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2011-2012 NESSC POLICY FRAMEWORK 
VERSION 5.0, ENDORSED BY NESSC COUNCIL ON NOVEMBER 3, 2011 

 

I. Overview 
The New England Secondary School Consortium is a pioneering partnership committed to fostering 

forward-thinking innovations in the design and delivery of secondary education across the New England 
region. The five partner states of Connecticut, Maine, New Hampshire, Rhode Island, and Vermont believe 
that our bold vision, shared goals, and innovative strategies will empower us to close persistent achievement 
gaps, promote greater educational equity and opportunity for all students, and lead our educators into a new 
era of secondary schooling. 

One of the main areas of work for the Consortium is the joint pursuit of state policy development with 
sufficient leverage to catalyze and support the transformation of secondary schools across the five 
participating states. During the summer and fall of 2010, representative policy-makers and education leaders 
from each state – the New England Secondary School Consortium Policy Strategic Action Team - met and 
agreed to simultaneously pursue three unique, yet interrelated policies that, when passed in each state’s 
governing bodies, would promote the implementation of proven, research-based strategies designed to 
promote systemic, 21st century innovations in secondary schools and classrooms, and achieve the NESSC’s 
2016 goals: (1) increase four-year, on-time graduation rates across the five states to ninety percent or higher; 
(2) decrease annual drop-out rates to less than one percent; (3) increase the percentage of students enrolling 
in two- and four-year college-degree programs or pursuing accredited postsecondary credentials to eighty 
percent or higher; and (4) reduce the number of students required to take remedial courses during their first 
year of college to five percent or less. 

Following the success of new and/or revised high-leverage state policies during the 2011 legislative 
session, the Policy Strategic Action Team convened again in the summer of 2011 to reflect on lessons learned 
and to strategize the work ahead during the 2011-2012 school year. The SAT reasserted its position of 
focusing on the three primary policies and sought to clarify a few points. This document includes the revised 
wording. 

This Policy Framing Paper is designed to illustrate the ways in which the policy – when implemented – 
will transform secondary schools and result in ultimate achievement of NESSC’s 2016 goals. To accomplish 
this task, we will use the NESSC’s High Leverage Policy Framework to clarify the policy and identify the 
specific elements and policy features that are critical to its successful passage and implementation. 

 

II. Identification of High-Leverage Policies 
The New England Secondary School Consortium Policy Strategic Action Team met on several 

occasions to determine which policy areas had the greatest potential for transforming schools and also added 
the greatest value when pursued jointly. Their work was vetted by external policy experts and endorsed by the 
NESSC Council. The following language represents the main ideas of the three policies each state has 
committed to shepherding through their representative governing bodies. 

1. Modify state policy to require that high school graduation decisions be based on students’ 
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achievement of learning standards using a body of evidence and multiple measures, including both 
student-designed and on-demand performance assessments. States would make individual decisions 
on specific requirements, but all would agree that schools use (a) standards-based assessments and 
(b) the demonstration of proficiency through interest-based projects selected and designed by the 
student. 

2. Develop or refine state policy to 1) require middle and high school programs to offer multiple and 
flexible learning pathways; and 2) create regional state programs that operate in collaboration with 
secondary schools but offer opportunities undoable for single districts (for example, virtual learning or 
dual enrollment programs), that all lead to a college-ready diploma. Further, the policy will incorporate 
a degree of latitude to support local adoption and implementation. The state expectations could 
include some form of personal learning plan that meets the social, emotional, career, and academic 
needs of student. While the high school diploma is the objective of the policy, the diploma will certify 
that students have demonstrated preparedness for success in college, careers, and life 

3. Develop accountability processes that will ensure system integrity—measuring, understanding, and 
improving both student learning and school, district, and state instructional and organizational systems 
that support this learning. State policy will ensure student attainment of 21st century skills and 
knowledge for every student, require accountability for this accomplishment, and provide diagnostic 
support to promote a cycle of continuous learning. This system accountability should effectively and 
efficiently identify schools and districts that struggle the most to support high levels of student learning. 

 

III. High-Leverage Policy Framework 
Drawing from the fields of education policy, school redesign, organizational change, leadership 

development, and program evaluation, the Consortium’s High Leverage Policy Framework is a detailed 
exploration of education policy from rationale to development to implementation. By taking into account the 
larger social and political “ecosystem” in which policy is formed, written, and implemented, this tool provides 
policy makers and educators with a step-by-step framework they can use to identify and develop effective, 
high-impact policies in their states, districts, and schools. The High Leverage Policy Framework draws upon 
research on policy formulation, implementation, and efficacy, and it is intended to serve as a guide for policy 
makers and educational leaders working to enact transformative change in public schools. 

A high leverage policy: 

1. Shifts the fundamental structure, practices, or cultures in districts, schools, and classrooms; 
positively influences the “instructional unit”—the relationship between teachers, students, and 
curriculum; and equitably increases academic aspirations, achievement, and attainment for all 
student; and  

2. Generates ripple effects throughout an educational system by positively influencing a variety of 
policies, practices, and programs. 

The High Leverage Policy Framework (Figure 1) recognizes that myriad political, contextual, and 
human factors inevitably influence whether a policy will produce the desired results: systemic, sustainable 
improvements in districts, schools, and classrooms that will have a direct and positive impact on student 
outcomes. The Framework identifies three critical success factors essential to effective policy development: 
leverage points, design features, and implementation contingencies:
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IV. Policy #1: Graduation Decisions 
Historically, students have graduated from high school based on the accumulation of “credits” students 

earn by successfully passing a series of teacher-developed tests assessing student skill and knowledge on a 
set of outcomes associated with a curriculum area. In this system, “credits” are based on an aggregate of 
scores on individual assessments, assignments, and participation. Theoretically, the accumulation of “credits” 
demonstrates the acquisition of a complete set of knowledge necessary for success in life after high school. In 
practice, this system has proven to be unreliable in its measurement of student skills and knowledge, lacking in 
specificity regarding success and failure, and generally less helpful for encouraging learning and student 
innovation. The system also assumes that all students learn at the same pace, achieving the same depth of 
learning within the same time frame. Further problematic, the system has little cohesion across students as 
teachers often use different criteria to determine course passage and credit attainment. 

These concerns are not alleviated by requiring students to pass a standardized test. These tests are 
designed to sort students based on a limited sample of items from a narrow selection of knowledge and skills 
within the domain of learning expectations of a particular content area. Consequently, even with such testing, 
we have a limited understanding of a student's ability to demonstrate deeper and broader areas of the 
curriculum, including the skills and dispositions we now know are essential to success in both careers and 
post-secondary learning. When students are not expected to learn or demonstrate these skills and 
dispositions, schools frequently fail to teach them. 

The NESSC states are committed to the creation of state level policies that will require schools and 
districts to create a graduation decision-making system that replaces or enhances the current system of credit 
accumulation for graduation. In addition to local requirements that could include the accumulation of credits, 
students must build a body of evidence that demonstrates achievement of specific learning standards. This 
evidence must come from across historically-constructed content areas both within and outside of the school 
building, include student efforts over extended periods of time, and consist of student-designed assignments 
and assessments, as well as teacher-created assignments and assessments. 

Each state will create a series of rubrics (depending upon the learning standards to be assessed, 
these rubrics could be common across the NESSC) for schools to use on a student’s body of evidence to 
assign a score to this work. Students will be expected to present their body of evidence to an audience that 
includes educators from the school as well as key community members and/or parents chosen by the student. 
The presentation could be a series of events or a single event, taking place when students are prepared to 
demonstrate readiness, not on a uniform or preconceived timeline. Specifically, students will be able to 
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graduate from high school sooner or continue longer than the traditional four year time frame, placing 
increased emphasis on the quality of learning rather than the time it takes each student to achieve such 
learning. The results of these decisions will be noted on a student’s transcript as part of their permanent 
record. 

Scoring decisions will be made by educators from the school and/or district incorporating input from 
other participants. To ensure a level of trustworthiness of these decisions—and potentially lay the groundwork 
for the possibility of a “New England credential”—samples of student work and local decisions will be 
submitted and reviewed periodically to ensure that the standard for graduation retains a level of consistency 
across the NESSC states. Students must have multiple opportunities to demonstrate success and different 
formats (i.e., multiple measures) to engage in this process.  

In sum, this process must move beyond a check-list of activities or achievements and include the 
student and others in a reflective process to determine readiness to graduate. While the graduation decision is 
a culminating event, the development of student engagement, learning, and ownership entailed in this process 
takes place over the entire secondary school learning experience, impacting teaching and learning throughout 
a student’s time in secondary education. 

 
Definition of Terms 

Learning Standards:  Content standards for math and ELA have been identified by the Common Core, 
looking to embed college and career readiness skills within these content standards. Knowing that 
current research has demonstrated the necessity of these skills for success after graduation from the 
K-12 system, the NESSC states will explicitly identify these college and career readiness skills and 
dispositions that enhance and move beyond the Common Core. In addition to the Common Core, 
these college and career readiness skills and dispositions must be demonstrated in the process 
outlined above. 

Body of Evidence:  A body of evidence includes student work that demonstrates achievement of 
learning standards. The body of evidence should be both rich and deep, cover learning over time and 
across historic content areas, and be drawn from learning both within and outside of the school 
building. Students must play an active role in determining which examples of work will be included in 
their body of evidence.  

Multiple Measures: Single demonstrations of academic, social, or emotional attainment often fail to 
present an accurate picture of student achievement, resulting in both false positive (a student 
demonstrating achievement at single time on a single assessment based more on luck than actual 
achievement) and false negative results (a student possessing the required levels of achievement, but 
failing to demonstrate such in this instance). A multiple measures approach ensures that students 
have multiple opportunities and multiple times using multiple formats to demonstrate success.  

Performance Assessments: A student's demonstration of academic rigor through application of 
learned knowledge and skills, and requiring transferability (successful use of one’s knowledge and skill 
in other novel situations of importance). Performance assessment is designed to measure a student's 
ability to directly demonstrate particular knowledge and skills, promotes active student engagement in 
learning, and is scored using established criteria for acceptable demonstration. Performance 
expectations (for example, a rubric) and the broad process for passing judgment (a panel, or an 
individual teacher, or some other such activity) would need to be largely teacher designed in order to 
ensure consistency across learning experiences and radically increase the likelihood of reliability and 
validity. However, the tasks in which student engage in order to demonstrate these performance 
expectations are open to student- designed and directed actions. 
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Theory of Action 

Currently, the high school diploma is not an accurate indication of student learning, the activities associated 
with achieving it (gaining credits) fail to deepen learning, the process fails to incorporate learning outside of the 
school building, and the process provides limited feedback to improve instruction or the learning process itself. 
Moving in this direction holds the following promises: 

1) Tying graduation decisions to actual demonstrations of learning as measured through performance 
assessments and the assessment of a body of evidence will provide a clearer and more accurate 
understanding of student learning.  

2) These performance assessments will enable students to take increased responsibility for their learning 
activities which will deepen the student relevance of the learning experience. 

3) This better understanding of learning will (a) provide teachers with an improved means to assess their 
instructional practice and how it supports student achievement; (b) enable students to better 
understand their learning and how to improve it; and (c) enable parents/guardians to better understand 
the learning of their children in order to provide increased support. 

4) These changes in behavior (for educators, students, and parents) will increase the likelihood of 
students (a) being adequately prepared for and successful in life after graduation; (b) finding support 
to address areas of concern; and (c) graduating ready for college, work, and citizenship. 

 

V. Policy #2: Flexible Learning Pathways 
Current secondary school structures provide students varying levels of choice regarding courses but 

provide limited different learning pathways that move beyond the current course organizing structure. Such a 
system expects students to progress at the same pace despite differences in current abilities and past 
learning, expects similar levels of quality in learning, denies students the capacity to move through learning at 
a faster pace, and assumes that all learning structures work for all students. In addition, while the system 
appears to provide “choice” for students, these choices are seldom student -designed, seldom incorporate 
student input beyond course signup, and are predominantly led and organized by adult educators. 

The NESSC states propose the creation of state policy that will 1) require middle and high school 
programs to offer multiple and flexible learning pathways; and 2) create regional state programs that operate in 
collaboration with secondary schools but offer opportunities undoable for single districts (for example, virtual 
learning or dual enrollment programs), that all lead to a college-ready diploma. These programs should 
specifically take advantage of learning outside of school and the organizational structures routinely 
incorporated as part of schooling. Further, the policy will incorporate a degree of latitude to support local 
adoption and implementation. 

By design, these pathways should engage students actively in their learning, enabling them to 
successfully navigate the graduation process as described in Policy 1. In addition to educator-designed 
pathways, schools must also create an explicit process to support students in designing unique and personally 
appropriate pathways that go beyond those uniformly offered by the school. All learning pathways must enable 
students to master a common core set of skills and knowledge defined through learning standards. Different 
learning pathways may provide different additional skills and knowledge beyond the core learning standards. 
While the flexible learning pathways will and are expected to differ, all pathways will enable students to choose 
to apply to, attend, and complete successfully 2- or 4-year college programs, be ready for work, and productive 
citizenship.  
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The flexible learning pathways must go beyond the offer of a different selection of the same courses, 
encompassing different learning styles that actively incorporate and require student choice in learning, not just 
the selection of courses. Learning pathways must take advantage of learning both within and outside of school 
courses and acknowledge learning instructors beyond educators within the school building. Students and their 
parents/guardians will be expected to be the primary drivers in the choice of a learning pathway for each 
student. Student choice—and consequently the notion of flexible and personalized learning pathways—exists 
on a continuum as demonstrated below in Figure 2. This policy requires learning to move into stages four and 
five in this continuum. 

 

Figure 2:  Flexible Learning Pathways 
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Each student will create a personal learning plan that outlines: (a) unique social, emotional, career, 
and learning goals beyond the core learning standards, (b) an ongoing reflection of student strengths and 
areas of concern; (c) an ongoing record of learning standards achieved; (d) a developed plan for actions after 
attainment of a diploma; and (e) the rationale for choosing and/or designing the specific learning pathway. 
These pathways must remain “flexible”, opening up greater student choice as students master their learning 
and increase personal ownership of both their learning and their personal learning plans. Ultimately, students 
must work within a framework of expectations concerning common learning standards, but be encouraged, 
supported, and expected to make and own decisions about their learning. 

 

Definition of Terms 

Flexible Learning Pathways:  The notion of multiple pathways is currently sweeping the nation, 
focusing on ways to better organize and open enrollment to the current courses offered through the 
traditional high school and career and technical education centers. While the NESSC acknowledges 
the benefit of such actions, flexible learning pathways deliberately moves student choice and 
ownership beyond organizational design of the school into the realm of student choice within the art of 
learning. Flexible learning pathways must ensure student attainment of a common core set of learning 
standards, encourage student engagement and ownership in decision- making about personal 
learning, and support attainment of unique learning standards above and beyond the common core 
set of learning standards. 

Personal Learning Plan:  see above 

Learning Standards: Content standards for math and ELA have been identified by the Common Core, 
looking to embed college and career readiness skills within these content standards. Knowing that 
current research has demonstrated the necessity of these skills for success after graduation from the 
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K-12 system, the NESSC states will explicitly identify these college and career readiness skills and 
dispositions that enhance and move beyond the Common Core. In addition to the Common Core, 
these college and career readiness skills and dispositions must be demonstrated in the process 
outlined above. 

 

Theory of Action 

Currently, the majority of high school students follow a common learning pathway through high school 
that varies only in the levels of courses students enroll in or differences in some additional courses taken by 
some students. A number of students do break out of this pattern to enroll in courses through various career 
and tech programs, and a handful of students take courses offered outside of the school day through such 
structures as adult education. Even so, these course pathways are largely created by educators, and student 
choice about actual learning activities within any of these course options is very limited. 

This policy would be designed to radically increase the different ways that students could attain similar 
skills and knowledge. Not only does it open up increased options, but it is intended to increase student choice 
about actual learning activities within various learning options, significantly increasing student ownership of 
their learning. Moving in this direction holds the following promises: 

1) Implementing a system that explicitly provides a myriad of learning pathways—including pathways 
designed by students—increases the likelihood that student learning styles will match instructional 
styles 

2) Aligning learning and instructional styles increases the likelihood of meeting student interests and 
aspirations, raising student voice and choice, and resulting in increased motivation, engagement, and 
success for students. 

3) Such increased motivation will lead to higher and deeper levels of mastery. 

4) Ultimately, increases in engagement and deeper levels of mastery will lead to more students attaining 
a diploma and being ready for college, careers, and citizenship.  

 
VI. Policy #3:  System Accountability 
 Over the past 20 years, both federal and state policy have required increasing amounts of student 
assessment focused on better understanding the academic attainment of students. Many of these efforts have 
focused not only on measuring this attainment, but also working to ensure increased levels of equity of 
achievement for all students. The results of these various assessments have been used for a multitude of 
purposes. 

The NESSC states are committed to the creation of accountability processes that will ensure integrity 
across the learning system—measuring, understanding, and improving both student learning and school, 
district, and state instructional and organizational systems that support this learning. State policy will ensure 
student attainment of 21st century skills and knowledge for every student, require accountability for this 
accomplishment, and provide diagnostic support to promote a cycle of continuous learning. This system 
accountability should effectively and efficiently identify schools and districts that struggle the most to support 
high levels of student learning. 

The foundation for the diagnostic requirements of such a system has already been developed through 
the NESSC Global Best Practices Toolkit. Drawn from quality instructional, leadership, and organizational 
practices from the US and round the world, the Global Best Practices Toolkit provides a general overview of 
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quality practices, not site-specific action steps based on local context. 

 To ensure equity of learning opportunities at a local level, state policy must demand the creation of an 
accountability system that measures and reports the success of processes used by the school and/or district to 
support learning. The goal of such an accountability system is to ensure  both transparency of learning results 
which indicate how well all students and sub-groups are meeting state expectations, and to determine which 
schools and districts need the most direct and comprehensive support. This system must incorporate state 
level assessments focused on the Common Core, assessment systems measuring attainment of cross-cutting, 
21st century learning standards (see Policy #1), and data collection on the learning systems of support 
including instructional practice, leadership, organizational design, and school and community collaboration. 
The results of this system must be shared publically within the school, the district, and the community. 

 Research conducted over the past 25 years has consistently demonstrated that the quality of daily 
instruction is the single largest factor concerning student learning under control by schools. Consequently, the 
accountability system must place specific emphasis on measuring and ensuring that instructional practice is 
student-centered and personalized, designed to meet the intellectual, developmental, social, and emotional 
needs of every student. Schools and districts will be required to create measurement processes that identify, 
collect, share, and analyze aggregate data on instructional practice with both internal educator audiences and 
external parent and community member audiences.  

Educator certification and licensure—both teacher and administrator—will ensure demonstration of the 
skills required to implement policies 1 and 2 described earlier. 

 

Definition of Terms 

Global Best Practices Toolkit:  The NESSC undertook an extensive study of quality practices from 
around the world and developed the Global Best Practices Toolkit, a self reflective tool for use by 
schools and districts. Copies of this can be found at www.newenglandssc.org . 

 

Theory of Action 

Measuring student achievement while failing to thoughtfully measure the various supports that enable this 
achievement allows us to understand what students know and are able to do, but provides limited insight into 
the effectiveness of various practices to enhance and to ensure such achievement.  

This policy would be designed to provide data on the impact—or lack of impact—of instructional practices, 
organizational designs, and leadership on student learning. It is intended to put data on practice into the hands 
of educators, students, parents, and community members in a timely fashion. Moving in this direction holds the 
following promises: 

1) If teachers fully understand the impact of instructional practices, the likelihood of increasing effective 
practices and eliminating ineffective practices significantly increases. 

2) If administrators (including principals, district administrators, and school board members) understand 
effective instructional practices, organizational designs, and leadership qualities, they will increase 
support for positive actions and decrease support for less positive actions. 

3) By increasing effectiveness, students will learn more and graduate both at higher levels and be better 
prepared for life after graduation. 


