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RE: Recommendation for School Letter Grades 

Dear State Board of Education Members: 

Since being asked to review the recent changes to our state's school grading formula, I have given 
considerable thought to the task placed before me in ensuring the credibility and viability of Florida's 
accountability system. Between now and the 2014-2015 school year, the biggest issue confronting our 
schoo ls is the successful implementation of the Common Core State Standards (CCSS). I believe every 
action we take in the intervening period of time before the rollout of new assessments aligned to CCSS 
must be done with this issue in mind. This is especially true with regard to our state's accountability 
framework, a model that has rightfully earned both accolades and admiration from across the nation. 

With clear and thoughtful feedback provided by the advisory task force I convened on Monday, July 1, 
2013, I am providing two recommendations that I believe are the best policy for Florida's students and 
reflect the concerns that have been expressed to me. To the greatest extent possible, my goal was to 
minimize the number of changes in the short term, while providing a clear onramp to a mid- and long
term path toward future conversations we will have on CCSS. I am very appreciative to all of the 
members of the task force who helped to shape the recommendations I am providing to you today. 

To be clear, my recommendations, outlined below, are made not to soften the blow of higher standards 
or to reduce the number of failing schools, but rather to advance the best policy for Florida's students 
and position our state for a successful transition to full implementation of the CCSS in the 2014-2015 
school year and beyond. At the same time, our messaging to the field on the substantially increased 
expectations with CCSS assessments must be constant and aggressive. 
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1. 	 Transition Safety Net-I recommend the continuation of the transition safety net provision that 
prevents schools from dropping more than one letter grade in a given year. The continuation of 
this safety net provision was the primary recommendation of the advisory task force. The 
department understands the superintendents' concern that multiple changes to performance 
expectations, grade calculations and other variables within the calculation on a short timeline 
may have contributed to a reduction in clarity of the system. However, similar issues will likely 
be in play in 2015-2016 with a revamped accountability model and higher performance 
expectations of CCSS. As such, complexity does not provide a rationale for a safety net as the 
multi-faceted nature of schooling will necessarily require the consideration of multiple variables 
in assigning letter grades. I believe the transition to CCSS will be an opportunity to provide 
greater transparency in our state accountability system. 

2. 	 Revise Inclusion of Students in ESE Centers - For the 2013-2014 letter grades, assessment 
scores of students attending ESE center schools will not be applied back to the "home" school 
for students who have never previously enrolled in a non-ESE center school within the district 
and who score at the emergent level on the Florida Alternative Assessment (FAA). I recommend 
this logic be applied retroactively to 2012-2013 letter grades. Given the time constraints under 
which we are operating, current letter grade calculation procedures and the desire to avoid a 
delayed release of grades this year, the department will work with school districts through the 
appeals process to ensure this provision is accurately applied retroactively to 2012-2013 school 
letter grades. 

I believe these recommendations are in the best interest of Florida's students and reflect a 
comprehensive approach to protecting the credibility of our accountability system while providing a 
glide path to CCSS. They directly address the key concerns expressed by our district leaders and reflect 
our shared commitment to transparency and high expectations. I respectfully submit them for your 
consideration . 

~ 

Tony Bennett 
Commissioner of Education 
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