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Background
During the 2015 legislative session, the Achievement School District bill was introduced to the House Republican Caucus by Rep. Rob Bryan very late in the session.  The bill immediately faced difficulties that were mostly due to timing, but also there was an air of uncertainty about passing what many saw as a drastic education policy change late in the session.  
The bill establishes a separate entity run by the State Board of Education called the Achievement School District.  This district would contract with charter school operators to take operational control of up to five perennially low performing elementary schools away from the local school board.  The school board will still have to provide transportation, capital, and facility maintenance.  The bill would also establish innovation zones (iZones), where school boards could run low performing schools with charter-like flexibility.  School boards can qualify for the iZones if they transfer one of their schools to the Achievement School District.

This measure has had poor results in Tennessee.  A study conducted by Vanderbilt University is available here.

Recent data has suggested that some schools performed at a lower rate in some academic areas after entering the ASD.  The study also indicated that iZones seem to be far more effective in helping low performing schools when compared to the ASD. Another notable finding from the study is that low-performing schools managed by outside management organizations performed worse than low-performing schools that were managed directly by the State-run district.  Other states such as Louisiana and Michigan have also experimented with the ASD and found mixed results.  NCSBA does not believe the ASD is a cure all for low-performing schools, and it could hinder some schools further.  
During the interim, a study committee was appointed to allow Representative Rob Bryan to further explore the concept of an ASD.  Representative Bryan added the option of innovation zones (iZones), where school boards could run low performing schools with charter-like flexibility.  School boards can qualify for the iZones if they transfer one of their schools to the Achievement School District.  The bill recently received favorable support from Representative Rob Bryan’s interim study committee, and it may be considered in the House Education Committee.
NCSBA Position
NCSBA does not support the Achievement School District Legislation. It as another big government overreach into our local schools.  At a maximum, the NC Legislature should provide options or resources other than significant legislation for school districts to use to aid them in improving schools. Below are some specific points as to why this bill is problematic for school districts.  
Why NCSBA Opposes the Bill:
1) Four actions were made permissible to North Carolina school districts for low-performing schools per the Race to The Top Grant provisions, of which one was to operate a low performing school like a charter (very similar to the iZone proponent of the Rep. Bryan legislation).  School districts have not implemented all of these available procedures.  Our recommendation is utilizing these procedures initially to see if there is improvement, and if the legislature wants to provide further options that would be acceptable—since the options currently available have been utilized first.  Also, we have yet to see if these options can improve academic achievement in low-performing schools.  

2) The iZone portion of the bill essentially gives local school boards abilities that they already have as referenced in point 1.  There is no incentive to transfer a school to the ASD, since systems can already make schools charter like.  

3) The model has not shown to be successful in other states that have experimented with similar measures (see background).

4) A school’s identification of low-performing is being based on a school grading system with which the North Carolina House has openly not agreed.  A school is identified as low performing if it receives a grade of D or F and either does not meet or meets growth.  This identification is flawed since it includes schools that are meeting their growth projections.  Furthermore, the A-F system for our school grades is flawed since it counts academic growth as 20 percent of the formula.  Many schools that may perennially receive a poor grade could possibly be improving in growth but remaining stagnant in achievement.  Why put the cart before the horse with the ASD legislation and try to fix a broken school or educational system, when there is no agreement on what is broken?
Mechanical Concerns with the Bill:
1) The bill still requires local school districts to maintain school buildings despite the fact the state has taken control of the campuses.  The NCSBA feels that if the state is going to take control of a school, then they should be responsible for the maintenance of the building.  

2) The local school district will also continue to provide transportation for students to the school.  Again, this is another responsibility the school district should not be required to maintain if the state assumes control of a school.  

3) There are a number of staffing issues that such a proposal will cause for school districts.
To review a complete list of concerns of the mechanics of the bill click here.
Overall Goal
NCSBA believes that additional tools need to be available to local school boards to assist in turning around chronically low performing schools. 
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