OFFICE OF THE STATE
SUPERINTENDENT OF EDUCATION

February 23, 2026

Greetings,

Pursuant to 20 U.S.C. §7861, OSSE will request a one-year waiver of certain Every Student
Succeeds Act (ESSA) requirements from the U.S. Department of Education (USED). After 12 years,
the District will transition to new statewide assessments in English language arts (ELA) and math
in the 2026-27 school year.! We will seek a waiver from calculating accountability scores and
making school designations until the 2027-28 school year as we will not have a reliable measure
of student growth between the current assessment and new assessment in 2027. Our
overarching goal is to maintain the integrity of our accountability system as a valid and consistent
measure of student performance and school quality. Consistent with 20 U.S.C. §7861, OSSE is
making this waiver request public for notice and comment. Following public comment and
potential revisions based on comments received, the District of Columbia plans to submit this
request to USED for their consideration and approval in April 2026.

When the District was revising its ESSA State Plan in 2022 and 2023, stakeholders shared
overwhelming feedback that student growth was a critical measure of school quality. For that
reason, the District increased the weight of student growth measures in the formula we use to
calculate accountability scores for elementary and middle schools, and added a student growth
measure to the formula for high school accountability scores. These changes reduced the
correlation between the economic status of students served and the accountability scores of
schools.

In 2027, the District will be moving to a new design for its statewide assessments in ELA and
math. In 2015, the last time the District made a significant change to our statewide assessment
design from the District of Columbia Comprehensive Assessment System (DC CAS) to the
Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for College and Career (PARCC), we also adopted new
education standards. This required local educational agencies (LEAs) to update their curriculums
to match the updated state academic standards. It is important to note that unlike 2015, here
the update in ELA and math assessment is not being accompanied by a change in ELA or math
standards. The new statewide assessments will continue to test students’ knowledge of existing
standards using current best practices in student assessment, including a computer-adaptive
design that will reduce testing time, while providing a more precise measure of what students
know. Additionally, students will have access to more accommodation features while taking the
assessment and educators will have access to interim assessments and instructional tools, at no
cost LEAs. | am confident that this transition is the right thing for students and educators.

! The District of Columbia will change from the Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for College and Career
(PARCC)-designed assessment to a Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium (SBAC)-designed assessment.
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OSSE does not believe that measures of student growth across two different assessments would
be an accurate measure of school quality. Given this, the District will request a one-year waiver
from calculating accountability scores and making school designations in fall 2027, as accurate
growth data will not be available.

During this one-year waiver period, OSSE will continue to report all other metrics on the DC
School Report Card, including student performance on the new statewide assessment. Schools
and families will still receive information about their students’ results. In fall 2028, accountability
scores will be calculated and school designations will be made, consistent with our current
system.

This waiver request reflects our belief that the accountability formulas outlined in our ESSA State
Plan—derived from research and community input—is a high-quality system that we should
maintain with consistency. Just as the ESSA State Plan was created with public input, | am
committed to ensuring this waiver reflects community input as well. | invite you to submit
comments on the draft waiver. OSSE will submit received comments with the waiver request to
USED upon its submission. Please submit comments to OSSE.ESSA@dc.gov with the subject line
“ESSA Waiver Public Comment”. Comments may be submitted until March 31, 2026.

Thank you for your partnership and consideration.

Antoinette S. Mitchell, Ph.D.
State Superintendent

Office of the State Superintendent of Education
1050 First Street NE
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OFFICE OF THE STATE
SUPERINTENDENT OF EDUCATION

Executive Summary

The District of Columbia serves approximately 100,000 public school students; of which 48% are
enrolled in public charter schools and 52% are enrolled in traditional public school system.
Informed by engagement with, and support from, all of the charter and traditional public school
local educational agencies (LEA) in the jurisdiction, the District of Columbia Office of the State
Superintendent of Education (OSSE) seeks the U.S. Secretary of Education’s consideration of a
one-year waiver request from specific statutory and regulatory requirements of the Elementary
and Secondary Education Act of 1965 (ESEA), as amended by the Every Student Succeeds Act of
2015 (ESSA), on statewide accountability and school identification. The waiver is needed for a
period of one-year as the District transitions to a new statewide assessment to ensure that the
student growth metrics used in its accountability system are valid and consistent measures of
student performance and school quality.

OSSE requests a one-year waiver for the 2026-27 school year from the following ESSA
requirements:

e Statewide requirements in Section 1111(c)(4)(C) to meaningfully differentiate, on an
annual basis, all public schools;

e Statewide requirements in Section 1111(c)(4)(D) and Section 1111(d)(2)(C) to identify
schools for comprehensive, targeted, and additional targeted support and improvement;
and

e Statewide requirements in Section 1111(h)(1)(C)(i)(IV) to include the system for
meaningful differentiation for all public schools on the annual state report card.

Approval of this waiver request by the U.S. Department of Education will grant the District of
Columbia local authority to:

e Ensure that families and their communities continue to have robust access to accurate,
timely and consistent school performance data that empowers them to make school
enrollment choices;

e Protect the long-term comparability and validity of its statewide accountability system;

e Provide schools and local educational agencies (LEAs) continuity within the District of
Columbia’s current accountability system;

e Uphold local commitments made in the District of Columbia’s Amended ESSA State Plan
to schools and LEA leaders, as well as local stakeholders, on the importance of student
growth as a measure that more accurately reflects a school’s impact;

e Ensure school designations and improvement activities for schools designated in the
2023-24 school year continue as planned on the current three-year cycle; and
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e Ensure school designations and improvement activities for the next cohort of
designated schools does not impede the District of Columbia’s school improvement
progression towards more rigorous interventions.

Background

Updating the District of Columbia’s Statewide English Language Arts (ELA) and Math Statewide
Assessments

The District of Columbia is deeply committed to high quality statewide assessments that produce
valid, reliable, and comparable results for families, teachers, and other education stakeholders.
OSSE uses the results of these assessments to inform educational investments, policies, and
programming. The District of Columbia’s general statewide assessment system includes
assessments in ELA, math, and science. Together, these assessments create a comprehensive
system that provides important information to schools, LEAs, and local stakeholders on students’
progress and proficiency relative to the District of Columbia’s state educational standards.

Over the past two years, OSSE has solicited feedback from LEA stakeholders via surveys and focus
groups on the future of the District of Columbia’s assessment system. OSSE has heard what is
working and what changes would make the statewide assessments more meaningful for
educators and students. In response to this feedback and the changing national assessment
landscape, the District of Columbia has joined the Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium
(SBAC) to update the design and content of the District’ of Columbia’s ELA and math assessments.
These updated assessments will launch in the 2026-27 school year, with the first administration
in spring 2027.

Ensuring the Accuracy and Intention of the District of Columbia’s School Accountability Scores
Pursuant to Section 1111(c)(4)(C), the District of Columbia is federally required to calculate a
school accountability score that measures a school’s performance relative to all public schools in
the District. These accountability scores are used for OSSE’s school designation process (pursuant
to Section 1111(c)(4)(D) and Section 1111(d)(2)(C)) and displayed on the annual state report card
(pursuant to Section 1111(h)(1)(C)(i)(1V)), known as the DC School Report Card. As required by
the Department, the DC School Report Card reports a multitude of data on the District of
Columbia’s public schools—with only a subset of those metrics used to calculate a school’s
accountability score.

After an extensive local engagement process in the spring of 2022, the District of Columbia
updated and amended its ESSA State Plan. Under the District of Columbia’s Amended ESSA State
Plan, the school accountability score increased the weight and emphasis on student growth to
represent 50 percent of an elementary or middle school’s accountability score, as well as ensured
the inclusion of a student growth metric for high schools.

These student growth metrics are a key indicator of school quality and a metric that District of
Columbia State Board of Education, families, LEA and school leaders, and policymakers advocated
for extensively during the ESSA State Plan amendment process. Student growth measures
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provide a more comprehensive indicator of school quality than proficiency rates alone because
they capture how much students learn over time, rather than reflecting performance at a single
point that is heavily influenced by students’ prior academic experiences. By showing whether
students are making meaningful academic progress year over year, growth data offers actionable
information for educators, families, and local policymakers that proficiency levels alone cannot
provide. For these reasons, growth is widely recognized as a critical component of school
accountability systems designed to support continuous improvement and more accurately reflect
school effectiveness. Accordingly, the District of Columbia has placed a significant emphasis on
these student growth metrics in its accountability system.

The student growth metrics that are part of the District of Columbia’s overall school
accountability score measure growth in student performance on statewide assessments from
year to year. The metrics compare ELA and math assessment data from the accountability year
and the previous school year. Student growth metrics require at least two years of data for each
student. The District of Columbia’s accountability system includes both a Median Growth
Percentile that measures a school’s median student growth in comparison to other schools, as
well as a Growth to Proficiency metric that measures whether a student has made sufficient
growth towards proficiency on assessments for ELA and math.

With the first administration of the District of Columbia’s updated ELA and math assessments in
the 2026-27 school year, OSSE will be unable to calculate student growth metrics due to the
absence of comparable ELA and math assessment data from the previous 2025-26 school year.
While statewide assessments in 2025-26 and 2026-27 will measure mastery of the same ELA and
math standards, they will do so using different test blueprints, question types, and accessibility
features; this means that any changes in student performance cannot be solely attributable to
the student’s actual mastery of the standards. The absence of growth metrics means that the
District of Columbia’s accountability system would not include 50 out of 100 points in its
elementary and middle school framework, and 12.5 out of 100 points in its high school
framework. Reporting on either inaccurate growth measures or no growth measures at all would
result in presenting misleading information to the public on the performance of the District of
Columbia’s public schools.

Implementing the District of Columbia’s New School Improvement Framework

In September 2024, OSSE launched a new school improvement framework, which lays out an
updated theory of change for school improvement efforts in the District of Columbia. Under this
new framework, OSSE supports its designated lowest performing five percent of schools
(pursuant to Section 1111(c)(4)(D)) by providing: clear expectations, access to Section 1003
funding, planning, supports, aligned resources, and strong partnerships, so that schools
implement strong improvement plans focused on accelerating learning outcomes for all
students.

This new framework is grounded in five key domains that represent national best practices
related to school improvement, adapted for the unique local context of the District of Columbia:
(1) transformational leadership, (2) talent development, (3) instructional excellence, (4) strong
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school climate, and (5) organizational health. The framework is centered on student outcomes
and a guiding principle of continuous improvement—and is the framework through which the
District of Columbia meets the federal requirements (pursuant to Section 1111(c)(4)(D)) to
designate the lowest performing five percent of schools for improvement and additional support.

In December 2024, OSSE designated its first cohort of school improvement schools under its new
framework. These schools entered a three-year designation cycle that runs through the 2023-24,
2024-25, and 2025-26 school years. OSSE is next scheduled to make designations in the 2026-27
school year—the same year that the District will launch its updated ELA and math assessments.
Making determinations about whether schools should enter or exit designation status without
an accurate measure of student growth is not aligned with the goal of accelerating student
achievement.

Rationale for Waiver Request

OSSE values the use of comparable accountability score data and recognizes how important these
comparable data are to families, LEA leaders, District of Columbia educators, and local
stakeholders. The District of Columbia’s statewide assessment systems provide critical
information on academic performance across the city—and provides the foundation for
calculating the two student growth metrics in the District of Columbia’s accountability system.

The District of Columbia has been using an assessment designed by the Partnership for
Assessment of Readiness for College and Career (PARCC) in ELA and math since 2015. In school
year 2026-27 the District will update its ELA and math assessment to a Smarter Balanced
Assessment Consortium (SBAC)-designed assessment. OSSE will not be able to calculate valid and
reliable measures of student growth due the changes in test blueprints, question types, and
accessibility features in the first year of the new assessment administration.

Since October 2025, OSSE has been engaging locally in a process with LEA leaders and the DC
Public Charter School Board (PCSB), the sole authorizer of all charter schools in the District, to
explore new options for the District of Columbia’s accountability system. However, the other
options that the District of Columbia has explored do not produce outcomes in the best interests
of the District of Columbia’s schools, LEAs, and local communities.

No other tool can take the place of the District of Columbia’s accountability system as designed
and approved in the District’'s Amended ESSA State Plan. For that reason, protecting the long-
term comparability and validity of the statewide accountability system, as well as correctly
identifying the schools that require the most support for families, are top priorities in the District
of Columbia. The approval of this one-year waiver for the 2026-27 school year provides the
District of Columbia as much continuity as possible with its current accountability system, as well
as stability for its school improvement process and those schools that have been identified.
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U.S. Department of Education Waiver Request Components
A. Identify and describe the Federal programs affected by the requested waiver.

The waiver request will affect Title |, Improving the Academic Achievement of the Disadvantaged,
Part A, Improving the Basic Programs Operated by Local Educational Agencies, Subpart |, Basic
Program Requirements.

B. Describe which Federal statutory or regulatory requirements are to be waived.

The District of Columbia is seeking a one-year waiver for the 2026-27 school year of the following
statutory requirements:

e Statewide requirements in Section 1111(c)(4)(C) to meaningfully differentiate, on an
annual basis, all public schools;

e Statewide requirements in Section 1111(c)(4)(D) and Section 1111(d)(2)(C) to identify
schools for comprehensive, targeted, and additional targeted support and improvement;
and

e Statewide requirements in Section 1111(h)(1)(C)(i)(IV) to include the system for
meaningful differentiation for all public schools on the annual state report card.

C. Describe how the waiving of such requirements will advance student academic achievement.

OSSE is committed to working with LEAs, schools, and the community to advance student
academic achievement. OSSE believes it is essential to accurately measure and report on student
mastery of academic standards and is deeply committed to its statewide testing program. There
will be no lapse in the administration and reporting of a statewide assessment in the District of
Columbia with the change in statewide assessments. OSSE is transitioning to updated ELA and
math assessments because the content, test design, and instructional tools provided by the
Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium (SBAC) will improve OSSE’s ability to measure student
achievement and to support educators in using assessments to accelerate academic
achievement.

With OSSE’s new school improvement framework, OSSE has built capacity and momentum
around school improvement. OSSE has a strong team of school improvement specialists and
leaders to drive the District of Columbia’s understanding of the root causes of school
underperformance, develop and support schools and LEAs in identifying strategies for addressing
these root causes, and helping schools take the necessary steps towards exiting their designation
status. The District of Columbia has created the necessary foundation for its next steps towards
implementing more rigorous interventions for persistently low-performing schools; and the
2026-27 school year was slated to be a key opportunity for the District of Columbia to continue
to work with schools re-designated for Comprehensive Support and Improvement (CSl) towards
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more rigorous interventions. However, without growth metrics included in the 2026-27
accountability scores, the bottom five percent of schools as measured by the accountability
scores would likely be significantly different than those currently designated and those who
would be designated if the accountability score included growth metrics.

Without this waiver for the 2026-27 school year, OSSE believes that the District of Columbia’s
school improvement activities and process would be significantly impeded—and the trajectory
of persistently underperforming schools would be disrupted, resulting in less accountability for
these schools.

D. Describe the methods the State educational agency, local education agency, school, or Indian
tribe will use to monitor and regularly evaluate the effectiveness of the implementation of the
plan.

In the absence of calculating school accountability scores and making school improvement
designations for the 2026-27 school year, OSSE will ensure the continued monitoring and regular
evaluation of currently identified schools by:

e Requiring a one-year extension (to conclude at the end of the 2026-27 school year) to
schools currently identified for comprehensive, targeted, or additional support and
improvement, unless they have demonstrated improvements in academic achievement
in both ELA and math, as measured by the statewide assessment.

e Requiring these schools to submit a one-year addendum to their previously approved
school improvement plan to ensure that they see a continuation of school improvement
activities, support, and Section 1003 funding from OSSE during the 2026-27 school year.

e Providing regular on-site and virtual support, monitoring, and technical assistance to LEAs
and schools currently identified (especially those that will have not yet met exit criteria
at the conclusion of the three-year designation cycle) to ensure that they have the
support and guidance to move towards exiting school improvement status after the 2026-
27 school year.

e Ensuring that the District of Columbia’s annual state report card, known as the DC School
Report Card, continues to be published with annual data related to state, LEA, and school
performance on all metrics (except student growth) as described in the District’s
Amended ESSA State Plan. OSSE is committed to maintaining its high level of data
transparency and reporting standards (as required under Section 1111(h)).

e Communicating with LEAs, schools, and local stakeholders that the District of Columbia
will resume the calculation of school accountability scores with student achievement and
growth data from the 2027-28 school year, as well as make associated school designations
based off of those scores for a new three-year designation cycle.
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e Consistent with current practice, OSSE will release student achievement results from the
new statewide assessment to families, schools, and the public in the first year of test
administration.

E. Describe how schools will continue to provide assistance to the same populations served by
programs for which waivers are requested and, if the waiver relates to the provisions of
subsections (b) or (h) of section 1111, describe how the State educational agency, local
educational agency, school, or Indian tribe will maintain or improve transparency in to parents
and the public on student achievement and school performance, including the achievement of
the subgroups of students identified in section 1111(b)(2)(B)(xi).

The methods outlined in Section E will be applied to all schools uniformly regardless of the
population they serve.

OSSE is committed to maintaining a high level of data transparency and reporting standards
regarding the District of Columbia’s annual state report card, known as the DC School Report
Card. The DC School Report Card will be published with historical and annual data from the 2026-
27 school year pursuant to the District’'s Amended ESSA State Plan on all approved metrics
(except those related to student growth (i.e., Median Growth Percentile and Growth to
Proficiency) for the 2026-27 school year).

Pursuant to Section 1111(h)(1)(C)(V), for the 2026-27 school year, OSSE will continue to name all
public schools currently identified for comprehensive support and improvement or implementing
targeted support and improvement plans (as outlined above related to the one-year extension).
For the 2027-28 school year, the DC School Report Card will return to full and complete reporting
requirements under Section 1111(h).

Additionally, OSSE will continue to ensure that students and families in the District of Columbia
have robust access to its annual common application and public-school choice lottery system,
known as My School DC. Through this public-school choice process, OSSE hosts an annual public-
school fair, known as EJFEST, that gives attendees the opportunity to learn about the variety of
schools available in the District of Columbia.

Note: OSSE is not seeking a waiver related to Section 1111(b) regarding challenging academic
standards and academic assessments.
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