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FOREWORD

By NewSchools Venture Fund

Over the last several decades, many organizations in the public, private and nonprofit
sectors have discovered the importance of becoming a “learning organization,” which
Harvard Business School professor David Garvin describes as “skilled at creating, acquiring,
and transferring knowledge, and at modifying its behavior to reflect new knowledge and
insights.” These learning organizations have many of the characteristics of a curious student.
They always want to know “why?” and “how did that happen?” They like to take things
apart to see how the parts work together. They constantly question how their actions
affect the results they observe. They regularly test basic assumptions and experiment with
new ways of doing things—learning from their successes and failures so they can do better
the next time.

It is both ironic and unfortunate that most public school systems—built for the express
purpose of promoting learning among students—are not yet learning organizations.
Although many schools encourage inquiry, creative approaches, and scientific experimen-
tation among students, most have not yet embraced this practice of continuous learning
by their own staff at the classroom, school, or district office level. NewSchools Venture
Fund believes that making this change in public education is crucial for attaining and
sustaining better educational outcomes for #// students.

As such, “Anatomy of School System Improvement: Performance-Driven Practices in Urban
School Districts” is the first report in a three-year effort to define how educators are
beginning to embrace performance-driven practices in order to transform public education
systems into learning organizations. We examine how this process of change is unfolding
in 28 medium and large urban school systems, and illuminate the major barriers and
needs that educators and school systems must overcome in order to create true performance-
driven organizations.

Goals of the Report

In partnership with the Institute for the Study of Knowledge Management in Education
(ISKME), NewSchools set out to test a few hypotheses in the definition of performance-
driven practices in public education and the state of their adoption among medium and
large urban school systems.

The first of these hypotheses is that school systems—and the people within them—are
in the midst of a massive cultural shift, from a compliance orientation that focuses on
measuring inputs, toward a performance mentality that measures results. As public school
systems grew larger and more complex, charged with serving millions upon millions of
students, they developed “cultures of compliance” designed to monitor inputs: dollars
spent, days of instruction, hours of teacher training, minutes of classroom time per subject,
and numbers of students per teacher. Despite the best of intentions, it has become clear
that this approach does not lead to adequate outcomes for students—particularly as we
prepare an increasingly large and more diverse group of students for a complex information age.
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outcomes for all students as the
quiding principle, NewSchools
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of the organization, clearly
understand the organization’s
performance goals and
collectively support the
common purpose of achieving

those goals.

Over the last decade, this realization has sowed the seeds of cultural change within
schools. The standards movement established state-level norms for what students must
learn in each grade and for graduation; the more recent push for accountability at the
state and federal levels has included attempts to develop assessments that measure
achievement of those standards, as well as interventions and sanctions for those schools
that fail to demonstrate proficiency or close achievement gaps between different demo-
graphic groups. Combined with the pressure from parents and communities, the directive is
clear: our schools must achieve better results for 4// of our students. This sharp focus on
outcomes is one of the hallmarks of a performance-driven system.

The second hypothesis defines what a performance-driven public education system
would look like in practice. Because every district is grappling with this challenge simul-
taneously, there is a need to develop a deeper understanding of the emerging issues and
practices involved in becoming a performance-driven school system. NewSchools started
by defining the attributes of a performance-driven organization with the help of experienced
advisors, including educators, foundation leaders and policymakers. With high achievement
outcomes for a// students as the guiding principle, NewSchools believes that a performance-
driven school system looks very much like other high-performing learning organiza-
tions—it is one in which all members, at all levels of the organization, clearly understand
the organization’s performance goals and collectively support the common purpose of
achieving those goals. Continuous improvement systems are in place to effectively measure
performance against goals at frequent intervals, and all stakeholders confidently support
the use of such systems. Performance results are then used to inform individual and
organizational practices, policies, strategies and behaviors for the purpose of maximizing
achievement throughout the system. A performance-driven culture in education, then,
begins with high standards for everyone in the organization and a commitment to
dramatically and continually improve achievement for a// students.

Toward that end, we believe that people at all levels of a performance-driven school
system engage in four types of practices that move them in that direction:

= Setting clear, rigorous and measurable student achievement goals — and aligning
organizational processes and systems toward meeting those goals. In all schools,
student achievement is the broad result that is being sought, but that must be broken
down into specific, meaningful goals and measurable, actionable objectives. Just
the initial step of thinking through what student achievement means, and agreeing
to a framework for achievement goals, is an incredibly important process for a
school system to go through. But it is equally critical—and even more demanding—
for educators to take the further step of thoughtfully aligning all resources, processes,
systems, and stakeholders in support of those goals.

Regular efforts to gather and assess information, especially information related
to student achievement. Goals are an endpoint, a direction toward which we
work. But once those goals are set, agreed to, and disseminated throughout an
organization, performance-driven organizations ensure that they are measuring
progress toward them on a regular basis. In a school system, this translates into
collecting relevant, timely information at multiple levels—individual student,
classroom, grade, school site—and then analyzing that information to monitor
what has been accomplished, what has not worked, and what remains to be learned.
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= Analysis of ongoing performance, resulting in action plans designed to
improve those results. Gathering and assessing student information regularly is a
positive step, but that process is most useful when it then feeds into new curricula,
revised teaching strategies, improved professional development, or other instructional
interventions aimed at filling the gaps in student learning. This often has ramifica-
tions not just at the classroom level but also at the school level and district level,
where the analysis of performance information might point to a broader need for
some specific type of professional development, a structural change in how the
school is set up, or rethinking how district resources are allocated.

= An ongoing feedback loop to evaluate programs and processes, with changes
made as necessary. Analyzing performance and making shifts based on that infor-
mation is just the start of a continuous process. Leaders in a performance-driven
system consciously build in the time to reflect and determine whether any new
effort is actually working, why it is or isn't, and how to make adjustments accordingly.
This is a process that must engage everyone in the organization, as those adjustments
often require major changes in the structure of the school system and large-scale
realignment of time, money and human resources.

With this definition in hand—vetted by a number of industry advisors—NewSchools
and ISKME set out to gauge the current state of adoption of performance-driven practices
among 28 urban school systems that had been identified as “leading the wave” of this
transformation. We sought to understand both how school system leaders implement
these practices over time, as well as what barriers were encountered, and how those barriers
had been or could be addressed. Finally, in this first year we wanted to establish a base-
line of practices against which to measure future years of study.

Key Findings and Lessons Learned

NewSchools belief is that over time and with the support of the public, private and nonprofit
sectors, both educators and entire school systems can make this crucial transition from a
culture of compliance to one built around performance. To best support school systems
in this transformation, it is important to understand how far they have come. Because of
our mission to transform public education for those students who are currently under-
served, NewSchools elected to focus on the practices of school systems where a significant
improvement in achievement will have a dramatic impact on underserved student
populations. As such, this first year of the study began with a top-level view of 28 school
systems, all of which are medium or large in student enrollment, located in urban areas and
serving relatively high populations of low-income students and English language learners.

The specific school systems identified for this study were selected based on their perceived
status as early adopters in a number of performance-driven practices such as a regular use
of formative assessments, responsive professional development, and an emphasis on data
to inform decisions. Still, it may come as no surprise that this report found that although
individual educators are demonstrating great commitment to these practices, school
systems ave still very early in their transition toward cultures of performance—even
those at the “leading edge.” Not a single school system studied fully embodied all of the
attributes of a performance-driven organization, although some are further along than
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others. As a group, these districts and their leaders appear to be embracing the first steps
toward becoming performance-driven—setting clear goals and measurable objectives,
putting in place mechanisms to gather and analyze performance results, making decisions
based on concrete data — but most are stopping short of measuring progress against those
goals or monitoring the results of new initiatives in an ongoing feedback loop. This is not
just a matter of gathering and analyzing extensive amounts of performance data, although
that is often a crucial component. Rather, it is most important that a continuous cycle of
inquiry and improvement changes the way people undertake their daily work, and
becomes embedded in the very culture of the organization.

Another high-level finding was that there is no one right management structure for
performance-driven systems. In other words, this transition is not uniformly pulling
districts toward centralized, top-down management or toward decentralized, site-based
authority. There is a dynamic balance to be found between district oversight and full-
blown decentralization—a balance that often shifts over time. It appears that as school
systems work toward aligning everyone in the system toward improved student achievement,
they often swing towards one of the two extremes before locating a middle ground on the
spectrum. Once all the building blocks and support infrastructure are in place, we believe
school systems will have autonomy at the school level that is set within a coherent framework
of district-wide goals, anchored by accountability for outcomes and buoyed by appropriate
support for schools and teachers.

The third major finding will be familiar to anyone with a history in education reform:
because district change efforts start from so many different places, the path toward
performance-driven practices is unique for every district and is never linear. The specific
strategies and tactics vary not only by starting point but also by other contextual factors,
including the leadership team’s educational philosophy, mix of skills, and “diagnosis” of
why student achievement is unsatisfactory. What is consistent across these districts is that
regardless of which area districts start their change process in, performance-driven
practices must quickly begin to permeate other areas of the organization in order for the
transformation to be sustained and meaningful.

Over time, NewSchools believes that all districts will tackle a similar set of issues across
departments as they become performance-driven—perhaps in a different order and with
differing levels of complexity—because the very nature of this transformation is that
it affects all aspects of the organization. Unlike many of the education reforms that
have come before, the transition to a culture of performance requires a recognition that
success comes not through the isolated implementation of individual programs or systems,
but rather in ensuring that those elements work together coherently. In this way,
performance-driven practices become a unifying framework for aligning the many facets
of district reform—including finance, human resources, professional development,
assessment, curriculum and instruction.

In a related finding, we found that districts are beginning to reframe individual roles
across the organization to reduce functional isolationism, thereby refocusing all staff
toward the goal of improving student achievement. In other words, job responsibilities
are increasingly defined by their effect on school or student outcomes, rather than by the
specific tasks involved. This means that the traditional lines between roles are being
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blurred or moved altogether: a district’s central office staff may be charged with delivering
varying levels of support to principals and teachers; principals are wrestling more than
ever with how to balance their work as instructional leaders with school management and
operations. As school system leaders work through this redefinition of roles, it is often
useful to ask the question, “What is the best way to use this person’s time and skills in the
service of improving student outcomes?” This question applies at every level of the system,
from teachers and principals to district administrators and board members.

In many ways, this last finding is one of the most significant because of the incredible
importance that school systems must continue to place on people. Getting the right people
involved, preparing them adequately for their work and keeping them actively engaged
in transforming the culture is as challenging as it is critical. This is what author Jim
Collins refers to as getting “the right people on the bus, the right people in the right seats,
and the wrong people off the bus,” in his well-known book on organizational change,
Good to Great: Why Some Companies Make the Leap . . . and Others Don’. In his study of
companies that went from doing a decent job to far outperforming their industries—and
sustaining that performance over a period of 15 years—Collins found that “the executives
who ignited the transformations from good to great did not first figure out where to drive
the bus and then get people to take it there. No, they firsz got the right people on the bus
(and the wrong people off the bus) and #hen figured out where to drive it.” So it is with
public school systems, which after all are highly complex service organizations whose
employees are charged with an important responsibility: ensuring that 2// children receive
a high-quality public education. Finding, recruiting, supporting, and retaining outstanding
personnel at all levels of the organization are and will continue to be the core responsi-
bilities of district leadership.

Moving Forward

As we wrapped up this first year of our three-year research effort, we asked ourselves:
what should be done in light of what we have learned, both in terms of future years of
study as well as by other stakeholders in the education reform landscape?

At this point, it is worth noting one finding we could 7oz ascertain from this first year of
research. While we were able to collect extensive information about districts’ practices
through interviews with their cabinet-level leaders, we were unable to acquire useful
achievement data to correlate these practices with changes in student outcomes. Given
the variance in standards and assessment instruments, it is extraordinarily difficult to
gather, analyze, and compare student achievement across districts in multiple states.
Because we recognize that performance-driven practices mean little unless correlated with
actual student performance gains, this is a challenge we are committed to resolving in
future years of study. There are groups out there who are working to gather and synthesize
student achievement and progress data across district and state lines, including the
National Center for Educational Accountability (which collects and analyzes performance
data for the Broad Prize for Urban Education) and Standard & Poor’s. To truly differen-
tiate which systemic practices have a disproportionately positive impact on student
achievement, NewSchools would need to partner closely with groups like these to compare
districts both above and below their expected achievement level, taking into consideration
student demographics and other inputs. By analyzing the district practices across both of
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these groups of school systems, we would begin to ascertain which practices or sets of
practices are more prevalent among high-performing districts and are therefore behaviors
that may lead to exceptional performance.

Another potential direction for future years of this study would be to use the framework
of performance-driven practices from this report to create an instrument for measuring
the adoption of these practices in a much larger set of districts across the country. This
would provide a wide-lens snapshot of the adoption of performance-driven practices
across the nation, potentially in a variety of district types—such as large versus small,
urban versus rural, low-income versus mixed-income. Likewise, we could also use this
instrument to drill much deeper into the districts we have already studied, to see how
pervasive these practices are at the board, administrative, principal and perhaps even
teacher levels. Over time, we would hope to determine which approaches, and in what
order of adoption, led to a significant, sustained impact on student achievement over time.

After you have read the report, NewSchools would appreciate your feedback on the
research direction you believe we should undertake for years two and three of this
project—and beyond. Which direction do you believe would lead to the greatest addition to
the emerging knowledge base on performance-driven practices in urban school systems?
Which direction would lead to actionable and meaningful assistance to teachers and leaders
pursuing this change in public education?

In the meantime, NewSchools is committed to using the analysis contained in this report
to help accelerate the adoption of performance-driven practices among educators and
school systems. Many of the groups involved in education reform—including teachers
and other leaders in public school systems, higher education institutions, foundations,
policymakers, and entrepreneurs—have a role to play in ensuring that this crucial transition
occurs in a high-quality way.

= Teachers and leaders in public school systems. Educators bear the largest respon-
sibility for ensuring that they make the transition to a performance-driven culture
successfully, and so their task is to establish and promote broadly the core values
of a performance-driven system throughout their organizations and the field of
education. Superintendents and other leaders should relentlessly recruit and support
performance-driven professionals throughout the district who are aligned with the
focus on increasing student outcomes. This is a tricky transition to get right: like a
sailor who must repair a ship while it is still on the open sea, so too must district
leaders create infrastructure and culture for long-term change while still attending
to short-term needs.

Higher education institutions. Schools of education are charged with preparing
teachers and leaders to take on the important work of improving student achievement.
It is critical that these institutions equip future educators with the skills they need
to thrive in a performance-driven environment. And because schools of education
are the primary source of training for these educators, they should embrace
performance-driven practices by tracking the careers of their graduates and moni-
toring the effectiveness of the teaching and leadership education they provide—not
in terms of graduation rates or job placement, but in terms of their impact on
student achievement in public schools.
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» Education foundations. Because foundations often provide the only extra
resources that are directly linked to system change, their values and priorities often
have a disproportionate effect on district change initiatives. This creates an
enormous responsibility for the leaders of education foundations to be torch-bearers
for performance-driven change. As such, these funders should consider the goal of
improved student performance as a determinant for the type of district efforts they
fund, especially in areas like leadership development that require multi-year funding
commitments to implement properly. Foundations may also invest in further
research to identify best practices across districts and support entrepreneurial
organizations that seek to address this transition, such as those developing better
performance management tools. Perhaps most importantly, foundations should
also model performance-driven behavior by establishing clear goals for the impact
of their grantmaking on student achievement, setting measurable objectives, monitoring
progress and ensuring accountability among their staff and grantees.

Policymakers. In broad terms, policymakers can best support the transition to
performance-driven public school systems by creating policies that are aligned with
districts” attempts to prioritize student outcomes. This includes simple improvements
such as providing districts with more timely results from end-of-year accountability
tests and making district performance data more transparent to researchers. It also
includes more complex measures such as releasing items from state tests for districts
to use in creating formative assessments, encouraging districts to assess longitudinal
growth in student performance (which requires such tools as state-wide unique student
identifiers and value-added assessments). It is also worth exploring ways to create
better tools for effectively comparing student performance across districts and
states. Policymakers, districts, publishers, and entrepreneurs need to work together
to create better assessments so that all stakeholders have confidence that we are
measuring the advanced skill sets that we need our students to master. Policymakers
must also re-evaluate bureaucratic requirements for teacher and principal certification
to ensure that schools of education prepare teachers and leaders for this new
performance-driven environment.

= Entrepreneurs. There are many opportunities for entrepreneurs to provide the
tools and supports that educators need in their ongoing work to improve our
schools. Districts are seeking innovation in how they manage their human capital—
leadership, recruiting, professional development and ongoing support—in order to
drive and reinforce change processes within districts. There is also a need for better
tools that district and school staff can use to interact with data in productive and
effective ways: to analyze performance, diagnose strengths and weaknesses, inform
decisions, and monitor progress on a frequent basis. Finally, districts need a high-
quality supply of results-driven programs and solutions—in areas such as special
education, English language acquisition, advance placement, pre-school, drop-out
recovery, and more—that will enable them to systematically close the achievement
gap and ensure high student outcomes for all students. For our part, NewSchools
will raise a fund to support promising entrepreneurial solutions that enhance the
capacity of public school systems to become cultures of performance.
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We hope that this emerging set of questions and observations will open up the dialogue
among educators, researchers, foundations, policymakers, and entrepreneurs, and that it
will help teachers and leaders navigate together toward creating systems of schools that
create better outcomes for the students who deserve them.

NewSchools is extremely grateful to the 113 participants who took the time to speak at
length—and openly—about their school systems and practices. The teachers and leaders
in our public school systems are doing important and difficult work, and there is a wealth
of knowledge embedded in their ongoing efforts. It is incumbent on all of us to learn how
to tap into that knowledge continuously and in ways that enable us to collectively support
efforts to improve learning outcomes for a// of our students.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Many recent efforts at educational reform at the national, state, and local levels share a
common and unifying theme: holding districts responsible for their student achievement
results. In short, the intentions of many of these accountability efforts are focused less on
regulation and compliance and more on performance. Meanwhile, educational systems
are facing two significant new challenges during the first decade of the twenty-first century:
to educate an increasingly diverse population and to help #// students attain higher levels
of learning than ever before.

Within this context, many school districts are responding by seeking to adopt performance-
driven practices that are explicitly directed toward increasing student achievement.
Districts are embracing these practices in order to create both instructional and admin-
istrative change; they seek to improve the extent to which teachers, administrators, and
staff—as well as organizational processes and systems—are focused on the district’s
ultimate goal, which is to increase learning outcomes for all students.

Performance-driven practices can be identified as those that encourage and build upon
the monitoring of performance in order to change practice in ways that will improve
outcomes. Within school districts, such efforts include promoting:

# Clear and rigorous student achievement goals. A clear understanding among
all staff, teachers, and administrators of the district’s performance goals concerning
student achievement, and the alignment of organizational processes and systems to
meet those goals.

= Efforts to gather and assess information. The implementation of processes and
behaviors to discuss and effectively measure performance against those student
achievement goals at frequent intervals.

= Action plans based on performance results. The use of performance results to
inform organizational practices, policies, strategies, and behaviors to maximize
student achievement and other district goals.

= Ongoing feedback loop. The ongoing evaluation of programs and processes to
improve their effectiveness in increasing student achievement.

This study is the first in a series of three that seeks to examine how urban school districts
across the country have begun to adopt performance-driven practices that aim to raise
student achievement levels. Working on behalf of NewSchools Venture Fund, the
Institute for the Study of Knowledge Management in Education (ISKME) studied 28
medium and large urban school systems. The districts selected all have relatively high
poverty rates and relatively large populations of English Language Learners, and were
identified by others in the education sector as having used performance-driven decision-
making within their organizations. Thus, we deliberately sampled school systems that were
perceived to be “ahead of the curve” in thinking about and implementing performance-
driven practices, in order to get a sense of how public education can improve. The primary
mode of data collection was through individual interviews with superintendents and
three other senior-level administrators from each district (113 interviews total).

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Performance-driven practices
can be identified as those that
encourage and build upon the
monitoring of performance in
order to change practice in ways

that will improve outcomes.
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In exploring the cultural and practical shifts that these school districts have encountered
in adopting performance-driven practices, this study found a wide range of significant
patterns, promising practices, and barriers. We describe these findings in cross-functional
ways (see Chapter 2, “Performance-Driven Practices Today: Overall Findings”), and then
by functional area (see Chapter 3, “Findings by Function”). We then examine issues relating
to organizational culture in light of gathering, monitoring, and analyzing information
(see Chapter 4, “Becoming a Performance-Driven Organization”). Next, we explore three
representative districts in depth in order to examine the kinds of challenges that specific
districts have faced, the achievements and trade-offs they have made, and the processes
they have embraced in adopting performance-driven practices (see Chapter 5,
“Performance-Driven School Districts: Three Case Studies.”) We offer a road map that
summarizes the kinds of paths that districts have taken, by functional area, in adopting
performance-driven practices (see Chapter 6, “Synopsis of Common Practices”). Finally,
we suggest implications for school districts, recommendations for the broader policy
community, and some next steps for research (see Chapter 7, “Conclusion: Implications
and Recommendations for Change”).

Overall Findings

This study confirmed our original hypothesis that the districts interviewed are in fact
attempting to implement performance-driven practices in a wide variety of ways
throughout their organizations—at varying stages of implementation and with varying
degrees of success. Some districts are further along than others in this pursuit, and many
have made great strides in specific functional areas, but all the districts still have much
work to do in shifting their people, processes, and tools from a mode of compliance to
one focused on performance.

In addition, the study identified six overarching findings about the adoption of performance-
driven practices in the districts studied:

1. Becoming a performance-driven organization has as much to do with managing
people and processes—shaping the culture and practices of the organization—
as it does with the particular goals, policies, and systems that the organization
implements or has in place. The key factor, in most cases, is how much districts
know about and explore the effectiveness of their own practices.

2. Adopting performance-driven practices is a district-wide effort, across functions
and hierarchies. The successful adoption of performance-driven practices in one
functional or hierarchical area depends upon the eventual cross-functional adoption
of performance-driven practices in other functional areas.

3. Professional development is a crucial tool in the adoption of performance-driven
practices, because it is the primary means that organizational leaders have to
engage people in change. Districts are transforming professional development
from an activity centered on seat time to one that focuses on support—a transformation
from a compliance-based to a performance-driven system.

4. In adopting performance-driven practices, there appears to be a dynamic
balance between district oversight and direction, and site-based leadership.
What is interesting about this phenomenon is that it appears not to be a simple
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swing back and forth between centralized district control and decentralized,
site-based fiefdoms. Rather, it appears to be a thoughtful move toward maintaining
district oversight and direction, while infusing it with site-based participation and
involvement.

5. External factors—such as No Child Left Behind and state assessments—have
had a role in encouraging many districts to focus more on student achievement
outcomes, and in motivating them to reflect on their own practices to improve
performance. However, in many cases poor state management and inconsistency
of state testing regimes have inhibited some districts’ abilities to develop sustained
performance-driven practices. The findings of this study revealed many examples
that illustrated the extent to which districts have reflected on and shaped their own

practices based on external influences.

6. Districts face significant hurdles in adopting performance-driven practices.
For example:

= Discontinuity of leadership imperils districts’ progress in their reform.

= Fragmentation and lack of coordination among functions and departments are

commonplace.

= Lack of technology infrastructure and lack of access to timely data inhibits the
ability of well-intentioned administrators, staff, and teachers to effectively

assess student achievement results.

= The organizational culture of many school districts has not traditionally been
geared toward the sharing and analysis of student achievement results in order
to improve instruction and programs. Transforming this culture toward one
that is more inquiry-based throughout the organization is difficult and
complex—but crucial.

= Fiscal constraints considerably limit the ability of districts to support their
reform efforts.

Implications and Recommendations

There are many practical actions that school districts can take to adopt performance-driven
practices throughout their organizations. These include:

= Developing and monitoring rigorous district-wide goals for student achievement.
= Matching financial and human resources to these goals.
= Promoting instructional leadership.

= Developing effective assessments and using student data to inform instructional
decisions frequently (not just annually when test scores are posted) from classrooms
up to administrative offices.

» Embedding professional development in everyday practices.

= Building an organizational culture that values inquiry and that is actively engaged
in reviewing and improving performance through a variety of means.
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The development of an organizational culture that values inquiry involves active moni-
toring of practices through systematic gathering, assessment, and use of information to
improve results. It also includes using performance-driven evaluations and other means
to promote ownership of outcomes.

If those in the policy community—including state elected officials, national and state
foundations, education think tanks and business leaders—wish to support this transition
to performance-driven practices, we offer the following recommendations:

= Use the budgetary process to leverage the adoption of performance-driven practices.
= Increase school districts’ flexibility in managing financial and human resources.

= Offer support, consultation, and collaboration in the development of robust
information systems at the district level.

= Design state assessment regimens to ensure adherence and facilitate improved
performance.

= Provide school districts with the means to make data available and motivate
educators to use it.

= Improve training of teachers and leaders around performance-driven practices,
including the use of data.

One of the limitations of this study is the lack of available comparable student achievement
data for school districts in different states. More work needs to be done at the policy level,
with support from foundations, to investigate and establish methods for obtaining
comparable student performance data across states, so that further research can determine
whether these performance-driven practices are truly effective in improving student
achievement, by comparing student achievement data over time. In addition, states and
districts need to allow greater transparency and availability of existing student performance
data, so that researchers can draw valid conclusions about the factors that contribute to
student achievement.

The performance-driven practices identified in this report offer states useful insights as
they engage in rigorous improvement efforts that are connected to statewide standards
but are driven by local context. They offer school districts ways to engage their teachers,
staff, and administrators in comprehensive yet targeted strategies to bring about improvement.
They offer administrators a framework for aligning resources—such as programmatic
interventions and professional development—to better meet student needs. And they
offer teachers an approach for analyzing, understanding, and improving student learning.

The challenge of performance-driven practices, however, lies in the extent to which each
district—and to some extent, each school—must work to create an organizational culture
that evaluates its own performance, creates action plans, and assesses its own results regularly.

There are many teachers, principals, and district administrators seeking the means to create
change within their districts. Providing these leaders and educators with the tools to do
so will accelerate reform efforts and ultimately improve student outcomes.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

After decades of public debate and criticism of public schools in the United States, school
reform has become the rule rather than the exception in Americas elementary and
secondary school systems. A policy agenda for K-12 education that hardly existed prior
to the publication of A Nation at Risk in 1983 has now become commonplace.
Nationwide, the recent history of school reform can be traced to the development of
national education goals, statewide standards and assessments, a focus on literacy and
math skills, the creation of charter schools, and refining of the federal role in K-12
education—to name but a few of the more significant trends.

These and other recent reform efforts in education have sprung from a wide range of
problems and inadequacies in the schools, including perceptions about under-performing
schools, low expectations for student achievement, uneven quality of teachers, poor
management, and inefficient use of resources. Perhaps most troubling of all has been the
realization that our public school system has not provided an adequate education to
many students, particularly minorities and those in urban and rural areas. Parent and
community demand to close this achievement gap has aligned with state and national
policies to increase accountability for results.

The resulting reform efforts have used a wide range of approaches and policy tools in
order to move public education. The federal government, for example, through the No
Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act, is seeking to identify and raise student achievement levels
for all groups of students in every school. In developing statewide standards and assess-
ments and making performance outcomes available to a broad constituency, many states
are seeking to raise the bar for student achievement by enabling parents, school boards,
and community leaders to get comparative information about the performance of their
schools. At the local level, charter schools are placing different kinds of fiscal, perform-
ance, and public relations pressures on public school systems to respond more effectively
to parent needs.

Although recent educational reform efforts at the national, state, and local levels
approach educational change in a variety of ways, many share a common and unifying
theme, which is to hold schools and school systems more accountable for results. These
efforts are focused less on creating new state codes that govern school district behavior,
and instead emphasize raising achievement levels for students. Rather than prescribing
and restricting the ways that school districts can act, the reform efforts are directed
toward holding districts responsible for their student outcomes. In short, the intentions
of many of these accountability efforts are focused less on regulation and compliance and
more on performance and student outcomes.

Meanwhile, educational systems are facing significant new challenges during the first
decade of the twenty-first century, some of the most pressing of which are to educate an
increasingly diverse population, and to help #// students attain higher levels of learning
than ever before—including those students that have been traditionally underserved. In
an information age that is requiring people to acquire increasingly complex skills in order
to succeed in the job market, all students need access to quality educational opportunities
if they, their communities, and their economies are to thrive.
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The litmus test for the presence

of performance-driven practices
within a district is not so much
what information systems or
curricula the district has adopted or
is in the process of implementing,
but how the district knows about
and explores the effectiveness

of its own practices.

Within this context, facing a wide range of external pressures for improved performance,
many school districts respond by adopting internal practices that are explicitly directed
toward increasing student achievement. These performance-driven practices are being
embraced in order to drive both instructional and structural change; they seek to improve
the extent to which teachers, administrators, and staff—as well as organizational processes
and systems—are focused on the district’s ultimate goal: increasing achievement for
all students.

Performance-driven practices can be defined as those that encourage and build upon the
monitoring of performance in order to change practice in ways that will improve
outcomes. Within school districts, such efforts include promoting:

= Clear and rigorous student achievement goals. A clear understanding among all
staff, teachers, and administrators of the district’s performance goals concerning
student achievement, and the alignment of organizational processes and systems to
meet those goals.

= Efforts to gather and assess information. The implementation of processes and
behaviors to discuss and effectively measure performance against those goals at
frequent intervals.

= Action plans based on performance results. The use of these results to inform
organizational practices, policies, strategies, and behaviors to maximize student
achievement and other district goals.

= Ongoing feedback loop. The continuous evaluation of programs and processes to
improve their effectiveness in increasing student achievement over time.

The findings of this study—conducted by the Institute for the Study of Knowledge
Management in Education (ISKME) for NewSchools Venture Fund—confirm that
districts are seeking to implement these practices in a wide variety of ways throughout
their organizations, at varying stages of implementation and with varying degrees of success.
This study also reveals that the litmus test for the presence of performance-driven practices
within a district is not so much what information systems or curricula the district has
adopted or is in the process of implementing—though these are crucial decisions as well.
Rather, the key factor in becoming a performance-driven organization concerns how the
district knows about and explores the effectiveness of its own practices. Do teachers, staff,
and administrators gather and analyze information about performance? Do they create
action plans based on what they discover? Do they monitor programs and systems for
effectiveness? When they implement action plans or other interventions to improve
outcomes, do they follow up in secking to understand their effectiveness over time? And
do they tie these feedback loops back to the most important criterion of all—student
achievement? As one chief of curriculum and instruction said, “Student achievement data

is driving what’s going on. Teachers can say that they’re teaching, but we only know if
kids have learned.”
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Methodology

The purpose of this study was to document the cultural and practical shifts that medium-
to large-sized urban school districts across the country have encountered in adopting
performance-driven practices. This report represents the first year of a three-year research
effort to identify, examine, and ultimately determine the effectiveness of the most promising
performance-driven practices within school districts nationwide.

The initial pool of districts was selected by targeting districts serving high-need students.
We considered demographics such as enrollment size of the district, number of schools,
the percentage of students with limited English language proficiency, and poverty rates.
In addition, the pool included districts identified as having used performance-driven
practices within their organizations. We accomplished this by surveying several major
foundation-funded reform efforts, as well as looking at leadership trainings and awards
as a way to identify those districts that might be at the “front of the wave” in adopting
performance-driven practices. We further narrowed the list to 35 districts by looking at
their participation in national, regional, or other school-reform efforts. Therefore, it is
important to note that this study does not attempt to paint an overall picture of the use of
performance-driven practices in urban school districts, but instead attempts to learn from
those that are actively engaged in these efforts, whether they have just begun to imple-
ment these types of practices, or whether they have been doing so for a number of years.

The primary contributions of this study were to identify promising performance-driven
practices, examine the extent to which they have been adopted by those actively engaged
in these efforts, and document the variety of efforts in this area and the barriers districts
have encountered. In addition, the study makes recommendations to support districts as
they seek to become more performance-driven, and otherwise establishes a baseline of
data through which to track over the next several years the extent to which districts are
shifting from a culture of compliance to one of performance.

An interview protocol (see Appendix A) was developed to examine the awareness,
attitudes, practices, and challenges that the districts faced, as well as the progress made in
transforming their systems. A group of advisors (see Appendix B) provided feedback that
was incorporated into the final design of the interview protocol. The protocol was pilot-
tested in three districts. The instrument was composed of five key sections that were used
to elucidate the participants’” awareness, attitudes, practices, and challenges with regard to
their district’s policies, procedures, and systems. These areas focused primarily on the
districts” goals, matching financial and human resources to goals, instructional practices,
professional development and support, student assessment and evaluation, and information
systems and technology.

The research team contacted a total of 35 district offices, first by phone and then by
a follow-up email, requesting permission to conduct hour-long interviews with the
superintendent and three other cabinet members, with the guarantee of anonymity for
individuals as well as districts. Of these 35, seven districts declined, each citing time
constraints of their senior-level staff as their reason for declining to participate. A summary
of the demographic characteristics of the final 28 districts included in the study is
provided in Figure 1.1. Two of the participating entities were a charter school management
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organization and an educational management organization. Because the educational and
administrative practices of these organizations, in terms of performance-driven systems,
were not markedly different than the school districts, examples related to these organizations
are included—rather than highlighted or distinguished—within the body of the report.

Figure 1.1 — Demographic Snapshot of Districts

% Free & Reduced-Price Lunch 0-25% 26-50% 51-75% 76%+ Total
Number of Districts 2 5 17 4 28
% Limited English Proficiency 0-10% 11-20% 21-30% 31%+ Total
Number of Districts 1 5 8 4 28
% Minority (African American or Hispanic) ~ 0-25% 26-50% 51-75% 76%+ Total
Number of Districts 1 5 11 1 28
District Size (Enrollment) <25K 26K-50K 51K-75K 76K+ Total
Number of Districts 2 5 8 13 28

Source: 2002-2003 National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) Database for 25 districts; information for the
remaining three systems was not posted on NCES and so was obtained directly from 2002-2003 district records.

Four senior-level cabinet members from each of the 28 school districts that agreed to
participate were interviewed. The titles and overall duties of each of the participants that
we interviewed varied, but included the superintendent, and the chief or most senior-
level cabinet member in each of the following three areas: curriculum and instruction,
finance, and human resources.' In order to maintain consistency throughout the report,
we have standardized the naming convention for all participants: superintendent, chief
of curriculum and instruction, chief of finance, and chief of human resources.

Over the course of three months, the ISKME research team conducted 112 interviews
with four members of senior-level leadership from each of the 28 selected districts. The
same protocol instrument was used for all interviewees in order to maintain uniformity.
Interviews were conducted via telephone and varied in length from 45 to 90 minutes. At
the beginning of each interview, the interviewer explained to the participant that the sub-
jects of the interviews and the districts themselves would remain anonymous, and that
no statements would be attributed to specific individuals or districts. This condition was
established in order to increase the likelihood that participants would be more candid
when discussing issues that might be troublesome or problematic for districts. Interviewers
transcribed interviews in real time, and used a qualitative data analysis software program,
Atlas.ti, to code data for themes, analyze content, and derive simple quantitative measures
and tabulations of key practices and patterns.

Finally, it is important to note one limitation of the study. Due to the difficulty of obtaining
comparable student achievement data over time and across districts from different states,
this study was not able to test the effectiveness of performance-driven practices through
correlations of student achievement gains with the use of performance-driven practices.
More work needs to be done to compare student performance across states, so that further
research can determine the effectiveness of district practice through comparable student
achievement data over time.

"Many large districts have recently established cabinet-level heads of accountability, planning, or research. Those holding these positions were not interviewed
because not all districts had these positions. However, people in these positions would have likely provided useful input on performance-driven practices.
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CHAPTER 2
PERFORMANCE-DRIVEN PRACTICES TopaY: OVeRALL FINDINGS

Across the country, there have been numerous efforts geared toward helping schools and
school districts to improve the effectiveness of their organizational processes and systems.
Many of these efforts have looked at the performance of the organization in relation to
school-based management, planning, and budgeting. However, it is only recently that
these efforts have begun to be directly linked to student achievement. With the advent
of greater demand for accountability and the increasing availability of more sophisticated
information systems, the opportunity to align organizational practices with instruction
and assessment has grown exponentially over the past five years. However, little is known
nationwide about how school districts have used, and are currently using, performance-
driven practices to raise student achievement levels. What are the contours of performance-
driven practices today? In addition, what opportunities for improvement do performance-
driven practices promise, and what challenges persist?

This study, in seeking some preliminary answers to these questions, confirmed that many
districts are indeed adopting a wide range of performance-driven practices to focus their
systems, processes, and resources around the goal of improving student achievement. The
study also found that some districts are further along than others in this pursuit; however,
all districts still face significant challenges in getting all of their people, processes, and
systems to shift from a mode of compliance to one focused on performance.

The overarching findings from this study are presented below, while subsequent sections
of this report describe the more detailed findings of the study by functional area.

1. Becoming a performance-driven organization has as much to do with managing
people and processes—shaping the culture and actual practices of the
organization—as it does with the particular goals, policies, and systems that
the organization implements or has in place.

The business of running a school district is immensely complex. There are a wide
variety of tools and systems that can affect the extent to which districts are able to
monitor student achievement results and implement district-wide or site-based
improvements. For example, the “Findings by Function” section of this report
(Chapter 3) explores the kinds of district-wide goals, finance policies, technology
infrastructure, human resource tools, student assessments, and professional devel-
opment policies that districts have implemented as they have developed strategies
to adopt performance-driven practices. The various sections within Chapter 3
identify many innovative ideas that districts will find useful as they work to adopt
systems and policies that can improve their performance in raising student achieve-
ment levels. However, given the complexity and diversity of school systems and the
uniqueness of their local and historical contexts, we found that the critical issues
that school districts face as they seek to improve performance reach beyond the systems
or programs that they have in place or are implementing. That is, we found that
the pivotal questions are not so much what systems are in place, but rather whar
practices are used, how are they used, and by whom, to bring about improvement.
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In exploring these questions, we found many instances of districts seeking to put
new programs or processes in place to improve student achievement, but few
instances of districts following through to find out whether the programs or
processes were effective. For example, one district had implemented promising
incentives for teachers to transfer to and stay at low-performing schools, but the
district did not measure the effectiveness of those incentives. Similarly, several
districts had implemented pay-for-performance systems, but none measured
whether those systems had affected student achievement.

In other words, many districts were beginning to gather useful information about
student achievement, but few were taking the next steps to monitor the results.
Seeking to adopt performance-driven practices involves more than implementing
promising programs that may have been effective elsewhere—it involves engaging
in a continuous feedback loop of gathering information and then discussing,
analyzing and using that information effectively throughout the district to improve
student results.

In relation to this finding, the study identified five key components that can help
districts assess their progress in adopting performance-driven practices.

= Gathering data. The practices that district staff and teachers use to gather and
share data, including student achievement data as well as other organizational data.

Assessing outcomes. The ways that districts provide context for the data that
they gather and how people assess student achievement results. It involves the
identification of curricular gaps through assessment results. It also looks at
how district assessments are aligned with state standards and whether profes-
sional development is structured so as to better address curricular gaps.

Monitoring and feedback. How districts monitor the effectiveness of specific
programs or efforts, and what evidence is provided that shows how departments,
different sites, or certain programs are performing.

Ownership of outcomes. The ways in which people throughout the
organization are held accountable for the performance of students. For example,
this includes who analyzes current measures and assessments, who is responsible
for the results, and how and what interventions are put in place. It also
includes the processes for evaluating the effectiveness of these interventions,
the incentives to achieve desired results, and evidence of an organizational culture
that supports these efforts.

Building a learning organization. Establishing the processes and behaviors
necessary to support organizational structures and a performance-driven culture.
It also includes working proactively toward aligning the district’s resources to
its goals, and then evaluating the fit between them on an ongoing basis.

It is important to note that these are not linear stages of development that every
organization goes through in becoming more performance-driven, but rather
actions that organizations may take as guides in designing and implementing specific
processes and projects. These actions begin with more straightforward issues, and
become increasingly complex and cross-functional.
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2. Adopting performance-driven practices is a district-wide effort, across
functions and hierarchies.

In this study, the successful adoption of performance-driven practices in one func-
tional or hierarchical area depended upon the eventual cross-functional adoption
of performance-driven practices in other functional areas. That is to say, part of the
utility of performance-driven practices is based on the cross-functional nature of
their implementation. There were several examples of this phenomenon: finance
departments that considered student achievement to be within their purview were
also more likely to be involved in helping sites review their budget priorities in line
with that site’s objectives for student achievement; human resources departments Performance-driven practices
with information systems connected to finance systems could automate functions,

_ _ _ ) enable districts to systematically
and focus more of their attention on effective recruitment of teachers and staff; and

districts that engaged principals in instructional leadership on their campuses were connect many of the seemingly

also more likely to have district goals connected to site-based objectives for student disparate elements of educational
performance. In short, we found that as districts became more deeply engaged in reform—for example, standards,
performance-driven practices, their efforts were more likely to cross into several

. . o assessments, curricular develop-
functional areas to include people across all levels of the organization. P

' o ' ' _ ments, and even information
In tracking how districts were adopting performance-driven practices, we found , o
: . . . technologies and organizational
that the following approaches were promising and inevitably led to cross-functional

interactions: culture—into an integrated whole

= Aligning instruction and assessment more effectively with state that can drive improvement,

standards—for example, establishing high expectations throughout the organ-
ization for student outcomes and developing frequent assessments that can
diagnose student needs early in the year.

= Using student assessment results, as well as other data, to drive decision-
making about effective practice—for example, using information to manage
performance at all levels of the system, developing meaningful systems for
rewards and consequences based on performance, and developing effective and
timely interventions.

= Managing people effectively and providing them with incentives to
achieve the goals of the system—for example, providing effective professional
development at all levels and aligning it with top instructional concerns, seeking
to connect contracts and compensation to system goals and strategies, and
balancing authority and flexibility in site management.

= Allocating resources according to the system’s goals and priorities—for
example, aligning fiscal resources, human resources, materials, and time to
optimize student outcomes.

Much more than a collection of isolated programs or best practices, performance-
driven practices enable districts to systematically connect many of the seemingly
disparate elements of educational reform—for example, standards, assessments,
curricular developments, and even information technologies and organizational
culture—into an integrated whole that can drive improvement.
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3. Professional development is a crucial tool in the adoption of performance-

driven practices, because it is the primary means that organizational leaders
have to engage people in change.

What is most provocative from our findings in this area is the extent to which
administrators have transformed professional development from an activity
centered on “seat time” to one that focuses on “support time”—a transformation
from a compliance-based to a performance-driven system. Many districts have
re-conceptualized professional development not as a pull-out function that takes
teachers to remote locations to receive “training,” but rather as an opportunity for
meaningful interactions onsite among teachers and principals. This new on-site
professional development includes: engaging teachers in dialogues about practice,
providing mentoring opportunities with lead teachers and instructional coaches,
and following through with real-time support afterward. These efforts were described
as a way to “break down the walls” between classrooms, and engage teachers in change.

Although districts still have some days allocated for district-wide training, the energy
and dollars appear to be directed much more toward investments in instructional
coaches, mentor teachers, and subject specialists, who are assigned and available to
schools to promote instructional leadership and improve teaching at the sites. The
two pivotal positions around which professional development has been emphasized
are principals and teachers. The focus on districts’ mentoring and coaching for
these two positions aligns with their efforts to engage principals and teachers in
ongoing discussions about and analysis of assessment results, student performance
gains and weaknesses, program results, and annual performance targets. As one
chief of curriculum and instruction said, “We are a data-rich system, but the data
analysis is poor. I think we need to do more training and professional development
at the local level to look at their data and help them learn how to use data.”

. In adopting performance-driven practices, there appears to be a dynamic

balance between district oversight and direction, and site-based leadership.

One of the first real steps that many districts have taken in adopting performance-
driven practices is to establish district-wide goals focusing on student achievement.
The next prevalent strategy is to begin discussions about the reality of aligning
resources to those goals. In most cases, districts have sought to do this through
adopting more centralized processes and limiting intensive site-based decision-
making in relation to key district-wide goals. This has included districts seeking to
improve decision-making around the adoption of programs and curricula for use
throughout the district. For example, many districts have consolidated the number of
literacy and math programs offered at the various sites. A few districts have withdrawn
some categorical funding from site-level decision-making. And many have centralized
professional development decisions, creating offerings based on the district’s goals,
new programs, and planned interventions. In many cases, these kinds of decisions
have not been popular, as they have called into question previously accepted
processes and organizational habits within the district regarding site-based decision-
making and control.
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Several of the districts that have been working to develop performance-driven practices
for several years, however, have become more flexible in encouraging the participation
of teachers and principals in this kind of decision-making. What is interesting
about this phenomenon is that it appears not to be a simple swing back from
centralized district control to decentralized, site-based fiefdoms. Rather, it appears
to be a thoughtful move toward maintaining district oversight and direction, while
infusing it with site-based participation and involvement. For example, those
districts that were more successful in providing evidence that performance-driven
practices have reached the classroom have involved teachers more integrally in the
transformation process, such as bringing them together for collaborative work on
district-wide curriculum and assessments.

“We just went through a period of deep centralization in this district, where we
focused on coherence-building across the district, building K-12 curricular frame-
works in key subject matters,” explained one superintendent. “We used to have a few
hundred reading programs in this district. We can’t support that and we shouldn’t.
Now we are more focused in our approach to literacy. Now that we've been
through five years of that, this past January we've taken a step toward greater
flexibility; we've started down the road to giving sites more control of their
resources, their budgets, within the framework of curricular coherence that we've built.”

In professional development, having site-based mentors and instructional specialists
can be seen as a flexible approach that is site-based yet also directed by the district.
About one-third of the districts shared the responsibility for professional develop-
ment between the district and sites. In these cases, the district set the parameters
for professional development, and principals and school committees could select
the kinds of professional development in accordance with their needs. As one chief
of curriculum and instruction said, “We moved from a more centralized provider
of professional development to school-based. It needed to be that way. The only
way for schools to improve is to identify what they’re struggling with.” The juxta-
position between these two decision-making levels was also seen in the fact that
those schools that shared professional development decision-making were also
accorded some site autonomy in budget decisions as well.

. External factors—such as No Child Left Behind (NCLB) and state
assessments—have had a role in encouraging many districts to focus more on
student achievement outcomes, and in motivating them to reflect on their
own practices to improve performance. However, in many cases poor state
management and inconsistency of state testing regimes have inhibited some
districts’ abilities to develop sustained performance-driven practices.

School districts are unique public entities that have intensely internal patterns of
behavior and culture, but that are in turn influenced by a wide range of external
factors—including laws, regulations, and public pressure. These external influences
impact the attitudes and behaviors that guide and shape districts’ performance-
driven practices. The interviews provided many examples that illustrated the extent
to which districts have reflected on and shaped their own practices based on these
external influences. For example, a few districts credited state standards and
assessments as being important influences in motivating their district to address the
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needs of all students, particularly subgroups of students who had not been historically
well served by their school system. Others criticized their states” assessments as
inadequate to meet the needs of their students. For example, some said that state
assessments did not provide them with robust data, while others said that assessment
results were provided too late to affect decisions about promotion and retention.

It was also clear from interviews that state assessment efforts can have the opposite
effect of that intended by lawmakers: instead of moving districts toward performance-
driven systems, poor state planning and management can drive districts toward
minimal compliance. For example, the most commonly cited criticism of state
assessments was that they were constantly shifting. For those districts seeking to
align district tests with statewide assessments and standards, the state’s frequent
changes had a detrimental effect on the district’s internal efforts to promote
coordinated educational planning. Based on these reports, districts may have been
acting in the best interests of their students: saving resources by complying
minimally, and waiting for the flood of change to pass, which is the opposite of
what policymakers intend when they implement state assessments.

In relation to the federal NCLB act, most participants acknowledged that the law
was having some impact on their school districts related to gathering student
achievement data, disaggregating that data, and seeking to bring attention to student
achievement—in particular across all groups within their student population.
Several districts reported that the law had provided momentum within their states
and their own districts to do a better job of tracking student performance. While
districts reported that NCLB helped them to make the case for the development
of performance-driven practices, the problem was that it required additional
resources being committed to these goals—resources that were often unavailable
within the districts themselves. However, a few districts noted that they had invested
in better and more integrated information systems, so that they could track
subgroups of students as required by NCLB.

. Districts face significant hurdles in adopting performance-driven practices.

There are many challenges that districts face as they seek to improve their
educational services. These vary by school system but may include burdensome
state laws and regulations, insufficient parent participation, and poor coordination
between departments. The list below focuses specifically on those barriers that
districts faced as they moved toward adopting performance-driven practices.

= Discontinuity of leadership imperils districts’ progress in any reform.
High turnover in senior-level leadership is associated with delays in the imple-
mentation of reform plans, disruptive changes rather than productive ones,
and inconsistency. It takes time and a consistent approach to implement
major, system-wide efforts such as new information systems, incentives for
teachers at low-performing schools, and principal evaluations that are tied to
student achievement. Those districts with a strong superintendent who had
been in place for several years had a much better track record in adopting
performance-driven practices.
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= Fragmentation and lack of coordination across functions and departments
are both commonplace. Districts face significant challenges in getting bureaucratic
departments to work cross-functionally to improve services in ways that can
assist principals and teachers in improving student achievement. They face
substantial obstacles in getting sites to work together toward common goals.
And they face large barriers opening the doors into classrooms so that teachers
can share what they know. Improvement plans must align various system
components in coherent ways.

Lack of technology infrastructure and timely data inhibits the ability of
well-intentioned administrators, staff, and teachers to perform their functions
effectively and to measure the results of their work. Principals, teachers, and
central office administrators need access to relevant and reliable information in
order to ground their decisions in the context of district and school needs.
Districts’ inability to provide technical resources, data, and analytical assistance
critically affects decision-making at all levels of the system.

The organizational culture of many school districts has not traditionally
been geared toward the sharing and analysis of student achievement results in
order to improve instruction and programs. Transforming this culture toward
one that is more inquiry-based throughout the organization is difficult and
complex—but crucial. A robust culture of inquiry—including a willingness to
explore and improve upon mistakes and organizational weaknesses—can assist
tremendously in making performance-driven practices pervasive rather than
merely apparent or sporadic. Creating a culture that embraces inquiry and
change requires the implementation of appropriate and effective incentives
and systems of support.

Fiscal constraints considerably limit the ability of districts to support their
reform efforts. These fiscal constraints can serve to force districts to prioritize
their most pressing needs. However, when fiscal constraints are too severe, they
place districts in crisis mode and reduce their flexibility to allocate funding to
significant reform-related issues, such as professional development, technical
resources, the development of assessments, and student intervention programs.
Many districts in this study reported that they are under acute fiscal stress.

CHAPTER 2 — PERFORMANCE-DRIVEN PRACTICES ToDAY: OVERALL FINDINGS
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CHAPTER 3
FINDINGS BY FUNCTION

This chapter, divided into several sections, provides a detailed analysis of the key findings
of this project by functional area. In looking across the entire set of interviews, districts’
efforts to implement performance-driven practices fell into five thematic areas:

= Goals and Governance (Section 3.1)

» Matching Goals to Resources (Section 3.2)
= Instructional Leadership (Section 3.3)

= Assessments (Section 3.4)

= Professional Development (Section 3.5)

It is worth remembering, however, that this work is complex and does not fall neatly into
categories. Instead, effective performance-driven practices reach across these functional
areas in an effort to achieve alignment among the different levels of the organizations and
a coherent focus on improved student achievement.
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Findings Section 3.1
Goals and Governance

To ascertain patterns and trends related to performance-driven practices and goal-setting,
this study examined goal-setting strategies and how governance structures and processes
supported these strategies. A district’s goals and governance structures are often at the
core of how the district designs and implements performance-driven practices, and the
findings in this section emphasize the importance of having district-wide goals that cut
across organizational hierarchies—from board members, to cabinet members, to principals,
teachers, parents, and community members. This study found that the process of
goal-setting varied widely from district to district. However, it is worth noting the
various relationships between boards and district leadership and how this was connected
with district goals, as well as the strategies by which different stakeholders were included
in setting district goals.

School boards played an important role in the governance processes in these districts.
Most of the school districts (24) interviewed have elected school boards, although four
districts reported having appointed school boards, two of which had been appointed by
their local mayors. All of the boards or committees have basic fiduciary duties for the district,
responsibility for establishing and monitoring overall policy, and direct oversight of the
superintendent. The superintendents in these districts report directly to the board,
represent the district to external bodies and communities, and are responsible for the
overall effective operation of the district—fiscally, administratively, and academically.

Relationships between board members and the district’s senior-level administrators differed
greatly within our sample. Slightly more than half of the districts (15) spoke favorably
about the board and its leadership, highlighting examples of the importance of the board
in its role of fostering connections with the business and wider community. Less than a
quarter of the districts (5) cited neutral relationships with their boards, while roughly the
same number (6) described their boards as dysfunctional, contentious, counter-productive,
or otherwise problematic, and often emphasized the extent to which board members had
been partial to special interests, frequently split with each other on important decisions,
or attempted to micromanage district matters. Interestingly, in the two cases of mayoral-
appointed school boards, both districts spoke positively about the leadership of the board
and its relationship with the administration and the district as a whole.

The vast majority of districts reported that their school boards were active participants in
establishing district-wide goals, either through setting or approving them. However, school
boards were much less likely to continuously review or monitor progress toward the goals.
Less than a quarter of the districts (5) reported that their school board had reviewed the
goals after they had been established, and an equal number (5) said that the board had
monitored progress toward these goals. Because these boards are not routinely monitoring
district progress against goals, they have a ways to go in becoming truly performance-driven.

There appeared to be only a very weak link between the board’s relationship with district
administrators and its involvement in setting or approving goals. However, there may be
a connection between a positive and dynamic relationship between the board and cabinet
members and a board that is active in monitoring progress toward goals. Of the five
districts whose boards had been involved in monitoring district goals, four had dynamic
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and interactive relationships between board members and senior-level administrators (see
Figure 3.1.1 below). This suggests that those districts that did not report having a positive
relationship between their boards may not be able to rely on the board to support the
implementation of their desired performance-driven practices as they move toward the
development of objectives to reach these goals.

Figure 3.1.1 — School Board: Relationships and Goal-Setting

Il Board Sets Goals

7 . Board Approves Goals
5 Board Reviews Goals
4 Board Monitors Goals

Positive Relationship Neutral Relationship Negative Relationship

Number

Note: The goal setting activities above are not mutually exclusive. Districts with inconclusive data are not included.
Monitoring differs from reviewing in that monitoring involves analyzing progress made toward goals.

The adoption of clear and well-articulated goals was reported by all of the districts inter-
viewed. Almost all participants articulated several goals that helped to focus the efforts of
the entire system around student achievement. Participants emphasized the role of goals
in providing a vision for the district as a whole, with the most important goal being to
raise student achievement generally, and specifically around closing the achievement gap
among various populations and underachieving groups. Additionally, many participants
discussed more specific goals of student achievement, primarily focusing on math and
literacy initiatives. Many participants also mentioned goals that were not directly focused
on academic standards and achievement, such as improving teacher recruitment and
retention, improving parent and community support, and improving business practices.
However, all of the participants insisted that these functions and organizational issues
were very important and affected student achievement.

Table 3.1.2 — Most Commonly Stated Goals

Goals Number
Student Achievement 21
Literacy Initiatives 17
Math Initiatives 15
Increase Parent and Community Involvement and Support N

Improve Teacher Recruitment and Retention

Focus on Minority Groups
No Child Left Behind

Improve Business Practices

~N |0 | O | ©O
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Several interview participants also acknowledged the importance of external influences
and factors in setting their goals. For example, many districts reported that state standards
or performance goals for the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act had influenced their
district goals, particularly in expanding their emphasis on addressing the needs of all
students. A few districts reported that the NCLB requirements fell short of their own
goals, which meant that their district had not needed to significantly adjust their own
goals. Nonetheless, some of these districts now feature NCLB’s emphasis on reaching a//
students more prominently within their own goals. This suggests that districts are aware
of reaching external as well as internal audiences when establishing their goals.

Superintendents and chiefs of curriculum and instruction emphasized the importance of
explaining the relationship between their goals and the district’s overall mission, and were
clearly able to articulate these goals. Perhaps not surprisingly, the heads of human
resources and finance were slightly less effective in conveying the details of the student
achievement goals. Yet those chiefs of human resources and finance who had their own
department’s goals explicitly linked to the student achievement goals of the district, also
saw their own work as directly connected to the student achievement mission. “I'm an
owner of the goal related to student achievement,” said one chief of finance. “My pay is
related to student achievement.” These particular efforts appeared to align student
achievement more directly across the various operations and functions throughout a district.

Districts also involved various other stakeholder groups when setting goals and targets.
While some districts solicited the input of parents and community members in this
process, most did not. Nevertheless, in some districts, parents and community members
were able to contribute to the goal-setting process during the writing of site-level plans
(4), while in others they participated in setting district-level goals (3). Another way that
school districts involved parents and community members was through community
forums, which are general open meetings that some districts (5) held in order to solicit a
variety of comments and concerns from parents and community members. As such, it
appears that some districts are encouraging an increased level of involvement from parents
and community members.

Although many school districts stated that increasing parent and community involvement
was one of their top goals, these numbers suggest that they had yet to actually implement
policies to reach these goals. In turn, it appears that parent and community involvement
is not a necessarily main priority for districts when it comes to goal-setting and establishing
targets and objectives. During goal-setting processes, some districts included teacher
input more formally than that of parents and community members.

One major strategy for communicating goals to the districts’ wider community—and
driving them down from the district to the site level—focused on the role of the principal.
In one-third of the districts (9), principals were reported to be the primary liaison for
communicating goals and integrating teachers and the other stakeholders into the goal-
setting process at the site level. Typically, this process involved principals meeting with
academic and finance cabinet members about district-wide goals, and then being responsible
for presentations to site staff and the community about the goals, or working with the
site-based leadership teams on the site-based objectives. In terms of communicating goals
and integrating and aligning them throughout the organization, principals appeared to
be the primary conduit and nexus of this process.
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One particular strategy that exemplified the focus on principals was the use of scorecards
as a tool to link district-level and site goals. Scorecards are management tools that connect
overall district goals with specific objectives and performance measures at the sites.
Slightly less than a quarter of the districts (6) reported that they used scorecards to measure
progress on student, teacher, and community goals, and/or to communicate the district’s
progress in a cohesive way. In these cases, cabinet members met with principals to discuss
progress toward the goals on the scorecards; principals then met with teachers for the
same purposes. This was reported to be an effective way to integrate all the various stake-
holders around a common set of goals throughout the organization. For example, one
district started from the bottom up, using school improvement plans to inform the
district-level goals and objectives, as opposed to starting with district goals and then
developing site-based objectives to meet those goals. Perhaps not surprisingly, this is a
district where the board and the superintendent have forged a close relationship, and set
aside retreat times that allow them to discuss and design these goals as part of an
ongoing process.

The districts that used scorecards reported that they used them to better integrate goals
across the various levels throughout the district. From district-level goals down to site-
level objectives, scorecards helped to coherently translate these across all levels of the
districts and across multiple groups of stakeholders. Moreover, scorecards appear not only
to focus stakeholders around a common set of goals, they also serve as a measuring and
monitoring function, to ensure that districts continually evaluate their progress toward
their goals. The use of scorecards coincides with the focus on principals within this
goal-setting structure; scorecards serve as a tool to connect principals to senior-level
administrators, as well as site-level teachers and staff.

Conclusion

These findings emphasize the importance of having goals that cut across organizational
hierarchies—from board members, to cabinet members, to principals, teachers, parents,
and community members. Although our findings do not reveal a direct relationship
between the actual processes of communicating goals and the goals themselves, it does
highlight the importance of communicating goals and the need for a cohesive focus on a
set of objectives. Part of this cohesion is the monitoring of these goals by all stakeholders
to ensure that the district makes progress. As such, organizational unity and consistency
over time appear to be an integral part of the governance processes, particularly as they
relate to improving student achievement through performance-driven practices.

Promising Practices

= Districts that have positive relationships with their boards are better able to rely on
their boards to support the implementation of their performance-driven practices.
Additionally, those districts that maintain positive relationships with their boards
appear more likely to have in place mechanisms to monitor their progress toward
their goals.
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= More and more, principals are becoming the primary liaison for communicating

goals, and integrating teachers and other stakeholders into the goal-setting process

at the site level. Typically, this process involved principals meeting with academic

and finance cabinet members about district-wide goals, and then being responsible

for presentations to site staff and the community
about the goals, or working with the site-
based leadership teams on the site-based
objectives.

The use of scorecards that monitor progress
toward the district’s goals help to focus stake-
holders around a common set of issues. They
also serve a measuring and monitoring function
that ensures that districts continually evaluate
their progress toward their goals.

Areas of Need

Practices in Action

In developing school improvement plans, one district provided training in
data use for both teachers and parents. This training allowed teachers and
parents to make better sense of student performance data. This enabled
them to more actively participate in the goal-setting process by helping to
formulate data-driven targets and goals that were aligned with actual
student achievement outcomes.

Districts acknowledged the importance of having parents involved in goal-setting efforts.

However, these efforts were more often focused on strategies for communicating with

parents affer the goals were in place, such as dissemination strategies aimed at gaining

parental approval of goals, rather than involving parents directly in discussions during the

goal-setting process. The exception to this was when there was a high sense of urgency in

districts, such as the closure of under-performing schools, when greater efforts were made

to galvanize parents to become involved in the goal-setting process.
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Findings Section 3.2
Matching Resources to Goals

As districts developed strategies to align their financial, human, and technological
resources to meet their goals, many participants revealed significant barriers and limitations
to this process. Districts that were further along in adopting performance-driven
practices discussed their attempts to support a wide range of services—from finance
and human resources to teacher training and mentoring. In addition, these districts
noted the extent to which they encouraged human resources and finance departments
to become more customer-oriented in meeting the needs of all district and school
personnel. This section examines how districts have worked to align their resources to
their goals, and the extent to which they have monitored this process in systematic and
ongoing ways—as well as the limitations to doing so, including the current financial
climate, restricted funding, state and collective bargaining regulations, and inadequate
information systems and tools.

Finance

Many districts reported that they were currently under acute fiscal stress and had limited
flexibility in the use of their funds to achieve their overall goals. Two-thirds of the districts
(18) described substantial budgetary challenges that their district was facing this year.
This was particularly the case in districts in which state regulations or bargaining agree-
ments strictly limit their staffing flexibility. Just under half of the districts (12) described
bargaining agreement rules as problematic in limiting their financial flexibility, including
regulations concerning staffing levels. However, most also reported that they were able to
work within the requirements, use local and other sources of money, and otherwise problem-
solve to balance their budgets—though it had ramifications for the educational programs
their district was able to offer. One chief of finance explained, “We're on essentials only
right now.” And many districts had, in fact, made significant cost-cutting efforts—such
as curtailing summer school or reorganizing grade levels to consolidate school sites—in
order to bring expenses in line with revenues.

Aside from the direct educational impact, low funding and financial inflexibility
appeared to inhibit districts from developing long-term fiscal planning and sustainable,
customer-oriented support services. Many participants in charge of business and finance
operations expressed a desire to improve the service function of their role. “Our role is
the support role,” remarked one chief of finance. “How can we make financial statements
easier to file? How can they plan their budget easier? How can they make purchases easier?
If you can make that easier for them, they can devote more time for education.” But most
districts reported that they did not have the staffing, resources, or systems in place to be
able to plan, monitor, and streamline services. As a result, most were drawn into short-
term strategies. “[We have a] year-to-year approach to life, in which all our energy goes
into year-to-year budgets with negative repercussions. We need long-term budgets, with
a range of long-term revenues,” said another chief of finance.

In response to fiscal constraints, districts have also made a wide range of efforts to
improve efficiency within the system, such as pooling categorical funding dollars. For
example, several districts have consolidated the number of literacy programs or math
curricula that they support in order to focus their funding more effectively on the
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programs they believe to be most effective. These districts reported that this was often
done without significant evidence or research about the benefits of one program over
another, and in most cases, without a full assessment of the comparative costs of
the programs. As such, financial decision-making authority has become increasingly
problematic in the current fiscal climate.

Districts struggle with the desire to improve efficiency and maintain authority, while still
providing local and site-level autonomy. On one end of the spectrum were those districts
that had controlled budgets more tightly at the district level, allowing very limited
flexibility at the sites to shift funding from one area to another. At the other end of the
spectrum, there were a few districts that had granted the broadest budgetary authority to
the sites; these districts were the least effective in aligning their financial resources around
their district-wide goals. In these districts, funding was allocated to the sites through
established formulas—based on staffing levels, student enrollment, and so on. The
individual sites contributed noncategorical funding to that, and the principals and site
committees had broad authority to determine the kinds of programs that were most
effective at their sites, and could spend categorical and noncategorical funding to operate
those programs.

A few districts (3) discussed a gradual transition in budget decision-making from the district
to the site. During this transition, their central offices incrementally raised the percentages
of budgets over which the schools had control. Before giving the sites full license over
their budgets, the central office used this transition period to embed training for principals
and teachers on a wide array of budgetary issues, so that they could develop improvement
plans within the current financial conditions. Training included looking at issues such as
data use, data interpretation, legal issues related to Title I monies, and metrics of costing.
This dynamic process not only embedded training in everyday practice, but also served
as one mechanism to help districts align goals at various levels of the district.

The vast majority of districts selected an approach somewhere between these two extremes.
They sought to provide a budget and financial structure for the district as a whole, align
resources with overall district goals, and align site-level objectives with those district
goals—while significantly involving site leaders in this process. The tenuous balance
between district-level authority and site-level autonomy becomes especially apparent in
many of the financial decision-making processes within these districts. Several districts
reported that they were working to better align their budgets to district goals, but with
input and some authority from the school sites. Other districts reported that they were
seeking to consolidate academic programming and professional development opportunities
based on district goals as well as student achievement needs, and often did this by first
identifying curricular gaps at the sites. Fewer than half of the districts (12) had processes in
place that allowed district and site leaders to regularly review the cost-effectiveness of
their academic and professional development programs.

However, these types of financial decision-making mechanisms require rigor and follow-
through, both of which can be in short supply when other crises are imminent. For example,
one district conducted a thorough analysis of the cost-effectiveness of its primary reading
program, and as a result, decided to invest in a different reading program that did not
require district-supported positions. When the district attempted to track the results of
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goals—while significantly
involving site leaders in

this process.

19
|



20
|

the program, it found that the schools had implemented the program in a variety of
ways, thus making comparison nearly impossible. “Some had labs, some had intensive
programs of targeted kids, some had every kid in school participate for twenty minutes,”
said the chief of finance. “We knew how much the lab costs were, but how many staff
were related to it? That depended on how it was implemented.” Rather than using this
as an opportunity to bring teachers together from different sites, discuss the implementation
of the program, and find out more about which approaches appeared to be working best,
the monitoring function initiated by the finance department was discontinued.

Participants described many examples of programs that had been implemented with
plans for monitoring in place, but by the time the cohorts reached an age where the effec-
tiveness could be tested, the district energy had turned elsewhere. As one head of finance
remarked, “That’s one of the things about education, the response time is often protracted.
Say you have a new reading program, then you get a new superintendent for instruction,
and the reading program gets shifted, and then we don’t have any way to measure the
results.” As indicated earlier, this monitoring is sometimes difficult in situations where
schools control their own budgets. Another district reported that over a five-year period, they
had turned over control of nearly 80 percent of their budgets to the schools. Over this
period of time, they offered a series of workshops for principals that provided training on
how to allocate spending and parameters for federal funding. The superintendent
explained, “The schools can spend it pretty much any way they wish—in terms of hiring
people, getting materials for programs. We have district offices that work with principals
to say here are the test scores for you and your school, and see how your school improve-
ment plan meets those goals. As you plan for the school, you can allocate money as you
need to. We just want to make sure that they are addressing their needs.”

The challenges that these districts face bring to light the importance of having processes
in place that support long-term evaluation and monitoring. Financial decisions are better
informed when supported by these mechanisms. However, this is contingent upon the
district’s ability to focus and target key achievement areas. Long-term monitoring and
evaluation can help districts remain focused on their objectives, thereby promoting
progress toward their goals.

Human Resources

The majority of districts interviewed face severe challenges in hiring and retaining
enough qualified teachers, particularly in the areas of math and special education.
Districts also reported facing substantial challenges in placing and retaining qualified
teachers in their lowest-performing schools. Additionally, districts are attempting to balance
issues of oversight, support, and management of personnel, with a limited number of the
districts reporting that they have actively engaged with unions in this area. Finally, while
several districts seek to reform human resources to bring about a more customer-oriented
approach, actions taken toward this aim have been limited.

In meeting the challenges of hiring and retaining qualified teachers, several districts
reported that they had revised or were in the process of reorganizing their recruitment
strategies. In light of No Child Left Behind (NCLB), several chiefs of human resources
reported that they were concerned about what it would take to meet the significant shortages
of teachers in particular fields such as special education, math, and science—in terms of
both recruitment and certification. Many districts had established partnerships with universities

ANATOMY OF SCHOOL SYSTEM IMPROVEMENT: PERFORMANCE-DRIVEN PRACTICES IN URBAN ScHooL DisTRICTS



to recruit new graduates, and provided teaching experience to students working on their
teacher certification. In addressing some of these shortages, four districts reported that
they were in the process of developing and implementing alternative certification programs at
the local universities in order to better recruit those with undergraduate degrees in the
critical areas of math and science. Under this plan, new hires were recruited and
employed under emergency credentials, while receiving training toward certification at a local
university. One district that implemented such a program saw a 70 percent drop in the
number of teachers with emergency credentials who were not enrolled in a certification program.

Meanwhile, other districts created new positions or service centers dedicated to recruitment
to streamline recruitment efforts and improve outreach to under-represented, minority,
and other communities. Several districts had developed online application processes, and
most of those who had not yet done so expressed the desire to be more Web-based in
their recruitment and hiring process.

Yet while almost all of the districts were concerned about the recruitment of qualified
teachers and reported that it was a high priority for them, only one-third of the districts
(9) had developed recruitment strategies. One such district had established a goal of
reducing teacher turnover to less than 10 percent; their efforts to achieve this goal included
salary increases and mentoring programs. Another district that faced an acute shortage of
special education teachers initially considered offering monetary incentives to improve
retention. Yet a survey of teachers found that they preferred to see the money spent
to improve working conditions through such means as decreasing class size, increasing
networking among special education teachers, and providing additional coaching and
support. The district changed its strategy toward this effort, although it had not yet deter-
mined whether or not this strategy was effective in retaining teachers—in part because
the changes had been only recently implemented.

Less than half of the districts (12) had incentives in place to bring teachers or principals
into low-performing schools and into critical needs areas. The most common type of
incentive offered was financial, includings offerings such as signing bonuses, tuition
reimbursement, or higher pay to those working in low-performing schools. In many
cases, these bonuses were accompanied by longer working hours. However, even though
participants discussed incentives for low-performing schools and the difficulties
surrounding teacher retention in those schools, there were no examples of districts having
conducted studies that determined whether or not such incentives were effective. A few
districts reported problems related to high teacher transfer rates in low-performing
schools. In response to this issue, one district that reported a teacher transfer rate of 50
percent in its low-performing schools was working to revise union rules to restrict the
ability of all teachers—even those with senioricy—to transfer from these schools to others in
the district. Another district had a policy that prevented any teacher from transferring
during their first two years of placement.

All districts, without exception, struggled with the balance between how to best manage
and oversee teachers and other staff while remaining within state regulations and collective
bargaining agreements. In one extreme case, site-based committees retained hiring rights
for principals, which undercut the superintendent’s authority to effectively manage the
hiring process. Most districts interviewed, however, reported much more flexibility in
being able to place, hire, and even fire principals based on their performance as measured
through a variety of means, including student achievement levels.
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On the other hand, the vast majority of districts have not been successful in establishing
teacher contracts that allow the districts to take student performance data into consider-
ation for teacher evaluation, although many had tried (for more detailed information
about this concept, see Chapter 4, “Becoming a Performance-Driven Organization”).

A much more common approach reported was to work within the union rules, rather
than attempting to renegotiate union rules. For example, several districts said that they
were conducting more rigorous reviews of teachers while they were in their probationary
periods, which was allowed by union contracts. And in some cases, the dire needs of low-
performing schools are bringing unions to the table to discuss the relaxation of certain
requirements, such as allowing increased hours or duties, and the renegotiation of teacher
contracts in limited cases.

Nevertheless, districts with unions discussed the barriers posed by collective bargaining
agreements as significantly limiting their flexibility—financially, and particularly in
human resources—in being able to take action to raise student achievement. While less
than a quarter of the districts (6) did not have collective bargaining in their state, less
than half of the remaining districts stated that their relationships with the teacher’s union
was positive, effective, and collaborative. Regardless of union-district relationship, most
districts had successfully established joint committees and collaborative task forces to
engage union and district leaders. Several districts had begun to work more closely with
the union to revise current practices in low-performing schools; many also reported that
this process had been very important in bringing the union to the table to discuss changes
in collective bargaining agreements. In several cases, this has allowed them to implement
performance-driven practices that would otherwise not have been able to be put in place.

Finally, many districts mentioned the need to bring a more customer-oriented approach
to human resources, and in fact, several reported that they had begun to take incremental
steps to begin this process. One district engaged in what was described as a top-to-bottom
reinvention of human resources in order to make it more customer-friendly and directed
toward results—that is, more nimble and responsive to the needs of principals and teachers,
while at the same time directed more toward student achievement outcomes. The district
created new positions for recruitment, developed service centers for new employees,
and shifted substantial resources to create new positions for coaching, mentoring, and
supporting teachers. At the same time that it was engaging in these recruitment and
supportive efforts, the district was also in the process of increasing supervision of teachers
in the classroom, renegotiating teacher contracts, and changing the focus of human
resources from following union policies to meeting human resource goals, a shift which
was described as difficult to do in a collective bargaining situation.

Information Systems

The importance of having reliable data was underscored across all districts. However,
districts continued to be limited by information systems and data analysis tools that were
insufficient to meet their needs. While a few districts reported that they use new student,
financial, or human resource information systems, others reported antiquated technology
infrastructure that left them with limited access to data or that required lengthy, cumber-
some processes to retrieve data. Those districts that did have updated information systems
reported that their systems were silo-based, meaning that each function throughout the
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district relied on its own information system (human resources system, student information
system, and so on), which could not be linked with the other systems—resulting in the
inability to perform data queries across departments. Because access to data is one of the
first building blocks in being able to monitor improvement and results on an ongoing
basis, it is no surprise that districts generally did not have strategies in place to align these
information systems with other performance-driven practices. Even in cases where some
foundation was in place, the time and training necessary to conduct meaningful analysis
of data in order to inform decision-making efforts had not been properly established,
which led to a common theme reported by districts: they are “data rich, but analysis poor.”

All of the twenty-eight districts studied had some type of basic information systems in
place. Less than one-quarter of the districts (6) described at least one of their information
systems as antiquated. A few districts (3) reported that they were planning on implementing
new district-wide information systems, while slightly less than a quarter (6) were actively
engaged in implementing such systems at the time of this study. Antiquated systems
included processes such as using time cards that had to be keyed in by hand; creating
budgets one at a time on Excel spreadsheets; completing purchase orders in triplicate; and
providing teachers with rosters that were created manually. The inefficiencies of the dis-
trict’s existing information systems were most visible to those in human resources and
finance departments. One chief of finance remarked, “The Gap store knows how many
pink sweaters were sold in what location and it restocks accordingly. The data manage-
ment system in public education is pathetic in comparison.”

Less than one-quarter of the districts (5) reported that they had basic systems that
automated some of the types of tasks listed above. For example:

= Time cards might be automated, but the human resources division could still not
send routine letters to staff automatically.

= Payroll systems may not be connected to finance or human resources, so when new
staff members are hired, all of their information must be re-entered by the payroll
department.

= Requests for information have to go through a central office because district staff
cannot directly query the student information system.

= Teachers receive printouts showing state test score results, but cannot disaggregate
the data to meet their own needs.

Interestingly, the lack of automation regarding curriculum, instruction, and student
information was reported less frequently as a problem for the districts, which may be
because information systems are not yet used in the development of curriculum, assessment
and analysis of student performance. This is not to say that the use of information systems
in this area is less important, only that the need may be currently less apparent.

Two-thirds of the districts (18) reported that they had reliable information systems in one
functional area only, even though that same district often had an information system in
another functional area that was antiquated. For example, some of these districts had created
data warehouses to store student information and made them available for querying by
administrators. In some cases, building a data warchouse was a more expedient option
than building an entirely new information system, since the data warehouse allowed
districts to pull data from their old information systems and conduct analysis on them.
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As such, it was a first step to gaining access to student achievement data. However, many
districts reported that future planning would include moving toward an entirely new
district-wide information system.

Slightly less than one-quarter of the districts (6) reported that superintendents had access
to data that they could break down in meaningful ways from their desktops, while one-
third (9) reported that top-level administrators had this capability, and even fewer districts
had this capability for principals and teachers. A few districts (3) had developed
dashboards—for top-level administrators, and in one case for principals—that provided
links on their desktops to the most recent and pertinent information that provided a
“one-click” option to get updated information on a specific area or issue.

Few districts had linked human resources and payroll systems to finance and budget systems,
and even fewer had linked student information systems to these other systems as well.
Some districts had developed automated systems for teachers to enter or scan student
results on district-wide assessments, the results of which could then be immediately
aggregated or disaggregated in various ways. However, it is important to note that none
of the districts had implemented all of these elements, and most had only a few in place.
Many chiefs of finance reported that they had systems in place that would automatically
prevent sites from overspending in certain areas, but they called this a “rear-view mirror”
approach to finance. Those that were further along in establishing systems for monitoring
spending with data said that what they needed most was a way to look forward at both
projected costs and opportunity costs, which appeared to be a long way off.

Finally, it is also important to note that there was widespread dissatisfaction in the available
information systems for the education sector more generally. Across the board, partici-
pants reported that they had not been able to find effective solutions to the problem of
linking human resources, finance, and student information systems. Those that had
attempted to do so had developed labor-intensive home-grown adaptations.

As is discussed in later sections of this report, the availability of data is an important step
in districts implementing performance-driven practices. However, it is only one part of
the problem; how people are trained to use data is just as crucial. It is worth noting that
those participants who had at least some access to data regularly reported that district-
level and site staff were not trained on what kind of data to gather—particularly in terms
of student achievement data—nor on how to analyze it or how to modify administrative
processes or instructional practices as a result.

Conclusion

Across these three key areas, districts attempt to match their available resources to their
goals, to the best of their ability. Current fiscal conditions do not allow districts much
flexibility in how they allocate their funds, which in turn severely constrains their budgets
and imposes additional problems around financial decision-making. In the area of
human resources, although district members have expressed a desire to reformulate
human resource operations to be more customer-oriented, evidence of strategies and
actions that demonstrate this are not readily apparent. Furthermore, the effectiveness of
current incentive structures for the recruitment and retention of teachers remain unclear,
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while state and union regulations make it extremely difficult for districts to exercise
full authority in hiring and firing decisions. Meanwhile, inadequate and fragmented
information systems as well as the lack of data analysis tools curtail effective long-term
monitoring and cross-functional data sharing.

These challenges reinforce the need for long-term evaluation and monitoring over time.
As districts cope with the current fiscal climate, long-term evaluation and monitoring of
programs and services can help districts focus and target key leverage areas. Evaluation
and monitoring can also support informed financial decision-making, allowing districts
to monitor their budgets over time and ensure that districts are dedicating their resources
in a way that keeps them on track toward their goals. Furthermore, ongoing evaluation
is required to assess incentives in place for recruiting and retaining teachers in order to
determine the effectiveness of these efforts. The importance of these performance-driven
practices implicate and reiterate the need for more robust information systems that operate
cross-functionally—that is, providing data that is easily shared between the human
resources, finance, and curricular areas—as well as meeting the need for tools that can be
used to conduct meaningful data analysis.

Promising Practices

= Facing difficult fiscal conditions, many districts are seeking to prioritize their key
initiatives. Typically, this involved working within departments, and in some cases
across departments, to determine their most pressing needs. This included taking
steps to assess the effectiveness of their efforts to raise student achievement.

Site-based budgeting that incrementally shifts decision-making authority from the
district level to the site was shown to be a dynamic approach, operating as an align-
ment mechanism as well as helping districts to match resources to goals across all
levels of hierarchy throughout the district. Districts that engaged in this form of
site-based management had embedded extensive principal and teacher training
into everyday practice. They also provided a system of support for site leaders along
the whole spectrum of budgetary concerns.

Many districts are seeking to develop a more customer-friendly and results-oriented
approach to human resources—that is, one that is more nimble and responsive to
the needs of principals and teachers, while at the same time directed more toward
student achievement outcomes. This includes

supporting new positions for recruitment,

developing service centers for new employees, Practices in Action

and shifting substantial resources to create
new positions for coaching, mentoring, and

supporting teachers. This also includes district paid for teachers who taught

The importance of these
performance-driven practices
implicate and reiterate the need
for more robust information
systems that operate cross-
functionally— that is, providing
data that is easily shared between
the human resources, finance,
and curricular areas—as well
as meeting the need for tools
that can be used to conduct
meaningful data analysis.

In providing incentives to bring teachers to low-performing schools, one

in the lower-performing schools to

renegotiating teacher contracts with the focus earn their master's degree, in exchange for a two-year teaching commit-

on meeting human resource goals, a shift ment after earning their degree. This k
which was described as difficult but not

impossible to achieve within the context of
collective bargaining. schools and retaining them.
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= Numerous alternative certification programs are being implemented in order to
address the shortages of teachers in the subjects of science and math. Some programs
are developed and implemented in conjunction with the districts’ local universities;
others programs are created entirely within the districts, but with state approval.

Barriers and Areas of Need

= While fiscal constraints sometimes help districts to focus and prioritize, they often
limit the ability of districts to allocate funding for technology infrastructure and
training, professional development, student assessments, and student intervention
programs. This, in turn, significantly undermines the ability of districts to evaluate and
monitor performance-driven reforms.

Collective bargaining agreements create challenges for districts that are trying to
implement performance-driven reform efforts. This is due to restrictions on the
types of incentives that can be offered for those positions in high-demand areas and
in low-performing schools. Almost all collective bargaining agreements in these
districts prevent differentiated pay based on performance, which limits the ability
of districts to establish monetary incentives for raising student achievement scores.
In turn, this limits the districts’ ability to recruit and place outstanding teachers in
high-need areas.

» Many districts pointed specifically to the lack of technology infrastructure that
makes data collection, extraction, and analysis very labor-intensive. Part of the
problem is that districts do not have the necessary information on what technology
is available, its costs and limits, and how it can be used to change current work
patterns. Furthermore, many of the districts sought tools that could help them
conduct analysis, rather than just add more data to what they already had.

Even those districts that had resources available for improving their technology infra-
structure described the difficulty of purchasing information systems that could meet their
needs in linking human resources, finance, and student information. Those districts that
had attempted to do so had developed labor-intensive home-grown adaptations.
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Findings Section 3.3
Instructional Leadership

As examined in the previous section, “Matching Resources to Goals,” districts that are
farther along in adopting performance-driven practices are seeking to improve adminis-
trative practices by making them more customer-oriented and by aligning their resources
more effectively to support instruction. For these districts, the practice of teaching
students—that is, the quality and outcome of the teacher-student encounter—is the crucial
interchange of ideas and knowledge that drives all other improvement efforts. As districts
discussed their more specific efforts to improve instruction and curriculum, we found
three overall areas of emphasis:

1. Efforts to invigorate instructional leadership on school sites,

2. Efforts to understand and use assessments to monitor learning and improve
instruction, and

3. Efforts to redefine and revitalize professional development.

This section focuses on the first area: instructional leadership. The second and third
areas—the use of assessments to monitor learning and improve instruction, and efforts

to revitalize professional development—are discussed separately in the next two sections.

Instructional Leadership at School Sites

Promoting instructional leadership at the site level is a crucial component of performance-
based improvement efforts for several reasons. As shown in the section 3.1, “Goals and
Governance,” strong leadership at the sites can help to connect district-wide goals to site-
based objectives. As this section discusses, strong instructional leadership at school sites
can also help to break down the walls between classrooms, promoting discussions about
improving curriculum and instruction among teachers. In addition, strong site leaders
can help to motivate everyone at the school, from secretaries to assistant principals, to focus
on student achievement—and to accept more responsibility for student achievement results.

Almost all of the districts in this study sought to foster and invigorate instructional leadership
on campus. This was emphasized not only by superintendents and chiefs of instruction
and curriculum, but also in interviews with chiefs of human resources and finance, many
of whom characterized their own roles as providing administrative support so that principals
(and teachers) could focus more on instructional issues. The most common element featured
efforts to redefine principals as instructional leaders. However, those districts farther
along in establishing instructional leadership at the sites sought to engage teachers in this

process as well.

As one approach to establish principals as instructional leaders, many districts reported
strategies to get principals into the classroom much more frequently. One chief of
curriculum and instruction explained, “We embrace and support the principals to be in
the classrooms most of the day, doing work directly focused on teaching and learning.”
To support principals in this effort, some districts realigned resources to provide more
administrative support for principals, either at the site or the district level. However, there
was little evidence that this support had been sufficient to free up principals’ time for
more in-class oversight and participation.
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A second prominent approach in encouraging principals to be more engaged in instruc-
tional issues involved districts’ reliance on principals to be the primary means for assessing
needs for professional development and delivering it at the site. As part of this effort,
many districts tailored trainings specifically for principals, and four districts provided
leadership academies for principals. Districts also described a strong principal role in providing
new types of professional development at school sites. For example, a great deal of site-
based professional development was reported to revolve around small-group discussions
among teachers about instructional issues. As will be described in greater detail in section
3.5, “Professional Development,” many districts have attempted to transform staff meetings
from routine discussions of administrative matters to staff development around instruction.
Often, principals have been expected to lead these discussions, to encourage practical
exchanges of ideas and strategies for teaching, and, in those areas where teachers needed
particular expertise, to bring in instructional specialists. Principals were also being trained
to analyze assessment data, and engage teachers in discussions about using assessment
results to improve instruction.

Third, principals were also being encouraged to view all of their other roles—such as hiring
and firing, budgetary planning, managing people, and community relations—in relation
to supporting instructional leadership and improving student achievement. In this sense,
districts were seeking to provide principals with greater authority in a wide range of areas, and
then hold them accountable for student achievement results. It is important to distinguish
these efforts to empower principals from more traditional efforts to decentralize authority
from the district to the sites. Several districts reported already having a history of strong
principal authority on school sites; in one case, schools were described as “fiefdoms.” In
these cases, however, the principals had little or no accountability for reaching district-
supported outcomes. In contrast, the districts that reported that they were engaged in
enhancing instructional leadership at the sites were also seeking to give these principals
more responsibility for reaching student achievement goals.

For example, 11 districts described procedures that they had established, or were in the
process of adopting, for removing principals who were under-performing. Four of these
districts had developed or were in the process of developing accountability plans with
benchmarks for principal performance that included school-wide and/or student sub-
group achievement gains. The common stages in such plans included an evaluation in
several areas of performance, a probationary period during which the principal received
additional training and support, a re-evaluation of the principal’s performance, and then
either moving off of probation or allowing the principal some time to look for another
job. This process was described as taking, typically, from one to three years. The other
seven districts, by contrast, referred to more informal processes that were in place for
removing principals who were under-performing. These processes also typically included
the use of student performance data. Many districts said that they had experienced severe
principal turnover as they had tried to ratchet up the district’s focus on student achievement.
One district reported a principal turnover rate of 90 percent over the last six years.

Of the ten districts that said they already had procedures for removing principals for low
performance, six indicated that they had dismissed under-performing principals. Two
indicated that principals had chosen to resign because of the process the district had in
place. One district indicated that they had not removed any principals so far, and one
district was not specific about how many principals had resigned or had been removed.
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Many interview participants suggested that the role of the principal reached beyond
instructional leadership to include managerial and administrative leadership as well. That
is, instructional leadership was seen as a key weakness of the school sites, one that had
been overlooked for too long by principals and by districts, and that therefore needed to be
emphasized. However, those districts that had been engaged in the process of encouraging
principals to be instructional leaders for several years were also seeking to motivate principals
to become better leaders of people and resources—that is, to engage others in the process
of instructional leadership as well. This approach builds on the concept of the principal
as a manager and facilitator rather than as an authority figure at the site. As one chief of
human resources said, “We have to think about leadership teams in a building, not just
a principal. .. It’s too complicated to manage for one person. That's why we're looking for
principals who can delegate. We need a principal who can inspire and create partnerships
rather than command through their status.” Some districts reported that lead teachers
and teacher mentors played an important role in these efforts to share the responsibility
for instructional leadership. Other important elements included making instructional
coaches and specialists available to sites.

A few districts that had engaged in the process of motivating principals to become
instructional leaders looked for ways to be flexible in this process without undermining
it. These districts emphasized the need for principals to be managerial as well as instruc-
tional leaders. “If that means scaling back a little of the time commitment to instructional
leadership without losing intensity, that may be what we need,” said one superintendent.
“That’s what leadership truly is, it’s a balancing act. As youre balancing on the tightrope,
you need to be moving forward.”

Although this tipping of the scale back toward managerial duties hardly reflects an overall
trend in this area, it speaks to the larger issue of districts working to solve complex problems
and understanding that the solution rarely involves an either—or approach. This could
also be indicative of an increasing professionalization of the principalship, in which
managerial roles are perceived as complementary to and supportive of instructional
leadership. That is, instructional leadership, in focusing principals and sites on student
achievement, demands attention to managerial responsibilities as necessary to obtain the
appropriate systems and infrastructure to support student achievement gains.

As one superintendent said, “We start with the proposition that the key person is the
principal. That's how change is accomplished. Our job, their job, is to manage and lead
people. The principal is the key to that.” Another district’s chief of human resources
referred to the challenges this presented to principals: “The most important person in the
building is the principal. They've got a hard job. They're like business owners, entrepreneurs
in the field. I think it’s an overwhelming job.”

Teacher Involvement

In recognition of how difficult it can be to engage teachers in instructional improvement
efforts, it is not surprising that early efforts toward adopting performance-driven practices
include centralizing some decision-making around district-wide goals. This can include
realignment of resources that might result in eliminating certain instructional programs
that a district no longer supports, pulling categorical funds from site decision-making,
or adopting new curricular materials and assessment approaches. In this study, however,
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districts that were more successful in providing evidence that performance-driven practices
had reached the classroom reported that they had involved teachers more integrally in the
transformation process. Additionally, the recent emphasis on assessments can be seen as
an effort to share performance results outside of classroom walls and to engage teachers
in discussions with each other about instructional approaches, curricular improvements,
and other issues related to the quality of the student-teacher interaction.

Many districts began to realign resources by centralizing some decisions, and then gradually
became more flexible in engaging teachers as a way to promote buy-in. There was no set
pattern in how this was accomplished, as the successes have been too limited to suggest
overall patterns. Some districts said that they had been successful in promoting buy-in
among teachers by engaging them along the way in the development of pacing guides,
creating new approaches and strategies, witnessing firsthand the improvements in the
classroom, and seeing the gains in student outcomes. Other districts have focused more
heavily in engaging teachers in their low-performing schools, since there was more general
agreement about the pressing needs there, as well as external pressure imposed by the
requirements of NCLB.

However, there is no doubt that one of the barriers to improving performance involves
the isolation of teachers in the classroom. The extreme version was described by a chief
of curriculum and instruction, “Teachers have this culture of not telling anybody any-
thing... There’s a culture of silence.” In many ways the push for instructional leadership
on campus can be seen as an effort to bring the discussion of instructional issues outside of
the classroom and into the school as a whole—through principal visits into the classroom,
invigorated staff meetings, teacher and principal access to instructional specialists and
coaches, and other professional development on site.

Almost all districts in this study have invested in professional development to engage
teachers in instructional change and improvement, a topic that will be explored at legth
in the section that follows. As in other areas, the difficulty of reaching past the barrier of
classroom isolation to engage teachers in change speaks to the irony of having centralized
goals: as districts seek to improve performance to meet the goals they have set, they must
engage teachers to improve their practices in the classroom. Districts reported that
effective instructional leadership on campus was one way to do so.

Conclusion

Having strong instructional leadership among principals and teachers at school sites is
crucial for developing performance-based systems for several reasons. Effective leaders
who are responsive to district needs can help connect district-wide goals to site-based
objectives. At the sites, strong instructional leadership can help to break down the walls
between classrooms, promoting discussions about curriculum and instruction among
teachers. Strong site leaders can help to motivate everyone at the school—from secretaries
to assistant principals—to focus on student achievement. And strong leaders can be held
accountable for student achievement results.
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Promising Practices

= Districts employ strategies to foster and invigorate instructional leadership on campus

by redefining the role of principals as instructional leaders. Those districts that are

farther along in establishing instructional leadership at the school sites seek to

engage teachers in this process as well.

= Districts are developing strategies to get princi-
pals into the classroom much more frequently,
and as such, they rely on principals as a primary
means for delivering professional development
at the school site, through activities such
as facilitating small group discussions about
instructional issues among teachers.

Several districts have developed, or are in the
process of developing, accountability plans
with benchmarks for principal performance
that include school-wide and/or student sub-
group achievement gains.

Areas of Need

= Despite general agreement that instructional
leadership is a critical skill, few districts
provided evidence of having in place in-depth

Practices in Action

The chief of curriculum and instruction at one district reveals the steps the
district pursued over several years as a way to shift the emphasis of principals’
work from managers to instructional leaders:

"We began to focus on principals. . . First we involved them as district trainers,
we started using principals as our trainers.To have a high school principal,
with their experience in the classroom, show you a strategy that every
teacher can use, that's very powerful to teachers.We changed our staff meetings
from administrative trivia to staff development and instructional develop-
ment, and the use of data in that.Then the conversation changes to, These
are the strategies that people are using. It's what we're having everybody do.
So we moved from district kinds of things, to training principals, and then
they [in turn] train the campus.”

training for principals and teachers to take on this role. Many districts do not

appear to have organized programs to help their leaders develop the necessary

skills. And most districts did not provide evidence of having teachers involved in

decision-making activities such as design of professional development, setting goals,

and developing district-wide curriculum. For example, training programs could

include formal training in examining student achievement data with peers. It could

also include creation of support groups for new principals and teachers, and lead-

ership training seminars for principals and teachers.
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Findings Section 3.4
The Use of Assessments

Strong instructional leadership at school sites can help drive district-wide goals to the site
level (see section 3.1) and promote discussions about and action toward improving student
achievement (see section 3.3). This section examines the use of statewide and district-
wide assessments to understand student achievement levels, identify curriculum gaps,
and inform instruction.

We found that those districts that were farther along in adopting performance-driven
assessment practices were doing two notable things:

= Using assessment results that were already available to them to engage administrators,
principals, and teachers in discussions about and improvement of educational
practice, and

= Working to establish a more balanced assessment regimen that would provide
administrators, principals, and teachers with the information necessary to address
student needs.

However, many districts had not yet begun to use assessments in these performance-driven
ways. For example, although most districts viewed state assessments as important for
external accountability, few took the additional step of using the results of state assess-
ments to engage district and site leaders in discussions about broad student needs or
strategies to address them. Still, many districts had adopted or were in the process of
adopting district-wide assessments to improve the quality, breadth or timeliness of student
assessment results available to them; some are also beginning to use those results to
engage in change.

The Use of State-Mandated Assessments

Student assessments come in a variety of formats and serve a wide range of purposes,
from fulfilling demands for district- and state-level accountability to understanding how
best to meet the needs of individual students in the classroom. The most common
assessments are state-level assessments. All districts reported that their states had adopted
state-level assessments; however, the states varied in terms of:

= Types of assessments they required of districts (for example, norm-referenced tests,
criterion-referenced tests, or a combination of the two);

= Specific intent of the assessments, such as establishing a minimal bar for perform-
ance or identifying broad instructional needs;

= Length of time the assessment regimen had been in place, including the tools used
and how they connected to state standards; and

= Timeliness with which results were shared with districts.
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State guidelines and regulations concerning state standards and assessments had a strong
influence on school districts’ understanding of student achievement, and their practices
for improving it. A few districts credited state standards and assessments with motivating
them and their staff to work systematically toward better addressing the needs of all their
students, particularly groups of students that had not been well-served historically. One
chief of human resources reported that the state’s accountability system helped the district
shift its efforts away from results like SAT scores for top achievers, toward a focus on the
state assessment results of a wider range of student demographic groups.

Many participants acknowledged the importance of statewide standards and assessments
in pushing forward educational reform and improvement. However, several participants
reported that because the state assessments had changed frequently over the past several
years, it was not only very difficult to track changes in student achievement over time,
but also expensive to respond effectively each time the state came out with a new series
of standards or a new assessment. One superintendent reported that the state had
switched assessment tools three times in five years. For those districts seeking to align
district assessments with statewide tests and standards, the state’s frequent changes had a
detrimental effect on efforts to promote coordinated educational planning. Principals
and teachers would work hard one year to align district curriculum with state standards,
only to find that they needed to do so again the following year when the state contract-
ed with a new assessment vendor.

Other participants reported that their state’s assessments did not return the test data in a
useful or timely manner, limiting the district’s ability to respond productively to test
results. As an example, broad performance categories (e.g., below basic, basic, or proficient)
reported only at the subject level were insufficient in helping the district to understand
gaps in curriculum and learning. It was also problematic for districts to use state assess-
ment results because of the slow turnaround time in getting the data back to the districts.
One-quarter of the districts (7) reported that a lack of timeliness in receiving results kept
them from using state test data to create meaningful change within the district. One chief
of human resources pointed out this delay “doesn’t provide an opportunity for teachers
to see the data and work with the children to prepare for the next grade.” A superintendent
echoed this sentiment when he referred to the summative approach of state-mandated
assessments as “assessment by autopsy.”

Because of these state-level challenges, most districts viewed state-mandated tests as external
measures of performance and did not use the state assessment results to improve performance.
Over two-thirds of the districts (19) considered state testing mainly an issue of compliance
and did not actively use results from these tests as sources of data for evaluating the effec-
tiveness of district curriculum and practices (see table 3.4.1). Just one-quarter of the
districts (7) reported that they used state assessment results to assist in analyzing performance
of student populations, identifying curricular gaps, and/or targeting instructional practice or
interventions to specific groups of students. Typical practices in this category included
offering state tests in the beginning of the school year so that gaps in performance could
be identified in time to modify instruction. For example, one district offered the required
state test in the fall as a diagnostic assessment, and then administered the test again at the
end of the year as an indicator of student progress.
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Figure 3.4.1 - Districts’ Use of State-Mandated Assessments

. Used state test results for compliance purposes only

[ Used state tests to analyze student achievement or
inform instruction/curriculum

Inconclusive data on the use of state assessments

The Use of District-Wide Assessments

Districts that seemed to have adopted more performance-driven practices had taken steps
to develop district-wide assessments in specific subject areas in order obtain more
detailed, robust, and timely student performance results. Among the districts in this
study, the role and use of district-wide assessments fell along a continuum ranging from
infrequent and summative tests given at the end of the year, to more diagnostic assess-
ments that were implemented quarterly or by semester in selected courses, and that were
targeted to specific sets of skills.

For those districts that had conducted district-wide assessments, it was most common to
start with assessments in language arts and math first, followed by tests in science and
social studies. Districts typically began with several key grade levels—such as third, sixth,
eighth, and tenth—and expanded to other grades, and often started with end-of-year
summative tests before considering more frequent intervals for diagnostic testing.

Three-quarters of the districts (21) had already implemented or were in the process of
developing district-wide assessments (see table 3.4.2). Of these 21 districts, 14 reported
practices in which they used or planned to use these tests to assist in analyzing student
performance, identifying curricular gaps, and/or targeting instructional practice or inter-
ventions to specific students. Several districts reported that site-level assessments were
used to better understand and impact student performance. Because these assessments
were not used district-wide, they are not included here.

Figure 3.4.2 — Use of District-Wide Assessments
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Note: These tests include summative (i.e., end-of-year) as well as more frequently administered assessments that were used in
diagnostic andlor formative ways. They include norm-referenced as well as criterion-referenced tests.
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The findings presented in tables 3.4.1 and 3.4.2 suggest that, among those in this study,
districts were much more likely to use district-wide (rather than state-mandated)
assessments to analyze and inform their curricular and instructional practices. Reasons

for this included:

= Districts had greater control over the development of district-wide assessments,
thereby generating greater trust among district administrators, teachers, and staff
concerning the results;

= District assessments were designed in ways that were more specific to identifying
student needs, rather than primarily for state accountability;

= Districts could tailor the presentation of assessment results in ways that met their
own unique needs;

= Districts could schedule their own assessments in ways that made sense for their
annual calendars; and

= The results of district assessments could be provided more quickly than statewide
assessment results.

Nonetheless, Tables 3.4.1 and 3.4.2 also show that there is a significant gap between the
implementation of assessments and the use of assessment results to improve practice. The
majority of districts did not appear to be using state assessment results to assist with
understanding student needs and analyzing the effectiveness of district practices, but a
greater percent appeared to be doing so with district-wide test results. Of those districts
(17) that had implemented district-wide assessments, only about one-third (6) did not
report to be using the district-wide assessment results to inform district practice. In fact,
many districts reported that they needed additional assistance in this area.

A Closer Look at the Use of Diagnostic Tests

The previous segment focused on districts’ use of state-mandated and district-wide assess-
ments as a way to understand their effectiveness in meeting broad student needs. This
segment examines in greater depth the extent to which districts have adopted and used
assessments for diagnostic purposes to assist them in identifying the needs of individual
students and in tracking and improving their progress throughout the year. Districts used
a variety of tools to understand and track student progress, but those that were more
performance-driven were more likely to have in place systematic procedures to bring
together teachers, principals, and administrators to analyze assessment results in order to
understand and improve student performance (see Chapter 4, “Becoming a Performance-
Driven Organization”).

Perhaps due to the current climate of accountability in schools, many districts were taking
steps to assess student progress toward defined goals several times during the year, so as
to improve achievement levels by the end of the year. For purposes of this study, we
defined this particular use of assessments as benchmarking—that is, those tests that were
administered at least quarterly at the district or site level to evaluate students against
established benchmarks of student performance (such as grade-level state standards). The
objective of these assessments was to allow teachers and administrators to evaluate gaps
in curriculum, identify high-need instructional areas, and target services to specific
students while there was still time in the school year to adjust.

CHAPTER 3 — FINDINGS BY FuNCTION

Districts used a variety of tools
to understand and track student
progress, but those that were
more performance-driven were
more likely to have in place
systematic procedures to bring
together teachers, principals,
and administrators to analyze
assessment results in order to
understand and improve

student performance.
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Two-thirds of the districts (18) provided examples of diagnostic benchmarking assessments
that evaluated students at least quarterly, as a way of gauging their progress toward mastering
state standards for their grade level at the end of the year. Three-quarters of them (14 of
the 18) already had these practices in place in at least some sites or grade levels, while
another 4 districts reported that they were planning or beginning to implement them.

Figure 3.4.3 - Frequent Diagnostic Assessments Used for Benchmarking

. Benchmarking assessments implemented

[ Benchmarking assessments planned

No evidence of benchmarking assessments

Note: These tests are administered at least quarterly and used to gauge student progress toward state standards for the grade
level by the end of the year. These assessments include district-wide and site-level tests.

Less than a third of districts (8) offered evidence of administering these benchmarking
tests more frequently than quarterly, in order to assess student progress on specific sets of
skills and to inform teachers about specific instructional needs. Another three districts
were in the process of developing such short-cycle assessments. These formative tests were
typically built around pacing or scope-and-sequence guides that districts developed.
Most of those who had adopted such assessments had done so in math or English
language arts, and the purpose tended to be helping teachers to understand how well
students had learned topics covered recently and to adjust instruction accordingly.

Those districts that reported having adopted such frequent, formative assessments said
that they were a powerful tool in actually driving improvement in the classroom. These
assessments provided teachers up-to-date information about skill levels of their students,
information that could be easily organized and analyzed to address different student
groups. As one superintendent said, “We also have mini-assessments. We have a very
prescriptive approach as to what teachers are expected to do with students. Some of those
are every three weeks, whatever amount of time it takes to teach that cluster of skills.”

However, many participants expressed a need for more of these types of assessments,
particularly those aligned with the curriculum and with state standards. Districts also
reported a need for assistance in training teachers how to use the results of formative (as
opposed to summative) assessments to drive instructional improvement, suggesting that
many districts have significant work to do to implement formative assessments and then
use the results effectively to promote instructional improvement. One superintendent
described the difference between summative and formative assessments as follows: “State
test data is like learning your weight on the scale. It doesn’t help you lose weight. It just
tells you whether you did. The data that helps is the calories and amount of exercise.
That’s what the short-cycle assessments do; they tie [testing] to the process of actually
learning.”
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Some districts cautioned that these assessments should be considered as just one of several
possible ways to understand student achievement. As one chief of curriculum and
instruction said, “You want to use it as a barometer and then develop rich instruction
from it.” Others emphasized the importance of developing curriculum first, and
then engaging teachers in the process of developing district-wide assessments later. In
either case, however, assessments were described as a means of gauging weaknesses and
strengths in performance, which could lead to a better understanding of curriculum and
instruction needs.

Conclusion

The development of state standards and assessments appears to have helped many districts
to address the needs of all students, particularly groups of students that had not been well
served historically. Those districts that were farther along in adopting performance-driven
practices were using assessment results that were available to them to engage administrators,
principals, and teachers in discussing and improving educational practice. In addition,
these districts were taking steps to establish a more balanced assessment regimen that
could provide them with the data they needed to advance student progress, including
more frequently administered district- or site-based assessments for diagnostic and formative
uses. Most districts acknowledged that state-mandated tests were important as an external
measure of performance, but not as a source of important data for evaluating perform-
ance—due in part to the depth and timeliness of the state results. On the other hand,
many districts were using district-wide or site-level assessments for benchmarking of student
needs and identifying of curricular gaps during the year, though they faced several
challenges in doing so (see “Areas of Need,” below). Less than a third of districts had
adopted more formative, short-cycle assessments tailored specifically to guide instruc-
tional practice, and many described this as a high-need area.

Promising Practices

= Eleven districts reported using district-wide assessments to evaluate overall student
achievement levels and improve curriculum. For example, one district indicated
that they used monthly assessments, aligned with state standards, to monitor student
progress. “We know exactly where every student is every month,” said the director
of curriculum and instruction. The district administered assessments in reading,
writing, and math, and was in the process of developing an assessment for social
studies and science.

= A few districts provided evidence of having multiple indicators (such as attendance,
classroom participation, formative and summative assessment results, and student
portfolios) in place to assess student achievement on an ongoing bas