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Designing New Accountability, Recognition, 
and Improvement Practices for 

Washington’s Public Education System
(Discussion Draft 2)

This document reports on a preliminary step in the State Board of Education’s (SBE) effort to lead the 
development of more effective, robust, and aligned practices of education accountability, recognition, 
and continuous improvement in Washington. Below is an explanation of the purpose of this effort and 
the process SBE is using. 

Purpose 

The intent of this work is to redesign the Washington School Improvement Framework with 
opportunity-to-learn measures that better support our state’s accountability and recognition system 
of continuous improvement in k–12 education. Washington’s SBE seeks to better align what the 
state measures in its accountability and recognition processes with both the ambitious educational 
goals the state has set for its education system and the best available evidence about how to 
achieve those goals effectively and equitably. The redesign is not an effort to reframe education in 
Washington but, rather, to provide tools that the SBE and its educational partners at every level of 
the system can use to inform policies and practices for achieving those goals as well as to monitor 
the state’s progress toward them. Rather than focusing only on the extent to which a limited set of 
student outcome goals are being met, as past systems have done, the new approach will provide 
cohesive information about the resources being provided, how students are experiencing learning, 
and students’ progress toward more robust and meaningful outcome measures at the building, 
district, and state levels. These measures will help educators assess how things are working and 
how well students are learning and will help identify what actions are needed to ensure that students 
have sufficient learning opportunities and that the system is operating effectively and equitably. 
Specifically, these practices will help the state support students to better meet the state’s basic 
k–12 education goals, ensure high expectations for all students and give all students the opportunity 
to achieve personal and academic success, and create a public school system that is increasingly 
able to evolve and adapt in order to better focus on strengthening the educational achievement of 
all students. 
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Approach

The design approach the SBE is taking includes four key steps. 

Step 4

Create processes 
to support using 
data to improve

Identify levels 
for reporting

Model the public 
education system’s 
theory of action

Step 1 Step 2 Step 3

Identify key 
indicators and 
metrics

The first is to construct a model that makes explicit the goals Washington has set for the educational 
system and the state’s theory of how the system can meet those goals. The model doesn’t provide a 
comprehensive depiction of the education system but instead identifies key features that make the 
system effective and equitable. Both the goals and key features are articulated in statute and other 
policy documents; most are supported by considerable education research. Pulling them together 
into a model will allow the SBE and its partners to focus on what matters most. 

The second step is to identify what indicators—measures of the goals and the key features identified 
in the model—should be selected. This requires research and informed decision-making. Outcome 
indicators should reflect the full set of basic education goals, knowing that traditional achievement 
test scores are insufficient. Working backward, indicators of key system features must be identified 
and verified as evidence based. “Evidence based” means that education research confirms that 
these indicators are linked to the outcomes the system seeks to achieve. It is also important 
to assess the feasibility of various indicators by inventorying the valid and reliable measures 
Washington and other states have used and by taking stock of statewide data already available. In 
cases where valid and reliable measures or data are not available, the state must decide whether it 
should develop new measures to generate sufficient useful information. These processes will enable 
the SBE and its partners to assemble a focused set of key indicators and data that, together, can be 
used to assess the health of the k–12 education system and to inform its continuous improvement.

A third step is to determine how to report and communicate the indicators to maximize their 
usefulness for improvement, as well as how to monitor them. Past systems have focused almost 
exclusively on the school level of reporting, with data disaggregated by significant subgroups of 
students. However, more useful is a multilevel, shared approach that reports indicators at whichever 
level of the system has responsibility for the key elements and the capacity to make improvements. 
For example, having a sufficient and diverse supply of well-prepared and experienced teachers at a 
school is positively linked with valued outcomes. However, state policies and local district practices, 
rather than actions at the school, largely determine the supply and distribution of teachers among 
schools. Therefore, in addition to reporting teacher-quality indicators for each school, indicators of 
quality and distribution should be reported at the district level and statewide. 
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A final step in developing the system is creating a supportive process in which the accountability 
indicators can be used to inform continuous improvement of policies, programs, practices, and 
partnerships at schools and districts as well as systemwide. Each of these steps requires the 
engagement of key k–12 education stakeholders.

Washington State Board of Education Vision, Mission, and Values 

Vision: The Washington SBE envisions an education system in which students are engaged in 
personalized education pathways that prepare them for civic engagement, careers, postsecondary 
education, and lifelong learning. 

Mission: The SBE’s mission is to provide transparent leadership in k–12 education policymaking, 
effective oversight of schools serving Washington k–12 students, and assertive advocacy for 
students’ personal growth and success. These three areas of responsibility will support a system that 
personalizes learning for each student and values diverse cultures, abilities, and learning styles. 

Values:

• Equity is a primary consideration in our policymaking, initiatives, actions, and interactions. 
The SBE has adopted an Equity Statement of Intent (included below), and we actively 
seek to identify and remove barriers that inhibit equitable access to high-quality 
learning opportunities. 

• Student-Focused Education: Provide educational, social, emotional, and mental health 
supports for the whole child. Enact policies that benefit our students, and modify or eliminate 
policies that are not beneficial. Create meaningful opportunities to hear from and respect 
diverse student voices. Build authentic, caring relationships with students. Empower students 
to lead their own learning, and provide personalized learning that is relevant to students. 

• Strategic Action: Enact impactful, sustainable, research-based initiatives to fulfill our 
mission and vision. Support an innovative and adaptive system that meets the needs of 
individual students. 

• Dynamic and Future-Focused Innovation: Think, plan, and lead proactively. Anticipate the 
needs of our students and society. Employ research-based strategies. Encourage schools 
to innovatively cultivate student achievement and the development of transferable skills 
for a changing workplace. Recognize the changes in our students’ needs, and change the 
system accordingly. 

• Collaboration, Caring, and Inclusion: Engage and collaborate with partners to achieve shared 
goals. Value, listen, and learn from all voices. Intentionally seek the wisdom of students, 
families, and communities, particularly those historically marginalized by the educational 
system, to inform policies and practices. 

• Integrity: Act with honesty, professionalism, and transparency. Fulfill our commitments in a 
fair and ethical manner. 

http://learningpolicyinstitute.org
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An Effective and Equitable Education System 
in Washington: Goals and Key Features

Goals

Students should meet the state’s basic k–12 goals as established by the legislature in RCW 
28A.150.210 and have the knowledge and skills essential for postsecondary education, gainful 
employment, and citizenship. According to the statute, “The goals of each school district, with the 
involvement of parents and community members, shall be to provide opportunities for every student 
to develop the knowledge and skills essential to: 

1. Read with comprehension, write effectively, and communicate successfully in a variety 
of ways and settings and with a variety of audiences; 

2. Know and apply the core concepts and principles of mathematics; social, physical, 
and life sciences; civics and history, including different cultures and participation in 
representative government; geography; arts; and health and fitness; 

3. Think analytically, logically, and creatively and integrate technology literacy and fluency 
as well as different experiences and knowledge to form reasoned judgments and solve 
problems; and 

4. Understand the importance of work and finance and how performance, effort, and 
decisions directly affect future career and educational opportunities.”1

The public school system should evolve and adapt in order to better focus on strengthening the 
educational achievement of all students, which includes high expectations for all students and 
gives all students the opportunity to achieve personal and academic success, as articulated in 
RCW 28A.150.210.2

Equity Statements

The Washington SBE uses equity as a guiding principle in carrying out its statutory charges, strategic 
planning, and policymaking. The SBE believes that the state’s school system exists to empower 
all students and to ensure they are ready to become productive, caring, and civically engaged 
community members. The SBE is committed to successful academic attainment for all students. It 
will require narrowing the opportunity and academic achievement gaps between the highest- and 
lowest-performing students and eliminating the predictability and disproportionality in student 
outcomes by race, ethnicity, and socioeconomic conditions. To accomplish this, the SBE will work 
collaboratively and transparently with educational and community partners to:

• ensure that equity in education is understood as a process to identify and eliminate 
institutional policies, practices, and barriers that reinforce and contribute to predictably 
disparate educational outcomes;

http://learningpolicyinstitute.org
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5LEARNING POLICY INSTITUTE | WASHINGTON STATE BOARD OF EDUCATION

• honor and actively engage Washington’s underserved communities as partners in developing 
and advocating for equity-driven policies, practices, and resources that meet the needs of all 
students; and

• use equity as a lens to continuously assess and improve the collective process of 
policymaking to ensure our school system’s commitment and ability to meet the needs of all 
students—today and into the future.3

Equity in the public school system goes beyond equality. As defined by the Washington Office of 
Superintendent of Public Instruction, equity means that each student, family, and community is 
seen to possess strengths and cultural knowledge that benefit peers, educators, and schools. It 
requires education leaders to examine the ways current policies and practices result in disparate 
outcomes for students of color, students living in poverty, students receiving special education and 
English learner services, students who identify as LGBTQ+, and students who are highly mobile. It 
also requires education leaders to develop an understanding of historical contexts; engage students, 
families, and community representatives as partners in decision-making; and actively dismantle 
systemic barriers, replacing them with policies and practices that ensure all students have access to 
the instruction and support they need to succeed in our schools.4 

http://learningpolicyinstitute.org
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Notes on Terms 

Continuous Improvement: Research shows that organizations improve when people in them 
have opportunities to gain knowledge and skill and to work with others to achieve quality. This 
supportive accountability approach is designed to collect comprehensive data that can be used 
to pinpoint real-time problems and inform solutions that are consistent with long-term goals. The 
underlying assumption is that continuous improvement requires comprehensive and diagnostic 
data beyond test scores, together with support that engages educators and policymakers (at all 
levels) in understanding and using these data, to make the education system better. “Continuous 
improvement” is a cyclical process intended to help groups of people at many levels of the education 
system—from families and schools to state agencies—identify shortcomings, set goals, detect ways 
to improve, and evaluate change. By “engages,” we mean that all actors in the system learn from and 
act on diagnostic and summative data provided by the accountability system rather than awaiting 
judgment in the form of annual scorecards or grades designed to make schools, teachers, and 
students “try harder.”96

Stakeholders: Building on the work of the Council of Chief State School Officers and Partners for 
Each and Every Child, the stakeholders mentioned above are intended to represent a broad coalition 
of members helping to build a more equitable education system in Washington. In the context of this 
document and the decision-making process to improve it over time, stakeholders include students, 
families, caregivers, educators, leaders, support staff, and all community members who are involved 
and invested in districts, schools, programs, and outcomes for students.97 
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