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Executive Summary

Over the past decade or more, state
policymakers have concentrated on putting
the architecture of standards-based reform in
place: setting challenging academic content
and performance standards for all students;
and instituting compatible tests, incentives,
and accountability systems to reinforce these
ambitious outcomes. Many states and
districts also have restructured their
governance systems to delegate more
authority to local decision-makers.

But clearly defined learning goals and
accountability systems do not by themselves
yield continued improvement in student
learning. Some states with high standards
and related assessment and accountability
programs in place are finding that their early
gains in student achievement have plateaued
in certain academic areas. Furthermore,
achievement gaps between students from
majority groups and those from minority
groups continue to exist, and students with
disabilities still have poorer educational
outcomes than other students.

Acknowledging that clear standards and
strong incentives alone are not sufficient to
dramatically change teaching and learning,
policymakers and policy analysts have
started to talk about and implement
“capacity-building” strategies. “Capacity” in
this policy context refers to the wherewithal
needed to translate high standards and
incentives into effective instruction and
strong student performance. This study
examines capacity-building strategies used
in eight states and analyzes their promise
and continuing challenges. The eight states

represent various approaches to systemic
improvement. They include California,
Colorado, Florida, Kentucky, Maryland,
Michigan, Minnesota, and Texas. We asked
the following questions: What are common
patterns in the ways states currently build
capacity for education reform, and why?
What are promising directions, as well as
challenges, that emerge from these policy
strategies? What related matters should
policymakers consider when they use these
strategies?

Defining Capacity. Building the capacity
for reform is not well understood. Many
people tend to think primarily, and
sometimes exclusively, of the need to
improve teacher knowledge and skills. This
is an essential ingredient for changing
educators’ practice, but the capacities and
strategies for building them need to be
considered more systemically. Effective
classrooms also require quality instructional
materials and students motivated and ready
to learn.! And, classrooms exist within larger
contexts—the school, the school district, and
the state education system—that provide
educational direction and leadership and
influence social norms as well as access to
resources and knowledge.

Study Methods. Our research team visited
the eight states in our study during the 1996-
97 academic year. We used structured
interview questions to talk with
approximately 19 policymakers in each
state, including the chief state school
officer, legislative leaders, state department
of education personnel, and teacher union
and business representatives, among others.
We supplemented these interviews with
background documents to verify and support

CPRE Research Report Series, RR-41




STATE STRATEGIES FOR BUILDING CAPACITY IN EDUCATION Massell

factual statements and to extend our
analysis.

Findings: Four Common Strategies. All
eight states in our sample addressed, to some
degree, four common areas of capacity. But
they varied in what capacities they
emphasized and in the kinds of policy
mechanisms they used. California, for
example, invested heavily to reduce class
size in the primary grades. Some states
emphasized capacity-building more than
others. Kentucky’s efforts were exceptional
for the diversity of its approaches, for the
time and resources devoted to capacity-
building, and for its strong curricular
guidance and support. Kentucky’s relatively
keen emphasis on capacity is explained in
part by the comprehensiveness of its initial
reform legislation, which covered everything
from school finance to student health.
Kentucky’s reforms have enjoyed relative
stability over eight years, and the small size
and homogeneity of the state made -
developing capacity-building strategies more
manageable. In contrast, other states in our
sample were often in early or transitional
phases of reform, still developing policy
structures or coping with political turmoil.

Despite their differences, the eight states in
our sample shared four common capacity-
building strategies: building external
infrastructure to provide professional
development and technical assistance,
setting professional development and
training standards, providing curriculum
materials, and organizing and allocating
resources.

State policymakers established,
supported, or relied upon an
infrastructure for professional
development and technical assistance
outside the state department of
education. State education departments
have moved from their traditional
regulatory and compliance roles,
responding to criticism that such
activities stifled local innovation and digi
little to build improvements in practice.
They have begun to offer greater

-assistance to the teaching and learning

process, but not by expanding staff roles
as direct service providers. Instead,
states relied upon traditional external
providers such as intermediate education
units or regional centers. States also
drew upon the expertise and support of
state subject-matter associations or other
professional organizations; developed
professional networks of teachers,
schools, and districts; and encouraged
universities to provide assistance to
public elementary and secondary
schools. In addition, state policymakers
often relied upon large districts to
provide their own professional
development, asserting that these
districts had more staff capacity than the
state department of education. Indeed,
state departments of education turned to
these providers in part because of
constraints on their own human and
fiscal resources. This strategy reflected a
prevailing wisdom that people who are
in regular and close contact with teachers
and schools are in a better position to
offer advice and assistance.
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We found that when state education
departments did become more directly
involved in providing support and
technical assistance, their services were
often targeted on the lowest
performers as designated by the
accountability system. Similarly, states
made low-performing, low-capacity
schools or districts a priority for the
external groups providing assistance.

In addition to the steps state policy-
makers took to nurture the supply of
technical assistance and professional
development, they were increasingly
concerned about the quality of
professional development for teachers.
Adopting standards for professional
development was a common strategy
for improving quality. Policymakers
in some states also focused on revising
pre-service training, primarily
through new accreditation plans for
teacher education programs and
through revisions in teacher licensure
and certification. This focus was
motivated in part by the need to
convince key players, such as governors
and legislators, of the value and
necessity of professional development.
These players have often expressed
skepticism about the worth of
professional development, seeing it as of
little merit or as a payoff to special
interests.

Standards-based reform calls for states to
set challenging goals of what students
should know and be able to do, and for
local districts and states to determine
how best to meet these objectives. In
response, most states developed

standards documents at a fairly broad
level of detail. These documents did not
provide a day-to-day curriculum for
teachers to follow. This approach
satisfied political and legal constraints
that prohibited many states from
mandating local curriculum. As states
have implemented their reform
initiatives, however, they have been
asked to play a more active role in
helping local educators find or develop
curriculum materials that addressed the
standards. To fill the curriculum gap,
states frequently developed more
specific curriculum frameworks or
other supporting documents with
examples of how the standards could
be applied in instructional practice.
States also established resource banks
of materials and instructional tools
and encouraged relationships with
national curriculum projects or
programs. There was large variation
in the degree and extent of state
guidance on curriculum reform, and
some states refused to identify or
advise schools and districts about
curricula best suited to state
standards.

Each of the eight states required some
form of school improvement planning,
and several states viewed school
improvement planning as a critical
component of their reform initiatives.
Policymakers saw school improvement
planning as a way of linking bottom-
up decision-making with the top-down
goals of standards-based reform.
School improvement planning was
intended as a vehicle, like site-based
decision-making, for asserting schools
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as important actors in local district
decision-making processes. This kind
of planning intends for schools to
identify their needs in light of reform
goals, then to reallocate the necessary
money, time, personnel, professional
development, or other resources as
needed.

Promise. These four strategies for building
capacity hold promise. A decentralized and
diverse infrastructure of providers,
especially if the players are strong, may help
institutionalize and stabilize reform and sites
of capacity-building. Other research
suggests that improvements in teaching and
learning are more likely to result when
teachers and schools receive support that is
tailored to their settings and is longer-term
than the typical workshop. Individuals and

organizations that work directly with schools |

may be better positioned to offer the kind of
specific and sustained support that can yield
real improvements. Research on the kinds of
professional networks promoted by state
policymakers suggests that networks can
offer teachers access to new knowledge, can
foster a strong sense of professionalism, and
can provide collegial opportunities outside
of their own schools to see other kinds of
practice and interaction. '

State efforts to provide more curriculum-
specific support is also heartening. Our
research, and the work of many others, has
documented the challenges that teachers and
schools face in working to meet performance
standards. Teachers and administrators want
and need support in this area. The
importance of curriculum-specific support
has been underlined by research studies
demonstrating that professional development

closely connected to what students learn can
be a powerful lever for school improvement

and far more influential than training

sessions based on vague and ambiguous
reform principles. Such assistance can raise
student achievement and lead to greater
changes in teaching practice.

Finally, state attention to the quality of
professional development and pre-service
training, as expressed in new professional
development standards, may indicate a
greater willingness on the part of
policymakers to consider stronger designs
and investments in this area. It also reflects
an interest in directing professional
development toward activities that foster

substantial improvements in teaching and

learning.

Continuing Challenges. The strategies
common across our eight states raise
questions about potential problems. We
identified five challenges related to these
strategies:

1. The capacity of the infrastructure
outside the state departments of
education. States turned to external
infrastructures and groups in part
because of the philosophy that those
closer to the field are better positioned to
provide regular, sustained, and relevant
assistance to teachers and schools and
partly as a way of coping with the
limited capacity of state education
departments. Yet, policymakers should
also consider how much and what kind
of assistance these external organizations
can realistically provide. Many of these
groups do not have sufficient human or
fiscal resources to meet the needs; staff
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are often stretched thin and are expected
to support an impossibly large number of
teachers and schools. Further, policy-
makers should consider whether these
external agents have the knowledge and
skills needed to provide high-quality
assistance.

Translating numbers into action.
Reform advocates believe that student
performance data will drive change in
schools and districts. The accountability
system will provide feedback on school
performance, the theory goes, which will
be used in school improvement planning.
The system of varying rewards and
sanctions will further motivate teachers
and schools to improve. This account-
ability model requires that the per-
formance data are transparent—that
practitioners understand what the results
mean—and that teachers and admin-
istrators have the knowledge and skills
to translate performance data into
appropriate action. But the evidence
suggests that the performance data are
often not transparent and readily
understandable, and that educators often
do not have the requisite knowledge and
skills to translate them into changes in
school practice.

Building capacity for schools in the
middle. State policymakers often
targeted their resources on the lowest-
performing schools and districts, in part
as a way of coping with their limited
staff and resources. But how can schools
in the middle of the performance
distribution gain the knowledge and
skills they need to make progress? They

too often have a long way to go to meet
state performance standards.

The importance of continuity in
capacity-building. The states have
made considerable progress in
developing and adopting academic
standards, but these efforts have not
gone unchallenged, and future
challenges are likely in store. How can
teachers and schools develop their
knowledge and skills for reform when
leaders lack consensus and the goals of
reform are unclear? Which way should
teachers and schools move? Will
teachers and schools be penalized for
moving in one direction and not another
if approaches to teaching and academic
content shift? Maintaining some
continuity and stability during periods of
conflict is important to sustaining and
continuing capacity-building efforts.

Incentives to build capacity. Strategies
for building capacity must take into
account people’s motivation to
participate in capacity-building
activities. Policy design can address one
piece of the complex puzzle of human
motivation, but it can be an important
piece. The capacity-building strategies
common to the eight sample states did
not always offer sufficient incentives for
their target clientele—teachers,
administrators, and students—to engage
in serious capacity-building efforts. We
identified potential weaknesses in five
areas: the incentives to heed professional
development standards; the incentives
for teacher training institutions to
improve quality; the incentives for
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teachers to pursue professional
development; student incentives; and
incentives to engage in the school
improvement planning process.

Policy Considerations. We encourage
policymakers to consider the entire
education system when designing their
capacity-building strategies. Our study’s
framework of seven classroom and
organizational capacities may provide a
useful checklist. In conducting such a
survey, we recommend keeping in mind the
following questions:

* Does the state’s regional infrastructure
have adequate resources, knowledge, and
people-power to provide professional
development, technical assistance, and
other assigned responsibilities? Do the
regional institutions use high-quality
professional development and technical
assistance models?

 Does the state policy system send clear
and coherent signals to schools and
teachers about building needed
knowledge and skills? Does the state
provide sufficient guidance about
curriculum and instructional materials?

* Can the state play a role in encouraging
and brokering research on curriculum
and instructional practices that improve
the performance of all students?

* Do the state’s capacity-building
initiatives meet the following research-
supported criteria: Are the initiatives
well-suited to individual school settings?
Are the initiatives extended over time,
providing opportunities for feedback and

reflection? Are the initiatives reform-
linked and curriculum-specific?

Does the state or do school districts have
a strategy for helping schools translate
information generated by state
accountability and assessment programs
into improved practice?

How can the state increase capacity to
assist schools in the middle of the
performance distribution?

Do the state’s initiatives provide
adequate incentives—for students,
teachers, schools, districts, institutions of
higher education, and other external
organizations—to build capacity that is
aligned with standards-based reform?
Are there incentives to bring all students

to state performance standards?
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Introduction

Why Look at Capacity?

tandards-based reform is the
preeminent policy framework used
today by state and federal officials
to improve teaching and learning
in America’s classrooms. Standards-based
reform generally consists of three key
components:

* aunifying vision and goals that include
ambitious curriculum and performance
standards for all students;

» coherent policies that reinforce these
ambitious outcomes; and

* arestructured system of governance that
gives local decision-makers more control
to reach the student performance goals
(Smith and O’Day, 1991).

While the design and substance of the
reforms vary substantially across policy
contexts, these three elements have strongly
shaped the business of public education
policy for over a decade (see Fuhrman and

Massell, 1992; Massell and Fuhrman, 1994),

persisting in states and districts despite
political turbulence, turnover in leadership,
and often voluminous debate about the
nature and purpose of these new academic
standards (Massell, Kirst, and Hoppe, 1997).
The American Federation of Teachers
declared that 49 states have adopted or are
developing academic standards, and 46
states have or are planning assessments
aligned with standards (American Federation
of Teachers, 1997).

Standards-based reform is also strongly
evident in three key pieces of federal
legislation: Improving America’s Schools
Act (1994), which provides federal aid for
poor students; Goals 2000 (1994), which
provides financial resources to states and
local districts to support standards-based
reform; and the 1997 amendments to the
Individuals with Disabilities in Education
Act (1997). Indeed, the longevity of this
reform strategy is remarkable in the history
of public education policy, which is known
to swing quickly in new directions whenever
there are changes in political leadership or
public criticism (Fuhrman, 1993).

Over the last decade or more, policymakers
have focused their energies on putting the
architecture of reform in place: the academic
content and performance standards, the tests,
the incentives, and the accountability
systems. But, more recently, they have paid
greater attention to building the capacity
needed to achieve the higher standards.
Policy analysts have used the idea of
capacity to explain why simply having clear
ideas about learning goals or high
motivation does not always yield the
hoped-for student learning (see, for example,
Berman and McLaughlin, 1975;
McLaughlin, 1987, 1991). Many states with
high standards, assessments, and
accountability programs are finding that
early gains in student achievement have
reached a plateau, and that gaps between
poor, non-poor, majority, and minority
student achievement persist. Results from
the 1996 National Assessment of
Educational Progress (NAEP), for example,
showed that about 40 percent of students in
poverty performed at or above the Basic
proficiency level in fourth and eighth grade
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mathematics, compared with more than 70
percent of non-poor students. About 30
percent of African-American and 40 percent
of Hispanic students performed at or above
the Basic level, compared with 75 percent of
white students (Reese, Miller, Mazzeo, and
Dossey, 1997). Similar disparities exist in
science achievement (O’Sullivan, Reese,
and Mazzeo, 1997).

To reach and maintain high standards, many
support systems must be in place.
“Capacity-building” has become a phrase
used to acknowledge, at least verbally, that
clear standards and powerful incentives are
not enough to dramatically change teaching
and learning (Cohen and Ball, 1996;
Corcoran and Goertz, 1995; Goertz, Floden,
and O’Day, 1995; O’Day, Goertz, and
Floden, 1995). Nevertheless, the capacity
needed for reform remains poorly defined
and not well understood. Many people tend
to think primarily, and sometimes
exclusively, of the need to improve teachers’
knowledge and skills. But the necessary
capacities and strategies must be thought of
more broadly, indeed we would say, more
systemically. We have little knowledge
about how the whole system can be
effectively designed to meet the burgeoning
needs of reform.

Two recent studies provide useful guidance
in this regard. In a conceptual article on
capacity, Cohen and Ball (1996) argue that
we need to reconsider what we mean by
capacity in the classroom. They propose
that, in addition to teachers’ knowledge and
skills, effective classrooms require
high-quality instructional materials and
students and teachers who are motivated and
ready to learn. Cohen and Ball follow the

arguments laid out by cognitive
psychologists that say situations strongly
influence how people behave, and the
resources and people within the classroom
context are significant factors in
understanding the capacity needed to meet
the goals of reform.

In a second study, Goertz, Floden, and
O’Day (1995) argue that successful reform
in particular the positive effects of
standards-based reform policies on
instruction, also depends on the capacities of
the organizations (schools, districts, and
states) that surround the classroom. The
authors describe dimensions of
organizational capacity that include access
to knowledge, organizational structure and
resources, and leadership and norms. A
teacher’s ability to produce effective
instruction, for example, might depend on
factors such as the school’s ability to support
professional learning and collaboration
within and outside the school or the way
schools use human and fiscal resources to
enhance instruction. - State or district
policies can facilitate or constrain the ability
of schools and teachers to meet the goals set
out under the banner of standards-based
reform.

Thinking about the capacity of classrooms
and of the organizations that support them
led our study team to identify seven areas
that may be vital to improving teaching and
learning:

Classroom-Level Capacities:

1. Teachers’ knowledge, skills, and
dispositions;
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2. Students’ motivation and readiness to
learn;

3. Curriculum material for students and
teachers;

Organizational-Level Capacitiés
(school, district, and state):

4. Number and kinds of people sup'portihg
the classroom;

5. Number and quality of social
relationships; ‘

6. Material (non-human resources); and

7. Organization and allocation of school
and district resources. :

Here we explore the extent to which state
strategies for building capacity addressed -
these seven different areas.

Study Methodology

We conducted our research in eight states:
California, Colorado, Florida, Kentucky,
Maryland, Michigan, Minnesota, and Texas.
We selected these states in part because they
represent diverse approaches to
standards-based reform, with different
strategies and different traditions of
centralized or decentralized control over
education. For instance, Kentucky uses a
broad array of state policy instruments to
leverage standards-based reform, while
Maryland focuses primarily upon
assessments and accountability. All states
would claim a strong culture of local control
over education, but the boundaries between

state and local authority vary substantially.
Colorado, Michigan, and Minnesota have a
relatively stronger, and longer, tradition of
local control than other states in our sample.
Minnesota, for example, has only developed
and administered its own state assessment in
recent years, and even districts may use a
different test. Kentucky, Florida, and Texas,
at least historically, represent more
centralized state authority and control, while
California and Maryland fall into the middle
of the spectrum. As we shall see, however,
even the most centralized states have been
making strides toward moving power to
schools and teachers as well as to parents.
Finally, we selected these eight states
because of their variation in geographic
region, urbanicity, racial and ethnic
composition, wealth, and school district
structure.

The eight states in our sample also differed
by where they were on their timetables for
phasing in reform. Kentucky and Maryland
had implemented most of the elements of
their basic standards-based reform designs
and have made incremental changes over the
years. Texas recently developed new content
standards; the changes in its policies have
also been gradual. This stands in stark
contrast to California, which was an early
pioneer in standards-based reform, but in the
mid-1990s its primary instruments for
change were completely dismantled and
efforts began anew to create very different
standards, tests, and other linked policies.
States like Colorado, Florida, Michigan, and
Minnesota began to phase in standards or
assessments more recently, making their
challenges of building capacity quite
different from the states with more mature
policies. (See Appendix A for the status of
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standards and assessments in the eight
states.)

Our research team visited the states during
the 1996-97 academic year. We used
structured interview questions in talking to
approximately 19 policymakers in each
state, including the chief state school officer,
legislative leaders, state department of
education personnel, and teacher union and
business representatives (see Appendix B).
In addition, we supplemented these
interviews with background documents to
verify and support factual statements and to
extend our analysis. Members of our
research team responded to a series of
descriptive questions regarding state context
and state instructional guidance policies and
a series of analytic probes based on our
conceptual framework for capacity. We
used this information to identify patterns
across the eight states (Miles and Huberman,
1984). :

Contributions and Limitations

This study is important because there is little
documentation in the research literature on
state-level approaches to building the
capacity of whole systems to improve
teaching and learning. Instead, analysts have
tended to consider specialized components
rather than a more comprehensive sum of
the parts. School finance experts, for
example, consider funding levels and
allocation formulas, while teacher specialists
explore certification and professional
development policies. We consider the
system more broadly by considering the way
policymakers addressed the seven capacities.
Policymakers may find our framework to be

a useful tool when assembling their
initiatives and developing a comprehensive
plan for supporting reform.

We looked across our sample to see if there
were any discernible patterns in the way
states build capacity for educational reform.
If so, an important question is why. What do
trends suggest about the way policymakers
conceive of capacity? We also explored the
issues and challenges that emerge from
policymakers’ approaches to this subject.
What should policymakers consider when
they use these strategies? It is our hope that
this report will help state policymakers
analyze their strategies and will provide a
first step toward a useful theory of building
capacity.

The study, however, has its limitations.
First of all, we looked only at eight states,
and thus we cannot over-generalize our
findings. Second, we cannot conclusively
discuss the impact of these strategies on
school improvement because we have not
yet been in the field to explore the
consequences of these approaches. Over the
1997-98 and 1998-99 academic years, we
will be visiting districts in all eight states
and schools and classrooms in four of the
states to explore these and other issues.
However, we discuss state policymakers’
perceptions of the impact of these strategies
on school improvement as well as the
impact implied by other independent
research studies and our own experiences as
policy analysts. Finally, it should be noted
that this is largely an effort to trace policy
instruments and policy strategies and to look
at issues of policy design. Policy design, of
course, is but one component of change.
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How that design is implemented and given
life is essential to its success.

The Seven Elements of
Capacity

We define capacity as the property of
people, technology, and institutions to
effectively promote teaching and learning.
In our framework, we hypothesize that the
ability of the system to produce effective
teaching and learning requires some level of
attention to the seven types of capacities we
have identified. How can government
policies and activities influence these
classroom and organizational capacities? To
answer this question, we must first discuss
what we mean by the seven different
capacities—three in the classroom and four
in the larger school, district, and state
environment. We will illustrate with
examples of the kinds of policies that have
been used in states to build these capacities.
See Tables 1 and 2 for a quick overview of
policies that have been used to address the
seven different capacities.

Policy initiatives and activities can affect
more than one capacity. For example, a
summer workshop might be intended
primarily to help teachers create and use new
standards-based curriculum; however,
secondary effects might include the
development of new relationships between
teachers or the creation of cadres of teacher
leaders who provide professional
development to other teachers. It is
sometimes difficult to pinpoint exactly
which capacity the different policies and
practices impact. For simplicity’s sake, we
categorized efforts by their major function

unless multiple purposes were obvious.
When we talk to districts, schools, and
major providers in the next phase of our
research, we may be able to produce a more
finely textured portrait of the impact of these
specific policy strategies and mechanisms on
different capacities.

Classroom-Level Capacities and
Policies

Teachers’ Knowledge, Skills, and
Dispositions. Standards-based reform
requires teachers to know more about their
subject, to teach in a more dynamic style, to
respond to the knowledge and dispositions
that their students bring into the classroom,
to engage in continuous learning, and to
assume new professional roles with
site-based management and other activities.
Leading reform advocates have argued that
teacher knowledge of subject matter, the
way different students learn, how diverse
learning styles interact with subject matter,
and teaching methods are critical elements
of teacher effectiveness (Darling-Hammond,
1996; National Commission on Teaching
and America’s Future, 1996; National Board
for Professional Teaching Standards, 1994).
However, less than 75 percent of the
teachers in the United States have a degree
in the subject they teach, have studied child
development, learning, and teaching
methods, or have passed tests of teaching
knowledge and skill (McMillen, Bobbitt,
and Lynch, 1994). Teachers’ dispositions
toward their profession and their willingness
to engage new ideas, to question, to test their
ideas and practices, and to explore different
approaches are also likely to be important
(Cohen and Ball, 1996).
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States rely upon many strategies to 1mpr0ve
teachers’ knowledge, skills, and
dispositions. The most familiar, perhaps, is
the state’s role in setting minimum standards
for those who enter the teaching profession.
Policymakers often use certification,
licensure, and relicensure requirements as
well as regulations for the accreditation of
teacher education programs. Among other
things, these rules and regulations are
intended to guarantee a level of competence
among those who enter the classroom and
motivate teachers to continue to build their
knowledge and skills. Many states require
teachers to earn continuing education credits
for relicensure. In the climate of standards-
based reform for students, states

are also revising the notion of higher and
more explicit standards for teaching.
California and Maryland created standards
for the teaching profession. State
policymakers in all eight sample states also
developed professional development
standards to improve the quality of these
experiences. Florida hired a consultant to
conduct a major review and evaluation of
professional development in the state. The
study will attempt to track state, district, and
local staff development initiatives and their
effects on teachers. It also will look at the
implementation of training at the district and
school level and will examine the
relationship between student achievement
and staff development.

Table 1

Policy Strategies for Building Classroom Capacity

Teachers' Knowledge, Skills,
and Dispositions

Students' Motivation and
Readiness to Learn

Curriculum Materials for
Students and Teachers

State education department
staff providing direct support
and technical assistance on
demand.

Setting promotion and
graduation requirements.

Creating curriculum frameworks
and supplementary materials.

Creating a professional
development infrastructure to
support districts, schools, and
teachers.

recognition.

Rewarding student performance
with scholarships and

Adopting policies governing
development and use of
curriculum materials.

Involving educators in
| curriculum, assessment, and
other policy activities.

Creating social services and
pre-kindergarten programs.

Creating resource banks of
curriculum materials and other
instructional materials.

Brokering information for
districts, schools, and teachers.

Supporting schoo! adoption of
national instructional programs.

Setting professional
development standards,
teaching standards, training
standards, licensure, and
cerification requirements.
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Table 2

Policy Strategies for Building School, District, and State Organizational Capacities

Quantity and Types
of People Supporting

Quantity and
Quality of Interaction

Material Resources

Organization and
Allocation of School

professional networks
for teachers, schools,
or districts.

regulations or funding
to require certain staff
configurations.

expanding facilities.

the Classroom Within and Among and District
Organizational Resources
Levels
Restructuring authority | Changing class size. Investing in Requiring schools and
and control relation- technology. districts to allocate
ships (for example, resources according to
school-based school improvement
management or plans or through
decision-making). site-based
management or
decision-making.
Creating or supporting | Using program Upgrading or Using market

pressures, such as
school choice and
charters, to allocate
resources in the
educational system.

Changing climate of
failing schools by
dismissing staff or
transferring staff or
students.

Setting district
personnel require-
ments (limiting
administrator-to-
student ratios or
specifying positions,
such as curriculum
specialists).

Setting aside funds for
districts, schools, or

teachers to select their
instructional materials.

Consolidating
categorical funds.

Imposing new
leadership (such as
state takeover of failing
schools or districts).

Changing allocation
requirements for state
and federal funds.
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Other strategies for improving teachers’
knowledge abound. State departments of
education also provide or host professional
training for teachers. For instance, Colorado
sponsored annual standards and assessment
conferences and Kentucky provided training
for portfolio assessment. Many state
education departments used the creation of
standards and assessments as an opportunity
to engage teachers in activities that will
enhance their knowledge and skills.
Teachers in Maryland and Kentucky, for
example, were used extensively in the
scoring of state assessments. State
education department staff also offered
training upon request from local schools or
districts, although this was a less frequent
occurrence. More commonly, state staff
served as conduits for information and
support. For instance, Florida’s Office of
School Improvement brokered resources,
coordinated training for low-performing
schools, provided research and information
services, and maintained databases on
successful programs and practices. Finally,
states created or encouraged the develop-
ment or use of groups external to the state
department to provide professional support
for teachers. States in our sample created,
supported, or simply relied upon regional
assistance centers and intermediate
education units, professional networks of
educators, professional associations, and
universities to build teachers’ knowledge
and skills for reform.

Student Motivation and Readiness to Learn.
Teachers’ work in the classroom requires an
implicit contract with students: students
have to be both willing and able to engage in
the learning process. But the chaos in many
students’ lives caused by hunger, poverty,

violence, homelessness, and lack of adult
supervision drains them of motivation and
readiness to learn. For example, nearly
one-fifth of all children are living in poverty,
a proportion that is much higher for
African-American and Hispanic minorities
than for whites and for female-headed
households compared to two-parent families
(Office of Educational Research and
Improvement, 1991). Another aspect of
motivation is tied to the linkage between
education reform and work or postsecondary
education. Many argue that students do not
have sufficient incentives to do well with the
standards-based curriculum, since
achievement on state assessments aligned to
those standards is largely ignored in college
admissions and hiring processes. Improving
students’ motivation and readiness to engage
in learning is a critical component of
knowledge production within the classroom
(Cohen and Ball, 1996).

Policymakers deployed a number of
strategies for improving students’
motivation and readiness to learn.
Pre-school programs akin to Head Start were
widespread, and states such as California
and Kentucky invested heavily in programs
to improve and coordinate social services
with K-12 education. California’s Healthy
Start Initiative, for example, provided
comprehensive services near schools in
high-need areas and provided grants for
school-based and school-linked support
services. An integral component of
Kentucky’s 1990 education reform law
included Family Resource/Youth Service
Centers.

Another strategy was to create incentives for
students to do well in school. Minnesota’s
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postsecondary enrollment option allowed
students who do well in high school to take
college courses during their senior year, thus
saving time and money. Florida’s new
Bright Futures Scholarship Program paid
tuition to Florida public or private
postsecondary institutions based on
grade-point average as well as SAT/ACT
scores. Finally, states used promotion and
graduation requirements as incentives. In
some but not all cases, a certain level of
achievement on a state or local assessment
was required.

Curriculum Material for Students and
Teachers. Many analysts recognize that
curriculum materials alone are inadequate to
revolutionize teaching and learning. This
was amply demonstrated by the efforts of the
National Science Foundation to upgrade the
quality of mathematics, science, social
studies, and other textbooks between the
1950s and 1970s, where lack of public
acceptance, lack of teacher understanding,
and other factors weighed heavily against
long-term and successful use of these
materials developed by academic experts.

But high-quality materials are nevertheless a
necessary if not sufficient implement for
change. Sharp criticism of the quality of
curriculum materials has been a persistent
theme over the last 25 years. Textbooks,
particularly, have been denounced as a
boring compilation of isolated facts covering
a gamut of topics, lacking depth, and asking
students to do little more than rote
memorization (see Massell and Kirst, 1994;
Tyson-Bernstein, 1988). Indeed, the lack of
such quality and the emphasis of most
textbooks on skimming through many topics
in a general and dull way, were a major

impetus for the National Council of
Teachers of Mathematics (NCTM) to begin
setting content standards. NCTM wanted
commercial publishers to use their standards
as a guide (Massell, 1994). It was hoped
that content standards developed by other
national subject-matter associations in the
early- to mid-1990s and by the states would
similarly influence the publishing industry.
Despite some responsiveness by the
industry, many teachers still feel that the
kinds of curriculum they need to meet the
goals of standards-based reform are
unavailable (Massell, Kirst, and Hoppe,
1997).

California, Florida, and Texas have long
used statewide adoption processes backed by
state financial assistance for textbooks and
other curriculum materials. Other states like
Kentucky have recommended lists of
textbooks, but do not provide commensurate
incentives. State content and performance
standards, of course, are a major mechanism
used today to provide curriculum guidance
along with frameworks and other
supplemental materials intended to provide
more specific assistance to teachers. States
are using these documents to guide the
development of state assessments and/or the
adoption of curriculum materials, thus
potentially imbuing them with more
credence and relevance to the classroom
teacher. State departments of education
have undertaken other curriculum guidance
activities. Colorado and Texas, among
others, have established resource banks of
instructional materials for teachers through
the Internet. Although few in our sample
did so, states could directly develop
materials for use by teachers and students.
California at one time created highly
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regarded instructional units for interim use
until publishers provided materials aligned
to their frameworks. States also could have
adopted or participated in national
curriculum reform initiatives.

Organizational-Level Capacities
and Policies

Number and Kinds of People. Many people
in schools and districts other than teachers
provide support for or within the classroom,
such as district administrators, curriculum
specialists, and teachers” aides. The number
and kinds of people potentially influence the
way teaching is organized, the ability of
teachers to access and interpret curriculum
reform (for example, Spillane, 1996), and
other elements directly relevant to teaching
and learning.

State policies that can influence this factor
include class-size regulations, personnel
requirements in categorical programs, and
regulations governing administrative staff,
among others. In 1996-97, California and
Florida established financial incentives to
reduce class size in the primary grades.
California invested $1 billion to reduce class
size in grades K-3, and Florida offered
incentives to reduce class size in K-1. Some
of the other states in our sample have
long-standing caps on teacher-pupil ratios.
Categorical programs like special education
or bilingual education can provide additional
resources for support personnel and often
have rules governing their use, such as
requirements for instructional aides to help
teachers in the regular classroom. A few of
our states established personnel require-
ments for districts, as well as incentives or

sanctions for districts to maintain certain
staffing arrangements. For example, each
district in Minnesota must appoint a
technician responsible for implementing the
state’s Graduation Rule. Kentucky districts
must have a professional development
coordinator. Florida imposes sanctions on
districts with a high percentage of
administrative versus instructional
expenditures.

Number and Quality of Social Relationships.
Well-functioning schools establish
professional communities where adults
communicate with and trust one another and
are open about their teaching practices. This
kind of environment can encourage more
innovative and risk-taking behavior, perhaps
a prerequisite for the kind of teaching
envisioned by reformers. In addition,
professional communities outside the school
can help move teachers beyond the isolation
typical of teaching and enhance teachers’
sense of professional efficacy and
responsibility.

Specific policies that could influence
professional communication and leadership
range from restructuring initiatives such as
site-based management or site-based
decision-making to the funding and
development of teacher- or school-based
networks. Site-based decision-making was
an integral part of the 1990 reform initiative
in Kentucky and has been required in Texas
since 1992. Florida has been involved in
site-based management since the early
1970s, and California encourages site-based
management or site-based decision-making
via demonstration grants. The authority
divested to schools over budgeting,
personnel, and other matters varies
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substantially across states, but the intent is to
give teachers and parents a greater say in
instruction and to alter traditional power
relationships. (Because these groups can
control resources, we also consider this a
strategy to influence the organization and
allocation of resources.)

State initiatives that allow for the firing or
rearrangement of staff in poorly performing
districts or schools affect the culture of a
school and its professional relationships.
The terminology for such intervention
varies: it is most often called reconstitution.
Reconstitution of school staff is a
highlighted feature of Maryland’s strong
accountability program. Every year
Maryland produces a list of reconstitution-
eligible schools that permits local districts to
reconfigure their staff. Reconstitution is also
allowable in Colorado,* Florida, Kentucky,
and Texas. Michigan policymakers were
discussing state-takeover options or the
withdrawal of funding from low-performing
schools.

Material (Non-Human) Resources. A
school’s ability to provide a safe and rich
learning environment hinges to some degree
on its access to sufficient material resources.
For example, districts and schools find it
difficult to add more teachers or services
when facilities are cramped or inadequate
(Firestone, Goertz, and Natriello, 1997).
This problem is exacerbated by a rapidly
expanding school population: a record 51.7
million students were enrolled in public and
private schools in 1997-98, and the U.S.
Department of Education estimates a need
for 6,000 new schools to house the more
than three million new students anticipated
over the next decade. Decaying school

buildings are also a chronic problem. The
U.S. General Accounting Office estimates
the current need for maintenance and repairs
at $112 billion nationwide. Physical
facilities and technology can influence the
quality, content, and structure of teaching
and learning.

State initiatives in technology were visible
in six of our eight states. In Kentucky, for
example, they created a comprehensive
Education Technology Plan in the early
1990s, spending $159 million between 1992
and 1997. California, Florida, and Texas
provided new resources for facilities. Texas
established an equalized school facilities
program offering assistance to districts with
low-property wealth. Concerns about
equalization of funding for facilities was a
major topic of discussion in Colorado, but
no action had been taken during the time of
our visit. State set-asides for instructional
materials was another example of policies
directed at building material resources.

Organization and Allocation of School and
District Resources. The way resources are
organized and structured can facilitate or
hinder each of the above capacities.
Resources targeted on areas that have little
consequence for teaching and learning, or
resources that are spread so thinly that few
things are accomplished well, do not
maximize local capacity.

Policies that can influence this capacity
include improvement planning, site-based
decision-making, and market-based reforms
such as choice and charter schools. School
improvement planning was ubiquitous in our
sample and was the most prominent strategy
in this area of resource organization and
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allocation. It was especially important in
combination with school-based decision-
making or school-based management
reforms, which offer schools mechanisms
for control and planning.

Market-based reforms reallocate resources to
new schools or to schools outside the
system. Such reforms were widespread in
our sample states. California, Colorado,
Florida, Michigan, Minnesota, and Texas
had charter school laws, and Colorado,
Florida, Kentucky, Michigan, Minnesota,
and Texas had some kind of limited choice
mechanisms.’ State policies governing the
planning for use of categorical funds and the
way time or state funds are allocated can
affect how schools and districts organize and
allocate their resources. Several of our
states encouraged local educators to use new
consolidated planning mechanisms to merge
some of their categorical funds and generate
more holistic system-wide change strategies.
While evaluations of this strategy were not
yet available, policymakers in our states
perceived it as quite beneficial. For
instance, staff in Kentucky mentioned
instances where individual teachers or
principals “discovered” new funding
possibilities during the consolidated
planning process. They also believed the
consolidated planning process increased
communication among divisions in the state
department of education, a phenomenon
reported in Colorado as well.

As the examples above illustrate, states can
and have undertaken a wide variety of
initiatives to build capacity for improved
teaching and learning. In fact, nearly every
state had one or more activities that could be
classified across all seven areas.

Nevertheless, states varied in what they
emphasized and what policy mechanisms
they used to address capacity. As noted,
California’s governor put a high priority on
reducing class size in grades K-3 and
invested a tremendous amount of state
resources toward this end, including capital
construction funds to help schools add more
classrooms. Florida provided some financial
incentives to reduce class size in
kindergarten and first grade, but the other
states did not place such a high priority on
improving pupil-teacher ratios. Some states
put a greater emphasis on capacity-building
activities than others. Kentucky stands out as
particularly exceptional in its focus on this
issue, namely in terms of its diversity of
approaches including the time, resources,
and attention paid to capacity, and the extent
to which the state provided relatively
muscular and detailed instructional
guidance. Some of this focus can be
explained by the small size and homogeneity
of the state and the energy and investment of
the business community in reform. It is also
due to the comprehensiveness of Kentucky’s
initial reform legislation, which revamped
everything from school finance to children
and family services to the role of the state in
providing instructional direction with
standards-based reform. These initiatives
have enjoyed relative stability over a long
period of time, permitting strategies for
addressing specific needs to surface. For
example, the challenging nature of their
reform agenda and the high stakes of its
accountability system created many demands
from the field for curricular guidance (see
Massell, Kirst, and Hoppe, 1997). With
stability, the state has had time to develop a
more extensive response to local needs.
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By contrast, some of the states in our study
were still in the process of getting their
instructional reforms in place. Colorado and
Minnesota, for instance, just began phasing
in new state assessments. Getting the
architecture in place may be a prerequisite to
considering the full implications of reform
for the capacity of teachers, schools, and
districts to implement change. Of course, the
way capacity-building strategies are '
designed and implemented is crucial to
whether they actually improve the ability of
students, teachers, and administrators to
respond. o

Despite these variations, a pattern emerges
when all the policy initiatives are assembled.
We found four common strategies in our
sample: : :

«  First, policymakers in our.eight states
concentrated on establishing, supporting,
or simply relying upon an infrastructure
for providing training and professional
development that was external to the
state department of education and closer
to the teachers, schools, and districts
they intended to serve. When state
education departments did get more
directly involved in providing technical
assistance and support, services were
often targeted on the lowest performers
as designated by the accountability
system. Policymakers also asked
external, state-supported organizations to
give priority to serving these low-
performing, low-capacity schools or
districts. ‘

* Second, they relied heavily on
professional development and training
standards as levers to improve the
quality of services to enhance teacher
knowledge and skills.

 Third, they sought to clarify the
implications of their student content
standards for classroom curriculum and
teaching. This included developing
documents that were more specific than
the content standards, but were still not a
curriculum per se. Often, clarification
meant facilitating practitioners’ access to
a variety of instructional resources.
However, most state policymakers
maintained an agnostic posture on which
materials were most appropriate for state
standards. Districts and schools were
left to evaluate these resources and make
their own decisions about practice.

 Fourth, a majority of the state policy-
makers viewed school improvement
planning as a way of encouraging
schools to review and analyze their own
strategies for meeting standards-based
reform goals. They assumed that such
planning would enable schools to
reorganize and reallocate resources more
.appropriately for reform.

In the next section of this report we will
explore these strategies in greater detail.
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Common Approaches to
Building Capacity

This section describes the four most
common approaches to building capacity in
some detail and provides many examples.

External Infrastructure for
Professional Development and
Technical Assistance

For many years, lawmakers and policy
analysts have called upon state education
departments to move away from their
traditional role of monitoring compliance
with program regulations and procedures
(Sroufe, 1967; Massell and Fuhrman, 1994;
see also Lusi, 1997). They have argued that
these functions are counterproductive,
stifling innovation and doing little more than
burdening local educators with meaningless
paperwork. Instead, they wanted these
bureaucracies to offer greater assistance in
improving the practice of teachers, districts,
and schools.

In response, state departments of education
attempted to reorganize, introduced new
managerial strategies based on a more
client-oriented approach (such as Total
Quality Management), and undertook other
activities to comply with this new vision.
States such as Florida, Kentucky, and Texas
took dramatic steps to reduce or even
eliminate compliance monitoring and
evaluating schools according to inputs and
site inspections (except in cases of
chronically low-performance schools).
California continues site inspections, but its
new Program Quality Review is quite

different from traditional models. Rather
than a quick check to make sure regulations
are followed, the Program Quality Review is
a process of self-review and feedback from
outside consultants over an extended period
of time. Among other things, it emphasizes
the analysis of student work through
multiple measures, focuses on the results,
uses content and performance standards as
part of the review, and leads to a plan for
improvement. Other states also attempted to
reduce regulations or permitted waivers
more readily. For example, since 1991,
Florida deleted many state regulations
governing graduation standards and courses
of study and established a rapid-response
waiver process, issuing 113 waivers in
1996-97 alone.

This intended shift in purpose did not mean
that staff in state education departments
expanded their own roles as direct providers
of professional support to teachers, schools,
or districts. In each of our eight states, the
contrary was occurring: state education
departments were deciding not to function as
principal agents of technical assistance and
professional development, and in some
cases, were pulling back their central office
staff from activities in this area. Half of our
states—Florida, Kentucky, Maryland, and
Texas—offered less direct assistance over
time.

When state education department staff did
provide direct support, they were often
careful about how they used their time. For
instance, Maryland curriculum specialists
tried to maximize the use of their time by
responding to requests from school systems
or clusters of schools, rather than to
individuals or single schools. They also
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sought to train local educators to provide
assistance (the ‘trainer-of-trainers’ model)
and met biannually with district curriculum
supervisors. Many state education
departments viewed providing information
about good practices as a key function. For
instance, Colorado, Florida, and Maryland
were exploring or encouraging others to
explore unusually effective high-poverty
schools. As we shall see below, brokering
information about curriculum was a strategy
many states used to meet teachers’ and
schools’ demands for more specific
instructional guidance to address
standards-based reforms. Importantly,
policymakers and central office staff in
many states often made the strategic
decision to focus their limited time and
resources on the lowest performers in the
system.

But the states’ foremost strategy to provide
professional development and support to
teachers and local administrators was to
build or support an external infrastructure of
assistance. They relied upon pre-existing
groups or institutions to fulfill these needs.
This often meant creating or using a set of
regional service providers, such as
intermediate education units or regional
centers spread throughout the state, but it
also included drawing upon the expertise
and support of state subject-matter
associations or other professional
organizations, developing professional
networks, or encouraging universities to
provide assistance to public K-12 schools.
In addition, state policymakers often relied
upon large districts to provide their own
professional development, asserting that
these districts had more staff capacity than
the state department of education.

In turning to outside providers, Florida,
Kentucky, Maryland, and Texas joined states
such as Michigan and Colorado, which
historically have not had large state
education departments and have long
depended upon others to provide such
assistance. California turned to such external
institutions in the mid-1980s to early 1990s
as a major part of an overall strategy to build
statewide capacity (Goertz, Floden, and
O’Day, 1995). At the sa