Hispanic students outperform or tie their peers in all but one state on 
4th grade math.

• Florida African American students outperform or tie their peers in all but 3 
states on NAEP 4th grade math.

• Florida students with disabilities outperform or tie their peers in all but 4 
states on NAEP 4th grade math.

• Low-income students outperform or tie their peers in all but 4 states on 
NAEP 4th grade math.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
If Florida’s Hispanic, African American, English Language learning, students with disabilities and low-income students are compared to their peers across the country, they rank in the top 10 in 4th grade reading and math and 8th grade reading.

Our “cocktail” of reforms is working and the proof lies with these, our most vulnerable students.



22

Rewards for Results and 
Options out of Failure

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Just to recap. 
We measure students.  
We grade schools.  
Next comes rewards and consequences for results.
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Rewards for Successful Schools
School Recognition Program

• Schools receive $100 ($70 for FY 11-12) per student for:
– Improving a letter grade 
– Earning or maintaining an “A”

• Money goes directly to principals, teachers and parents (bypasses collective 
bargaining).

• Majority of funds – historically more than 85% - used for teacher and staff 
bonuses.

• We repurposed existing funds.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
When schools succeed, we reward them with cash.  

Schools that earn an A or improve a letter grade – even if it is from an F to a D – they earn 70 dollars per student.  We started at $100 but that has decreased in recent years because of tough budget times.

The reward money goes directly to schools - bypassing both school districts and collective bargaining.  Instead, principals, teachers and parents get to decide how to spend the money.

As a result, the majority of money – about 85 percent – is typically used for bonuses for teachers and staff.

We took an existing pot of money (lottery dollars) that were just formula-funded to every district.  And we said first use of the funds would go to performance rewards to schools that made progress and the remaining funds were formula-funded to every district.

It is a small pot of money ($100 million) in the context of our total $20 billion budget, but it makes a difference.




Options Out of a Failing School
Opportunity Scholarships (1999 – 2006): 

• Eligibility: students in schools that earned an F for 2 out of 4 years 

• Choices:
– A higher performing public school within the district
– A higher performing public school in an adjacent district, with space 

available
– A participating private school

• Funding: scholarship equal to public school funding or private school tuition 
and fees, whichever is less.

• Status: Ruled unconstitutional by the Florida Supreme Court in 2006 – that 
year 753 students participated

24

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Similarly, when schools fail, we had consequences. Students in schools that got an F for two consecutive years were given state funds to go to the school of their choice – pubic, private or religious.

We called it an Opportunity Scholarship.  You can call it a scholarship, call it a voucher, call it a grant, call it whatever you want.  For these students, it was a lifeline to a better education.

Unfortunately, the Florida Supreme Court ruled the program unconstitutional.

In the last year of the program, just 753 students participated - 95% were minority and 75% were poor (eligible for free and reduced priced lunch).  Hundreds of thousands of students were eligible but only a tiny percent opted out of the public school system.  

Our experience busts the myth that vouchers will cause a mass exodus of students from the public school system.  It didn’t happen.  Fact is, public schools improved when students have a choice to go elsewhere.  And all students benefit.







Opportunity Scholarships (1999 – 2006):
Research concludes competition fuels achievement in 

public schools:

• Manhattan Institute: Threat of vouchers improved student performance. 

“Florida’s low-performing schools are improving in direct proportion to the challenge 
they face from voucher competition. These improvements are real, not the result 
of test gaming, demographic shifts, or the statistical phenomenon of ‘regression 
to the mean’.” 

• Cornell University: Failing schools respond to threat of vouchers by raising student 
achievement. 

• Harvard University: Choice provisions of Florida’s A+ Plan leveraged student 
achievement gains.
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
You don’t have to believe me.  The research proves it.

Researchers from the Manhattan Institute, Cornell and Harvard Universities studied similar D-graded schools those that had no F grades in their history and those that had one F-grade in their past. . .




Impact of School Choice on 
Student Performance

 Voucher Threat Improves Student Test Scores
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
They found that the schools that had one-F grade in their history did statistically significantly better than similar D-graded schools.

As you can see the year the Florida Supreme Court took away the private school choice, there was no difference in the performance of our D-graded schools.

When private choice was taken away, the learning gains disappeared.  




27

Contact Information
Christy Hovanetz, Ph.D.
Senior Policy Fellow 

Foundation for Excellence in Education
P.O. Box 10691
Tallahassee, FL 32302

ChristyH@excelined.org
Cell: 850-212-0243
Office: 850-391-4090
www.ExcelinEd.org

http://www.excelined.org/
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