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INTRODUCTION

Asaschool in an Abbott district, standards based education presents you with
both opportunities and challenges. On one hand, holding high expectations for teaching
and learning, including content and performance standards, quality curriculum, and well
designed assessments, is the most promising way we know of to level the playing field
for students, regardless of color, ethnicity, or socio-economic background. (See next
section for definition of standards) Thisis, after al, at the heart of Abbott’s purpose — to
eliminate the educational disadvantage of underserved studentsin New Jersey’s public
schools. Asaresult of the Abbott litigation, money and programs are available where
once they did not exist, or were inadequately funded. Applying these resources to
standards of practice, curriculum, and student work can spell success for even the poorest
kids. Thisis not just another theory. It has worked elsawhere, and it can work for the
Abbott districts. However, as you well know, there are many challenges to eliminating
such longstanding disadvantage. We cannot control for all conditions that affect students
in and out of school. Nor can we ssimply will away educational deficits that may have
accumulated over the years. We can, however, control the standard to which we hold
ourselves, our colleagues, and our students while undertaking these very real challenges.
Doing this right means hard work — perhaps no harder than you work now, but likely in
very different ways and with the promise of a better result for your efforts in the long run.

Standards based education has the potential to be more than a set of curriculum
standards and accompanying assessments, but not without a dramatic shift in the way we
have traditionally thought about “doing school.” The mere existence of standards doesn’t
guarantee high quality instruction or student learning. Deeply entrenched habits of
administration, budgeting, time management, teaching practice, professional
development, and social service delivery haven't gotten the job of educational
improvement done yet. So, why would we assume that setting a goal, the standards, will
automatically lead to change? Perhaps more to the point, as educators we know that most
skills are not innate; they are learned over time, and with great effort. Thisis as true of

adults asit is of children. Continuous improvement requires that educators learn new



things — content, skills, leadership and perhaps most of al, that everyone in the school
system, not just the student, is alearner and a teacher.

In this guide, our goal is to provide information, support and practical tools that
may help you to design, implement, and evaluate your school’ s standards based
educational program. This paper is broader in scope than others in the Abbott
Implementation Resource Guide series. We view it as the central piece of the series
because standards and instructional improvement are essential to Abbott’s goal of
eliminating educational disadvantage. Other topic areas-- bilingual education, special
education, and parent and community involvement for example-- are crucial piecesto
getting the job done as subsets of the overall school program. In order to work, a
comprehensive, standards based educational program must, by definition, be the
organizing structure upon which the school program operates. Moreover, research
suggests that the focus of operations within a standards based program should be
instruction and instructional improvement. We'll talk about the essential components of
such a program — the pieces that experience has shown must be in place, though the
means of getting them in place can and should vary. Wherever possible, we'll frame this
outline of “essential components’ in terms of the roles administrators, teachers, students,
parents and community agencies can or in some cases must play.

We will also discuss resources — funds, people and time. You'll notice that
throughout the chapter we'll refer you to tools and out-takes within the text and in the
appendices. Some of these are vignettes from the field — the actual experience of schools
or districts doing this work and facing challenges very similar to those faced by Abbott
districts. No two schools are identical, and no one school or district can be held up as
THE model to follow, point for point, in developing a high quality, high expectations
standards based program. All we have to learn from is the best thinking on the subject,
and the success and mistakes of those who are doing the work. We have tried to pull
those together for you here.

As amember of an Abbott district, your school is entitled to a good deal of
money. Indeed, since 1997-98, every Abbott district has been funded at parity with
average regular education spending in New Jersey’ s wealthier districts. Beyond parity,
however, the extra funds needed to adequately support the unique needs and programsin



Abbott districts have not been easily obtained. Unfortunately, red tape, some
inconsistencies in state funding criteria, particularly around school based needs
assessments, and state efforts to redefine what can and cannot be funded, have limited
disbursement of adequate additional funding up until now. However, State resistance to
needed funding is likely to diminish through ongoing stakeholder review of regulations
and guidance on budgeting and funding, and most importantly, as a result of unequivocal
direction from the Supreme Court in Abbott X that for school year 2004-05 and beyond
Abbott districts have the absolute “right. . . to request supplemental funding for all
demonstrably needed programs, services, and positions and to appeal the denial of such
requests, as provided for in Abbott V.” We understand that your school can’t just wait
for this to happen. You have students at their desks today. Y ou might even be a bit
skeptical, and understandably so, about the likelihood that funding to the schools will be
sufficient, given the drawn-out history of Abbott litigation. We at the Education Law
Center are nonethel ess optimistic about the new willingness and capacity of districts to
effectively challenge the State when funding decisions are made contrary to local
interests. Moreover, in addition to further litigation, Abbott X underscored the need for
direct collaboration between the DOE, ELC and all stakeholders. The Court directed the
ongoing involvement of such stakeholders in reviewing and improving State regulations
and guidance. The regulations promulgated by the Commissioner on September 9, 2003,
reflect such involvement and, although still deficient in too many ways, offer guidance to
local districts that isimproved over previous State direction.

We hope this guide will be a useful tool as you move forward and try to make the

most of the opportunities Abbott offers.

BACKGROUND

What Do We Mean By “ Standards?’

When policy makers, educators and increasingly, local and national media, talk
about standards, they are most often referring to content standards. Because the Abbott
Court opinions and subsequent Abbott legislation focus primarily on content standards,
this guide will do the same. It should be noted, however that there are actually different

kinds of standards, the combination of which can work powerfully well toward



improvement. It is beyond the scope of this guide to address the potential for
implementing multiple types of standards, but we hope that at some point in your
continuous improvement process your school district and individual schools will expand
their definition of standards. Indeed, many would argue that content standards alone,
without performance, opportunity to learn (OTL), and system-delivery standards, cannot
get the job of improvement done.*

Content standards are fixed goals for learning. They answer the question: “What
should children know and be able to do?* A child’s performance is measured according
to these set standards — a different approach from ssmply comparing children to one
another. The desired learning outcomes are fixed, and the instruction varies depending
upon what each child needs to meet the standards.

Some History

In 1983, the Nationa Commission on Excellence in Education issued a plea to all
Americans to promote and support massive education reform. Asaresult of their
landmark report, “A Nation at Risk,” state and national policy makers decided it was time
to mobilize behind the effort. “A Nation at Risk” pointed out great variability in courses,
(district to district, school to school, classroom to classroom), reported that alarge

percentage of students, especially among minorities and the poor, were dramatically

! Performance Standards tell us what student work should look like if it meets the standards. They lay out
the levels of performance and the acceptabl e kinds of evidence that the content standards have been met.
The content standards can be thought of asthe rail and the performance standards tell you how high you
have to jump. Performance standards require that you examine student and teacher work using a process of
moving back and forth between the content standards, student work, and teacher work, adjusting the
standards upward in view of the outcomes. Developing performance standards with teachers, school
leaders, parents and students can be one of the most powerful activitiesto improve teaching and learning.

Opportunity to learn (OTL) or delivery standards describe the conditions necessary for studentsto
achieve the content standards, such as access to materials, time, resources available and knowledgeable
teachers. This set of standardsiscrucial for the adults aswell. Teachers and school |eaders, not just
students, need rich opportunitiesto learn.

System-delivery standards set out criteriafor establishing the quality of a school district’ s capacity
and performancein educating all studentsin the subject matter set out in the content standards. System
delivery standards indicate to what degree a district ensuresthat its students are being well educated and its
long-term educational goals are being achieved. (New Standards Project; National Council on Education
and the Economy, 1997).

2 (New Standards Project; National Council on Education and the Economy, 1997; p.3)

3 (Deanna Burney, 2001) Burney isaformer NJ principal at the elementary, middle, and senior high levels
aformer assistant superintendent for curriculum and instruction in NJ, amember of the OERI funded High
Performance Learning Communities Project in NY C District 2, and currently a Senior Research
Investigator with the Consortium for Policy Research in Education (CPRE).



underserved. Now, 49 of the 50 states have statewide educational standards for core
subject areas, most have developed their own statewide assessments for accountability
purposes, and standards and assessments have become the driving force in efforts to
improve equity and excellence.

In 1996, the NJ state legidlature joined the national effort towards “ standards-based
education” by adopting the New Jersey Core Curriculum Content Standards. Content
Standards were developed for each of these seven curriculum areas:

- Arts (Visual and Performing)

- Comprehensive Health and Physical Education
- Language Arts Literacy

- Mathematics

- Science

- Social Studies

- World Languages

In addition, New Jersey included “ Cross-Content Workplace Readiness”
standards, which were designed to span all areas of the curriculum. These standards
involve career planning; developing interpersonal skills, self-management skills, and
good work habits; using information and technology; and solving problems that require
the use of critical thinking and decision-making.

Does this mean that New Jersey had no educational standards for these content
areas prior to 1996? Of course not. But, “A Nation at Risk” pointed out the great
variability in what was taking place in schools, and the great need for figuring out what
would constitute a “ quality” educational experience leading to a “thorough and efficient”
education for al students. Prior to the standards movement, in New Jersey as in most
states throughout the country, many teachers “covered” a curriculum, and if students
didn't get it they just “failed.” Under a standards based system, student failure is not an
acceptable outcome. Instead, standards require that “all students will succeed.” With
standards, the job of educators has changed. The point is no longer to identify those
students who are succeeding and those who are failing, but rather to figure out how to

make it possible for all studentsto succeed. Thisisthe challenge of delivering a



“standards-based education.” How can we make it possible for all students to truly meet
or exceed the content standards?

AsNew Jersey engaged it’ s reform efforts, one of the first tasks was to be more
specific about the tasks involved in meeting the standards. As originally written, the
standards enumerated what students should know and be able to do by the end of Grades
4, 8, and 12. Educators wanted more specific guidance than this about what to teach at
each grade level. What were the subtopics under the main headings outlined in the
standards? What would teachers have to do to enable students to meet the standards? In
response to this call for more clarity, the state proceeded to develop curriculum
frameworks for each of the seven content areas.

Up to this point, we have described the theory of standards based education, and a
brief history of how the movement began to take root in New Jersey. However, the key
word hereis “theory.” Asyou know, there is often a gap between an idea, in theory, and
the way it is actually played out. The standards and frameworks are meant to determine
what gets taught in classrooms. Textbooks and other curriculum materials are supposed
to function as supports for teaching to the standards. But, in many New Jersey schools,
and schools throughout the country, it doesn’t actually happen that way. Instead,
someone (often just the publisher) determines that a certain textbook or program “ meets
the standards,” and once the program is adopted, teachers move through the materials,
confident that the standards are being ”"covered.” Thisis particularly problematic when,
asisthe traditional mode, teachers select from among the activities in the text and “ skip
over” some of the more challenging material. Then, the materials are often blamed when
students do not perform well on the tests. It wouldn’t be acceptable in any other
profession to simply blame materials or the client for poor results, and accept no
responsibility for the outcome. As professionals, educators are entitled to expect quality
materials, quality training, and a supportive environment in which to practice their
profession. In return, we must expect to be held accountable for the outcome of our
efforts. If we don’'t have what we need to do our job well, then we may need to go
through the channels or make the noise necessary to have those needs met. Abbott

programs and funds are meant to help meet those needs.



(Out-take)

The Education Law Center and a Brief History of Abbott Litigation

Established in 1973, the Education Law Center advocates for the underserved childrenin
New Jersey public schools. The Center operates from the belief that: One way to help
studentsin districts that have a disproportionate number of struggling studentsisto
assure that they are provided access to an equal and adeguate education under state and
federal laws. With this goal in mind, in 1981, the ELC filed the now landmark Abbott v.
Burke against the State of New Jersey on behalf of disadvantaged urban students, to
assure equal opportunity and adequate programs. Since then, there have been a series of
NJ Supreme Court decisions backing efforts to improve the conditions for learning in the
“Abbott” districts listed here:

Asbury Park Bridgeton Burlington City Camden

East Orange Elizabeth Garfield Glouchester City
Harrison Hoboken Jersey City Keansburg

Long Branch Millville Neptune Twp. New Brunswick
Newark Orange Passaic Paterson
Pemberton Twp. Perth Amboy Phillipsburg Pleasantville
Trenton Union City Vineland West New Y ork

The Abbott litigation was designed to help level the playing field for struggling students.
More than 275,000 school-aged children and 55,000 preschoolers stand to benefit from
the Abbott programs and reforms. Abbott programs are designed to improve student
learning by providing better curriculum aligned to the standards, by improving teacher
knowledge and skills, and providing in-school and home/community supports for
students as they progress from pre-school through high school and beyond. Subsequent
Abbott litigation has led to parity funding to equalize per-student expenditures, to
improve school facilities, provide quality early education programs, access to technology,
and support programs for students and their families.

ASSESSMENT AND ACCOUNTABILITY

The term “accountability” has become a buzzword of education policy; so much
so that its meaning and importance can be lost. Basically, accountability involves asking
whether the job is getting done, and since the success of all studentsis at the root of
standards based education, “the job” here refers to whether students are learning and
successfully meeting the standards. Unfortunately, accountability is often framed in only
one direction -- schools are held accountable to districts, and districts to states for
reaching the standards at some scaled rate of improvement. We see plenty of
accountability for results, but very little accountability for provision of resources and
supports to accomplish those resullts.

One unfortunate side-effect of high-stakes accountability environments,
(particularly where instruction, curriculum and assessments are not well aligned, or

where teachers are not given the support they need to teach a standards based



curriculum), is that schools have a hefty incentive to conduct crash test prep.
Accountability is not a bad word — it is necessary that professionals be accountable for
their practice. But, when standardized tests are just a comparative tool between schools,
or when they’re wielded like a stick to flog already struggling schools without any
accompanying support, it's not surprising that districts, principals or teachers often feel
driven to merely drill and cover material. Of course, thisisn't going to help kids—it'sa
short term response to frustration and desperation.

(Out-take)

In one Kentucky high schooal, in a high-stakes accountability district implementing standards based
educational reform, a group of researchers arrived to observe classrooms and interview teachers. The
teachers on their interview list were unavailable, however, because they were “ doing test camp.” In the
cafeteria, approximately 200 students were assembled. The lights were dimmed and at the front of the
room was a movie screen with slides of various art works, architectural wonders, literary figures and other
assorted pictures popping up. The group of teachers at the front of the room took turns “drilling”
information about the slides. When asked later what the “camp” was all about, the principal and teachers
explained that there was no way they could fit humanities into the curriculum to the extent that the
standards required, and since students would be tested on humanities, this was away to guarantee some
exposure and “ maybe some of it sticks for the test.”

Assessments, whatever their design, are the yardstick of accountability. Ideally,
these assessments should also provide useful data to educators about how to revise
curriculum and practice for improved student outcomes. So, another of New Jersey’s
challenges as it undertook a shift to standards based education was to design a testing
system that would assess progress and provide information about where change was
needed. The tests had to demonstrate the new emphasis on, not only skills, but also
problem solving and reasoning; and the scoring of open-ended problems had to model the
use of rubrics for evaluating student responses.*

As New Jersey continues its rollout of assessments, improves test items, and
makes other changes; and as national testing becomes more aggressive, at least one trend
has become apparent: The effort put into designing tests and preparing students to take
the testsis far greater than any efforts to interpret test results at the district, school,

classroom or individual student level. To make the enormous testing expense and effort

% The standards, the curriculum frameworks, sample tests, a scoring guide, and samples of student
responses to open-ended questions are available on the NJ Department of Education’ s website,
www.NJIDOE.Gov.




worthwhile, we MUST find ways to use test results in a way that goes beyond comparing
districts, schools, and teachers. How can test results be reported, and to whom, so that
instructional practice and decisions about content can be made based on what the students
actually do and do not know and understand? How can test results be used to shape
future learning and to plan professional development, instead of just being used as a
gauge for monitoring collective performance? How do we refocus the discussion in a
positive, creative way, rather than on the system of rewards of sanctions? Test data can
be used to improve student achievement, but educators need to be taught how to interpret
and use data for this purpose. Datais currently underutilized, largely because we have
focused too heavily on making schools accountable to their districts and to the state,
without making the state and the districts accountable for gathering and organizing data
in user-friendly formats, presenting it to schools, and helping schools to interpret the data
and use it as part of their decison-making process. Thisiswhat Richard Elmore calls a
relationship lacking in “reciprocal accountability.” Similarly, principals have focused
too heavily on making teachers accountable for student performance, without providing
the necessary instructional leadership such as modeling, focused professional
development and constructive evaluation of teaching practice. Overall, this uni-
directional accountability is not only unfair to those in the accountability hot-seat, but
also squanders the opportunity to learn from the wealth of information that could be
mined from a well-designed and reported student assessment. Unfortunately, in spite of
the original intent of assessments (to assure that all students would achieve educational
standards), the state continues to use data for primarily comparative purposes, missing the
opportunity to help struggling schools use this data to improve student achievement.

The next section of this guide gets down to the nitty-gritty — what experience
suggests are some of the essential components of a high expectations, standards based
instructional program for school improvement. We'll walk through some ideas for
conducting your school’s evaluation and provide some practical tools you can use in this
process. Just as we' ve discussed the importance of making the standards and instruction
central to the daily work of your schoal, it is equally important that the standards and
instructional growth be a central question in your evaluation and a central objective to

your plan as you look forward.



ESSENTIALS

Abbott litigation has resulted in new funding and new possibilities for New
Jersey’ s urban districts. Careful and thoughtful planning about how to use those funds
and realize those possibilities is essential. This means serious evaluation of the current
school program. This doesn’t necessarily mean starting from scratch. In fact, “throwing
the baby out with the bathwater” rarely works and may just contribute to educators
frustration with the seemingly endless series of fragmented “new” reforms to which they
are subject. For example, the “ Children Achieving Challenge,” in Philadelphia attempted
to implement wholesale change with inadequate resources, and in a political environment
that lacked the buy-in or staying power to foster those changes taking root. Without the
resources and commitment necessary to sustain such an ambitious reform program,
Children Achieving, and other initiatives like it tend to lose crucial momentum. For more
about the Children Achieving Challenge, see Appendix A.

What can Abbott districts learn from the experience of Philadel phia and other
digtricts like it? First, that your district, and everyone working within it needs to own the
change process. Abbott isn’t something being done to the district or dropped into
schools. It isn’'t another reform model, it's the means to make improvements, some of
which you may already be attempting to make, but with inadequate support. It'san
opportunity to put resources, programming, and political attention where educators and
kids need it most. Improving on what you do, with more resources than any other urban
district in the country, doesn’'t have to be just one more re-invention attempt dropped into
(or onto!) your school. Rather than starting from scratch, it is possible to build on what is
good and think about next steps for the things that are not serving your school’ s purpose
and goals.

Abbott implementation policies have undergone dramatic changes in the past
year. The organizing principle for school improvement has shifted away from reliance on
whole school reform models, to school and central office-based improvements guided by
the Core Curriculum Content Standards. As the District assumes an increasingly
supportive and coordinating role, the role of whole school reform models is bound to

change. You may choose to continue your school’s relationship with a reform model,
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attempt to modify your work with the model, or you may decide to discontinue the
relationship al together. The point is, no matter what model your school chose during
the past few years, you now have a better idea of what has worked and what is not
working at all. Whole school reform models were never intended to be an end in
themselves. They are supposed to be an organizing tool — one of the means by which
standards based educational improvement can happen. Asyou conduct an evaluation of
your school, and with the district, develop a plan for the coming months and years,
consider how well your whole school reform model suits the needs you identify and your
godls for the future. If every question you ask yourselves, and every element of your plan
serves the purpose of meeting the standards and instructional improvement, your whole
school reform model must do the same. For a guide that may help in your evauation of
the “fit” of your whole school reform model, see Appendix B.

PROGRAM EVALUATION AND PLANNING. WHERE ARE WE, WHERE DO WE WANT TO BE,
AND WHAT DO WE NEED TO GET THERE?

In the past, evaluation and planning fell to the individual school (when it occurred
a al). New state policies (as of 2002-2003) include more instrumental involvement of
the district and state in evaluation, planning and budgeting for improvement. Thisis not
to say that the process will be taken away from schools. Rather, the goal is for district
and state supports to assist schools in this process, to ensure that it is as little drain on
school’ s human and financial resources as possible, while also ensuring that it includes
components crucial to continuous improvement. As the NJDOE workgroups hash out the
details of changes to Abbott regulations, including the roles all players will assume in the
evaluation and planning process, here are some thoughts to keep in mind.

Evaluating the existing school program and using that information to design a
plan is crucial to improvement. A key term here and one that you' |l see repeatedly
throughout this guide is “focus.” Evaluation and planning means asking “what is our
focus now, what should it be, and what steps must we take to maintain that focus and
reach our goals?’

Another key term is“alignment.” For al pieces of the improvement process to

work, they need to work with, not against or in isolation from the other pieces.
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Standards, instruction, curriculum, assessments, expectations and accountability need to
be aligned if they are to reinforce one another and have the desired outcome. Evauation
and needs assessment is about looking at the details of the school program and reflecting
on whether those details are in keeping with and directed toward the standards based
instructional improvement focus. In addition to the details though, it’s aso important to
take a step back (look at the forest and the trees) to ensure that the pieces are aligned to
create a coherent program.

(Out-take)

Time off Task

These events took place over the course of one school day. No one incidence isthat bad, but consider the
cumulative effects of time off task:

-During first period, a double blocked math period missed a half hour for math because it was time to
“Drop Everything and Read.” Good for language arts, but what about math?

-In one class, the social worker stopped by. The teacher told the students to continue working on their own
so she could talk to the social worker... for 16 minutes.

-In another class, two teachers combinedtheir classes and gave the students seat work to do so they (the
teachers) could order items from educational catalogs. Their order was due the next day and they said this
was the only way they could get the job done.

-A second grade ESL class had learned a song for areligious holiday. They were going from room to
room, with children in costume, passing out candy. In the class | was visiting, instruction stopped, the
children camein, sang in Spanish, passed out candy, and left. No one explained why they were there or
what the costumes were about. As aresult their visit had no meaning, and it was very disruptive.

-In another class, the period was about to end and the math lesson concluded abruptly because the prep
teacher was coming...but the prep teacher didn’t show up. Instead of finishing the math lesson, the teacher
told the students they could color.

-One class stopped early to have abirthday party.

-In another class, instruction stopped because the whole school had afire drill.

-Near the end of the day, another lesson was nearing compl etion. The teacher was getting ready to
summarize what the students had been doing, so that things would make sense. Instead, shewascalledto a
meeting and a second teacher camein to “cover the class.” The new teacher did what she could, but used a
different approach. The students listened politely, but were obviously confused.

Making an Overall Assessment of Your School: The Big Picture

Asyou well know, schools are busy places. It's unusua to have time to reflect
about work in progress because everyone is so busy just doing the work. If and when
educators grab the time to think about school in a reflective manner, the conversation can
go in a hundred directions, depending on what people have been doing or thinking about
on that particular day. The first lesson hereis not to “grab” time, but to make time; not
for hollow, “touchy-feely” processing that will make the veteran teacher groan, but for

nuts and bolts needs assessment and planning. It's not easy to run a productive planning




meeting, and even harder to manage a change process on the scale that we're talking
about here. There are right and wrong ways to get ajob done, especially where human
and financial resources are limited (and when aren’t they?) Project management is a
distinct and recognized professional field. These are experts who specialize in helping to
plan and manage change. We strongly suggest that you seek professional help for “the
process.” Leaving the process or project management to the experts will mean less time
and energy away from the job at which you are expert — education. There couldn’t be a
more appropriate way to spend Abbott funds. However you go about the program
evaluation/needs assessment and overall planning process though, you’ Il need to do some
initial information gathering — just a way to get your bearings and refine your assessment
and planning goals. One way to get the conversation underway, and a first piece of data
for you to generate, might be to ask the focus questions: ”"What is our focus now, what
should it be, and what do we think needs to happen in order for us to achieve and
maintain that focus?’ Thisiscall a“gap analysis,” and a consultant project manager can
use the information you provide in answer to these questions to map a plan for bridging

“the gap” between where your school is now and where you want it to be.

A few things to consider as you work through the focus questions:

We have aready emphasized that the overall focus of the school program should
be standards based instructional improvement. What does this mean for the programs
and initiatives that make-up the whole school program? Some schools have opted to
focus broadly on al the things that need to be done, trying to address as much as possible
at once. Sometimes the broad focus is intentional, because there are many perceived
problems or needs and the assumption is that they are all equally serious and therefore
must all be addressed now. At times, this bulk approach to programs or initiatives is
based solely on budgetary considerations — “We had the opportunity to get the funds for
X, Yy or z, so we thought we' d better go for it.” Sometimes there are forces inside or
outside the school pulling and pushing in different directions. For example: Maybe the
district wants a focus on literacy, but several teachers are in an IKE grant focusing on
math and science; the district has a community grant to foster the arts; a large bilingual

population calls for outreach programs for parents; fights in the schoolyard have led to
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calls for conflict resolution programs; and many new teachers need help with classroom
management. No doubt, these are all legitimate concerns. However, we would argue that
it is not possible to stretch school energy and focus in this many directions and still do it
al well. This many programs and mini-initiatives going on at once makes for aless
effective overall program because it lacks coherence. Students and educators often
experience this kind of school environment as fragmented and frenzied, with too much
going on to be reflective or see the “big picture.”

Experience and research suggest that when a school, and in particular a principal,
focuses on too many projects, few if any of them get the energy, resources and attention
necessary to succeed. But when focus is directed on one school-wide priority such as
literacy, more often than not other areas of concern, including other content areas,
benefit. Essentialy, the infrastructure and expertise a school must develop in order to
implement, for example, a high quality literacy initiative, tends to cross over into many
other aspects of the school program.

This is where the central office and principal’s roles are crucially important.
Principal and central office roles are discussed in greater detail later in this paper, but we
will introduce the topic here.

Traditionally, the principal was seen as akind of “gatekeeper” whose primary job
was to screen teachers from external and administrative distractions. Now the
gatekeeper’s primary role must be to develop and protect internal coherence. For
example, instructional facilitators can be a great resource, but if four different
instructional facilitators were working independently of one another in asingle cluster of
teachers they would be less effective, and their instructional support would be less
coherent than if their efforts were coordinated. (Deanna Burney 2002). It isthe
principa’s job to know who isin the building, and to make sense of all these
improvement efforts, to be sure they are integrated with one another and with the
school’ s purpose, and to effectively weed out anything that does not serve this purpose.
(See Appendix C for a sample reporting form Principals might use to keep track of
professional development, instructional facilitator and mentor teacher activities.)
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(Out-take)

Who'son first?

In arecent research study about professional development in Abbott districts, adirector for staff
development was interviewed about professional development efforts being made in the district. He told us
we would haveto talk to all the subject area supervisorsindividually (language arts, math, science, social
studies, specia education) because they plan their own professional development, keep track of who
attended, etc. We asked specifically what was being done in Early Childhood. “EC has a ton of money,”
we weretold, “and if you find out what they are doing with it, let me know.” It was pretty clear that the
right hand had no idea what the | eft hand was doing. “ Distributed |eadership” and “ site-based decision
making” are great ideas, but neither implies that there should be no coordination of effort. Guiding and
coordinating the effort might prove to be the true challenge for districts whose schools are engaged in
making their own important decisions about curriculum, instruction, and professional development.

This means that central office must be on board with a narrower school focus, and
resist overlaying multiple programs and demands on that top priority focus. It aso means
central office must recognize the principal as a case manager of sorts, responsible for
identifying and organizing al improvement efforts, and instructional facilitators within
that building. (For more on the roles of principal and central office, see the Roles section
later in this guide.) In addition to asking the focus questions, it may be helpful to take
something of a compass reading to figure out how far along your school actualy isin the
standards implementation process as demonstrated by classroom practice.

The following tool is intended for use by principals, but may be equally useful as
agroup exercise. A word of caution: Thistool is not meant to be used by those outside
the school to “label” a school’s progress, nor to scrutinize individuals publicly. Instead,
it should be used by or with school personnel as a way to evaluate where they are in the

improvement process.
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Standards | mplementation Evaluation Rubric
In order to appropriately asses the level of progress that the school has made in its standards-based curriculum
implementation efforts, the principal and leadership team will need to be able to identify the characteristics of
standards-based curriculum implementation at both the classroom and school wide level. Some of the key
elements of full implementation of standards-based instruction that fully engages students are:

Teachersteach ahigh level standards-based curriculum to all students.

Teachersinteract with students in ways that facilitate student higher-order thinking skills.

Teachers adapt curriculum and instruction to student background to “stretch” all students without watering
down or making unreachabl e the content and strategies.

Teachers can identify those students meeting standards, those in need of help, and what plans arein place
for all students.

Teachers connect content material with other disciplines.

Teachers facilitate problem solving using multiple perspectives and strategies.

Students engage in inquiry-based activities. Thereisan increasing effort to teach in a hands-on
constructivist manner ("Constructivism” is an approach to education that views the teacher as more a
facilitator of learning than an instructor of pre-determined skills and facts. Students are encouraged to take
more control of their course of study than in conventional classrooms. They are also encouraged to work
in teams, to tackle problemsthat do not necessarily have one answer and work on long-range projects.).

Students can talk knowledgeably about how their work does/does not meet standards-based criteria.

Students use technology to gather data and information and solve open-ended problems or complete open-
ended assignments.

Students develop and investigate problems or issues, which they themselves have generated.

Students record, analyze, interpret and present data or information to communicate both their problem
solving processes and outcomes.

Students work in teams, as well asindividually, for learning and problem solving.
Exercises are based upon “real-life” experiences or situations.

Physical arrangements of the classroom facilitate group discussions while being flexible enough to allow
for individual study and research.

Classroom walls display meaningful student work and content standards and rubrics (criteriafor judging
student work).

The following is a school wide standards implementation assessment — similar to the
classroom rubric above, but designed to take stock of the whole school program and

provide a general baseline for where the program is on the implementation spectrum.
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School Wide Standar ds | mplementation Status Rubric

Level O:
Introduction to standards-based curriculum implementation process. No significant staff development
conducted.
No direct external involvement. Unknown status.

Level 1:
A limited number of the faculty are familiar with standards based curriculum.
School administration has some knowledge of standards-based reform. |solated incidents of effort to
implement standards-based curriculum.
School has participated in staff development focused on student achievement data and has begun
identifying needs on campus based on disaggregation of data.
Some faculty attend more than minimum required professional development sessions.
No movement of children in bottom two quartiles and little to no focus on standards based curriculum.

Level 2:
School has received information about standards based curriculum and a portion of the faculty has
implemented some standards based materials although not consistently.
School offered the opportunities for ongoing staff development and has participated to some extent in
these opportunities. Teachersformally meet in at least one configuration (grade levels, vertical teams,
departments) to discuss curriculum alignment.
School has received some staff development on assessments aligned to standards-based curriculum.
(Some) assessments are being connected to standards.
School has an awareness of the need for student support as the curriculum changes.
Lessthan half of theinstruction is hands-on inquiry based.

Level 3;
- A mgority of faculty and staff have participated in curriculum alignment with national, state and local
standards and participate in on-going site-based professional development.
Faculty is engaged in on-going eval uation and piloting of standards-based curricula.
Effort of implementation of standards-based instructional strategies.
Based on identified need, faculty is studying, developing and piloting assessments aligned with
standards.
Faculty is beginning to develop new methods of providing support for students in passing new course
requirements.

Level 4:
- ldentification of High Quality Standards-Based Curricula.
Implementation School-Wide.
Use of standards-based assessment aligned with curriculum. Such as: embedded assessmentsin
curriculum, examination of student work, and site developed assessments.
Ongoing, long-term standards-based professiona development such as: weeklong training institutes,
and sessions in schools, collaborative teacher work (planning and development) in vertical teams,
grade levels, and school-wide.
Evidence of effort to support studentsin passing new course requirements and/or standards-based
curriculum implementation.

(Deanna Burney, 1997)

17




INSTRUCTIONAL L EADERSHIP FOR | NSTRUCTIONAL | MPROVEMENT

We have discussed leadership sporadically up to this point, but now, as we begin
to talk about getting the daily work of improvement done and individuals' rolesin that
process, it becomes more important to be explicit about leadership as an essential element
of standards based education and instructional improvement. Leadership skills should
not be viewed fatalistically -- as something an individual is either born with or not, end of
story. Certainly, for some people, leadership comes more naturally than to others. But,
just as teaching skills can be learned, so too can leadership. A school needs an
instructional leader, and the principal can learn to fulfill that role. A school needs
thoughtful, involved educators who contribute to and take responsibility for improvement
as leaders and decision makers. Teachers and other members of the school community
should be encouraged to develop and contribute their leadership and expertise in creative
ways. Thisiswhat we increasingly refer to as “distributive leadership” or as Deanna
Burney describesit, “ stretching knowledge across functions.” In simplest terms, the goal
isto find out what everyone in the school can bring to the table, and find avenues for
everyone to contribute what they know. In all parts of society, including education, the
time has come to build new structures for leadership. Elmore (2000) points out that, until
recently, the traditional decision-making process in schools has been well defined:
“...detailed decisions about what should be taught at any given time, how it should be
taught, what students should be expected to learn at any given time, how they should be
grouped within classrooms for purposes of instruction, what they should be required to do
to demonstrate their knowledge, and, perhaps most importantly, how their learning
should be evaluated — resides in individual classrooms, not in the organizations that
surround them.” (Elmore, 2000 p 5)

Traditionally, teaching has been an autonomous profession, occurring in isolation,
behind closed doors. The principal has been manager of the school, taking care of the
day-to-day business of running the school, and buffering teacher practice from outside

scrutiny, inspection, interference, disruption or criticism. Accountability structures that
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accompany standards-based reform are leading to dramatic changes in the way we view

instructional practice and characterize quality instructional leadership in schools:

With standards-based reform, policy reaches, at least in theory, directly into the
instructional core of schools, making what actually gets taught a matter of public
policy and open political discourse. Content standards... carry the explicit
message that students should receive and absorb instruction in certain subject
areas and on certain topics. Performance standards...assert that schools are
accountable for what students learn, meaning that someone should manage the
conditions of learning in schools so as to produce a given result.

(Elmore, 2000 p 9)

Elmore elaborates on “ managing the process,” by saying: “...why not focus
leadership on instructional improvement, and define everything else as instrumental to it?
The skills and knowledge that matter in leadership...are those that can be connected to,
or lead to, the improvement of instruction and student performance.” The theory hereis
that, if you keep instruction at the forefront, thiswill help in clarifying the roles and tasks
for various leaders in your school and district. Community School District 2 in New
York City is perhaps the most often cited example of a district that successfully focuses
on system-wide instructional improvement.® (See Appendix D for a description of
Didtrict 2 and its instructional improvement strategy)

Drawing upon their research in District 2, ElImore and Burney (1997) suggest a set of
seven organizing principles that make the district’ s approach so distinctive (pp 8-13):
1. It'sabout Instruction...and Only about Instruction. Everyone' s work is defined in
terms of instructional impact.

2. Instructional Change is a Long, Multi-stage Processinvolving at least four
distinct stages — awareness, planning, implementation and reflection.

3. Shared Expertiseisthe Driver of Instructional Change. The enemy is isolation.
Get outside advice when you need a fresh perspective. Share expertise that exists
among district staff, within schools, and across schools.

4. Focus on System-wide Improvement, not disconnected “projects.” Make
instructional change efforts universal and aroutine part of everyone’ s work.

® The applicability of NY C District 2's continuous improvement strategy to other urban districtsis
controversial. Thefact is, however, that long after Anthony Alvarado left the district (he left D2 and is
currently Superintendent of San Diego Schools), D2 scores continue to improve. Thiswould seem to
dispel the “charismatic leader” theory posited by some skeptics who predicted that the district’s
improvement would be short-lived.
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Recognize that the goal is to establish a process for continuous improvement
unfolding indefinitely over time.

5. Good Ideas Come from Talented People Working Together. Former D2
Superintendent Anthony Alvarado notes: “Eighty percent of what is going on now
in the district | could never have conceived of when we started this effort.” His
point: Attract, select, and manage talented people in relation to one another.

6. Set Clear Expectations, Then Decentralize. Thefirst step isto create lateral
networks among teachers and principals, and select people with a strong interest
in instructional improvement. Then set clear expectations for what needs to be
done, and decentralize the responsibility. Realize that some teachers prefer to
own teaching and learning, and may not want to be involved in governance
decisions.

7. Collegiality, Caring, and Respect. Improvements in practice require exceptional
personal commitment on the part of every person in the organization — not just to
instruction, but to each other. People have lives outside of school aswell asin
school, and their lives are not neatly compartmentalized. The boundaries get
blurred. Realize that there are some basic needs of human beings that need to be
addressed — their need for personal identification with a common enterprise; their
need for help and support in meshing their personal lives with the life of the
organization in which they work, and their need to fedl that they play a part in
shaping the common purposes of the organization. Make them value their
professiona life as an integral part of themselves as a total human being.

Former D2 Superintendent Alvarado stresses the importance of focusing on establishing a
school culture based on norms of commitment, mutual care, and concern. In hisown

words, Alvarado explained:

“Our vision of instructional improvement depends heavily on people being
willing to take the initiative, to take risks, and to take responsibility for
themselves, for students, and for each other. Y ou only get this kind of result
when people cultivate a deep persona and professional respect and caring for
each other. We have set about finding and hiring like-minded people who are
interested in making education work for kids. We care about and value each other,
even when we disagree. Without collegiality on thislevel you can’t generate the
level of enthusiasm, energy, and commitment we have....The worst part of
bureaucracy is the dehumanization it brings.” (Elmore and Burney, 1997 p 12)

What can Abbott districts learn from the efforts in District 2? First, the seven
principles ElImore and Burney distilled from their District 2 research are universally

applicable to al school based initiatives. The principles described above are about
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creating a healthy, productive professional environment from which all school-based
efforts can benefit. Second, when we focus again on standards based instructional
improvement in Abbott districts, District 2’ s successes teach us that the role of leadership
in a school district can change dramatically if it is fashioned around the clear goal of
instructional improvement -- sustained and deliberate progress towards improvement.

Now that we' ve discussed the necessity of school-wide program evaluation and
planning, and the importance of instructional and distributive |eadership, we're ready to
look more closdly at individua roles within the school. Our goa here is not to
compartmentalize individuals. On the contrary, alearning community benefits most from
the kind of open-minded organizationa approach to roles and leadership that fosters
creative solutions rather than rigid boundaries. The following section is meant to lay out
the elements of principal and central office roles, as well as those at the core of the daily
work, teacher, student and curriculum, that we believe are essential to standards based
instructional improvement. Precisely how these elements play out, and who assumes
responsibility for sustaining them can and probably should vary over time. The
suggestions and inventory tools included in the next section are intended to help you to
reflect upon the roles individuals and groups of individuals play or should play in

teaching and learning.

ROLESIN THE INSTRUCTIONAL IMPROVEMENT PROCESS
Principal

Increasingly, the principal as “instructional leader” is central to thinking about the
principal’s primary role. Traditionally, the principal has been assigned the role of
managing what goes on at school, taking care of the physical plant to make sure that the
environment is safe and clean, making sure that students are “in control,” informing
teachers of district goals and priorities, defending the sanctity of what teachers are doing
behind closed doors, shielding the teacher’ s practice from outside criticism from parents
and community (Elmore, 2000). The new vision for the principal has changed in several
significant ways. (1) Instead of the principal relaying information to the teachers about
what the district goals are, the new challenge is to guide the goal-setting process at school
and then communicate school goals to the district. This includes the “gatekeeper of
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coherence” role described in the previous section on leadership. (2) The principal needs
to have more first hand knowledge of what good quality instruction looks like, and urge
those with a similar vision to take leadership roles within the school. (3) With greater
emphasis on site-based decision making, the principal must now act as a guide for a new
kind of “distributed” leadership which entails encouraging participation by all and
ensuring that the interests of all stakeholders are valued in the decision-making process.
(4) Instead of allowing teachers to work in isolation, the principal must now assure that
teachers are working in a coordinated way to address the standards and align their
practices with that of their colleagues at the same and different grade levels.

Significant instructional reform cannot occur at the school level unless the
principal embraces this new role of “instructional leader.” In this capacity, the principal
focuses and guides everyone's attention toward improving instruction and meeting the
standards. This does not mean that the windows don’t get fixed, the floors don’t get
cleaned, or that the principal no longer has to calm ruffled feathers among the staff or
parents, or respond to requests from the superintendent or school board. But thereisa
new and primary obligation to know what is happening in classrooms — to literally
become familiar with every teacher’s practice, and with student work. An effective
principal will have to spend significant time in classrooms observing teachers' practice,
getting to know them as people, their strengths and improvement needs in teaching and
interacting with their students and colleagues.

According to Deanna Burney, a former supervisor of NJ principals herself,
principals should spend one half of every day in classrooms. For alist of key indicators
principals should look for in their observation of teachers and classrooms, see Appendix
E. Principals should provide professional development for teachers based upon what
they personally observe and what teachers request, and do so with an eye toward
common needs, rather than seeking out many individua “fix-its’ that would contribute to
the feeling of fragmentation. (See Appendix C for a sample reporting form Principals
might use to keep track of professional development, instructional facilitator and mentor
teacher activities.) It isimportant that principals attend professional development
programs that the teachers attend and also attend separate professional development
targeted at reshaping their own individual leadership skills, and those of their staff. The



principa sets the tone for what goes on at the school, and must model the importance of

adult learning and reflective practice for educators in his or her building.

(Out-take)

Steamroller

The principal can’t do it alone. In one Philadel phia elementary school, a new principal come on board. She
tried to change everything at once because “thereis no time to waste.” She fired poor teachers, collected
lesson plans to make sure they were standards-based, set up a schedule for handing in samples of student
work. She used creative budgeting to establish a computer lab, revamp the library, order new materials for
teaching reading, math and science, and bring in outside professional development. She worked long hard
hours planning, doing budgets, selecting curriculum materials, writing comments to teachers and personal
messages to children. At first the teachers were enthusiastic, and scores went up; but then they started to
feel alienated from the change process. In spite of all the good things that were happening to them, they
became negative and unhappy. Teachersresigned, refused to take |eadership roles because the chief role
for school |eaders was to communicate the principal’ s directives. Teacher turnover became a major
problem. Scores went down. The principal forgot one key component in the reform process: teamwork.

The basic message for principals who are guiding the work at their schoolsisto
spend as little time as possible on things that are not directly related to instruction, and to
work hard to mobilize people behind instructional goals. The inevitable question all of
thisraisesis, “If principals devote most or al of their time to instruction, how will the
other things get done?’ The answer is, it depends. First, it may well be that not all of the
“other things’ are essential. Those that are essential, but peripheral to instruction and
student learning, may require delegation to another person or persons -- either a new hire,
or as a new responsibility for an existing administrator within the school system. Perhaps
the task is appropriate as a volunteer responsibility for a parent or community member?
In atruly distributive leadership model, some of the principal’s traditional responsibilities
may readily shift to others with equal or greater skill in that area (without, of course,
merely shifting work unrelated to instruction onto teachers who must also be focused on
instruction!) And, in the case of administrative paperwork and responsibilities, new
changes to Abbott policy prescribe a more supportive role for the district that includes
involvement in budgeting, program assessment, data collection and dissemination, parent
and community relations and facilities maintenance oversight. This new role for the
district should provide principals with greater freedom to focus on actual instruction and

less time on the logistical trappings surrounding instruction.
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(Out-take)

Getting the Best Price

Sometimes the systems that are in place arejust silly. Districts could advocate for sanity to avoid
demoralizing and discouraging situations like this: The teacher says, “| can order this book from Amazon.
com. It costs $4.97 and will be herein 3 days.” The school district says, “No, we need a purchase order
and have to go through bids.” The teacher says, “Never mind, I’ll order it myself.”

Obvioudly, principals cannot control the extent to which their districts support the
instructional leader’s role, and more particularly, how agreeable the district will be to the
new boundaries that the instructional |eader must place around school level practice.
And, as we will discuss later in this section, the district has been in a difficult position
where Abbott provisions are concerned because the state effectively excluded the district
from the Abbott implementation process. Forthcoming changes in Abbott
implementation policy address this problem. No doubt, however, adjustment to a new
and more involved role of the district will be a challenging adjustment for all involved
despite the fact that it is a positive and very necessary change. Some district offices will
make this transition more easily and eagerly than others. We're back to that “reciprocal
accountability” concept again. It is both unfair and inefficient to make improvement
demands without providing the resources and support to help those in the accountability
hot-seat meet expectations. Nonetheless, in many schools, principals and educators
sometimes feel they operate in spite of, rather than with support from their central offices.
Perhaps the most that can be said here is that focus and consistency are critical to the
success of arigorous, standards based program of improvement. External constituencies,
and sometimes even central office may need to hear “We' re about instruction and
learning. That'sit.” We don't claim this conversation will be easy, or that it will be
without consequences, but if you generally spend political capital sparingly, thisis a good
place to spend it.

The following questions are designed as a partia inventory of principal’srolein
the instructional process. This may be used as a persona reflection tool for principals, or
for broader reflection and planning purposes at the district level. Unlike the teacher,
student and curriculum inventories that follow, however, its uses for school-based group
process are limited since there is only one principal per school. We highly recommend

including consideration of the principa’s role in your school’ s needs assessment, and
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planning process, however this particular tool may call for too much personalized

scrutiny of one person to be fair or productive.

Principal | nventory

Daily Routines:

1

2.

How did the principal come to be at this school? What is his or her prior experience?

In atypical week, what percentage of the principal’stimeis spent: Inthe company of teachers?;
students; parents; other principals?

On atypical day, what percentage of the principal’stimeis spent in the classroom?
In atypical week, how often, if at all, does the principal teach?

In atypical week, what percentage of the principal’stimeis spent on discipline? Paperwork?
Building administration and maintenance?

How does the principal learn about new district and state requirements?

How often does the principal communicate with the district office? Who typically initiatesthis
contact? What isthis communication usually about?

Teaching and Learning:

1

2.

9.

If there are instructional facilitatorsin the school, on what are they working/focusing?

How many days aweek do instructional facilitators work in the school? With whom are they
currently working? When was the last time instructional facilitators met with the principal ?

Doesthe principal observe classroom instruction? If so, using what criteria?
If teachers are observed, when and how do they receive feedback?

Does the principal review student work?

What criteriadoes the principal use to evaluate student work?

What happens if ateacher’ sinstruction is not what it should be?

What happens when a student or students struggle or fail?

What are the greatest challenges facing teachersin the school ?

10. What are the greatest challenges to student learning in the school ?

Professional Development:

1

2.

How are professional development activities for teachers selected?

Who participatesin professional development activities?
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3. Describe the role of mentoring in the school.
4. Doesthe principal have opportunities to observe other schools and classrooms?
5. Towhom can the principal direct concernsor questions about his or her own practice?

6. Describe leadership opportunities within the school. 1n what ways does the principal encourage
“distributed leadership” and participatory decision making?

Accountability:
1. Towhom areteachers accountable?
2. Towhom isthe principal accountable?
3. What happensif ateacher’ sinstruction doesn’t improve over time?

4. What isthe actual district role in implementing standards and improving student performance?
What should it be?

5. How areteachers assigned or selected for your school? Who interviews and hasfinal say in this
process?

6. Under what circumstances can ateacher be dismissed from the school? Isthis an acceptable
policy?

Central Office

So far, this guide has emphasized the importance of teachers and principals
thinking of standards based education as more than just a curriculum framework. We
have stressed that traditional roles, where teachers teach in isolation, and where principals
are building managers, must change in order for standards based educational
improvement to happen. There is much more to be said about the core of thiswork —
teachers, materials and students — and a section of this guide devoted to “the core’
follows shortly. Here, however, we will focus on the role of the district central office.

Abbott district offices are in transition. Up until recently, the state’s
implementation of Abbott litigation requirements established no explicit role for the
district. Infact, the state virtually wrote the district office out of the decision making

process related to Abbott funds and programming. Schools applied to the state for
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funding, were required to demonstrate compliance with state requirements to the state,
and what limited guidance was available regarding demonstration of need, application
and allocation of funds, came directly from the state. Where districts did have arole, it
was implied. Add to this default role the presence of comprehensive whole school
reform models and school based management teams and it’s no wonder that even the
most visionary superintendents and central offices had few clear avenues for providing
support and direction to their schools.

Under Governor McGreevey, wheels are in motion for NJDOE and the Education
Law Center to change this and other dysfunctional aspects of existing Abbott regulations
together. At the time of this writing, NJDOE work groups are revising the Abbott
implementation process across the board, with shared school, district and state
responsibility for improvement central to the new policies. The following is a brief
discussion of some of the responsibilities we would like to see the district assume, most
of which are under consideration by the NJDOE work groups.

We have aready touched upon the importance of minimizing paperwork and
other “administrivia’ in the context of freeing up the principal for the role of instructional
leader. Presumably, in order to cut back on these requirements, district offices would
need to conduct their own needs assessment and planning process to determine essential
functions, and identify creative alternatives to current administrative practices. If, like
the schools, this process is undertaken with a focus on standards based instructional
improvement as a top priority, district and schools would be that much closer to operating

in unison toward that goal. A good place to start the evaluation and planning process
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within the district office would be to ask school principals and school based management
teams how the district can better support standards based instructional improvement.

In addition to whatever direct feedback the district might receive directly from
schools, we recommend that district offices consult the District Policy Inventory on the
National Center for Teaching and America’s Future (NCTAF) website

(http//wwww.NCTAF.org/resourcedistrict/policy inventory). Like the Principal,

Teacher, Student and Curriculum Inventories included here, the NCTAF Inventory asks
guestions that may be helpful in evaluating current practice and planning for change. In
particular, the site focuses on: 1. Standards 2. Teacher preparation and professional
development; 3. Teacher recruitment; 4. Professional standards of practice and teacher
compensatior and 6. Resources, time, principal recruitment and professional
development, performance incentives, and technology.

Here are some general recommendations for how the district office can better
support schools in their standards based instructional improvement efforts:

- Collect test data and report it to schools in a way that will help schools make
improvements to curriculum and teaching. Help schools to interpret and use
existing data, and model using data constructively.

- Keep adatabase of professional development opportunities and requests,
actively seeking out and previewing development opportunities that the school
principals may not otherwise have time to explore.

- Provide professional development and mentoring opportunities for principal
leaders. Support principals and other school leaders as they develop their
leadership skills; provide coverage to allow principalsto visit other schools
and districts, and other professional development opportunities.

- Offer assistance when schools attempt to evaluate the fit of their whole school
reform models. Where appropriate, support schools as they make whatever
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adjustments may be necessary within their models, recognizing that with such
change may also come political or contractual “static.”

Relieve the school’ s administrative burden by simplifying and offering
assistance in the budgetary process, keeping track of finances, looking for
funding opportunities and writing grants, contacting vendors to determine
“best buys.”

Track opportunities and compliance with Abbott categorical programs
(troubleshoot discrepancies and confusion regarding demonstration of need
and other requirements).

Oversee the work in schoals, through frequent informal visits and at |east

one formal review of each school in the district at least once ayear. Educators
must be accountable to the district, but in fairness and in the interest of
improving education, districts should also make it their business to support
schools in the work they do. So, in addition to informal visits and formal
reviews, the district should provide useful feedback, and follow-through with
assistance to those individuals or schools in need of help when reviews are not
favorable.

Recognize that change is continuous, and planning accordingly for

continual growth and improvement. This means that the district

participates in the planning process, and facilitates growth and

improvement by supporting educators with mentorship programs, continuous
and well-designed professional development, and a coherent “theory of

action” that links together all district and school based efforts at improvement.

There are innumerable ways that a district can put forth a positive effort to help

schools focus on instruction, while transmitting the fewest possible distractions. Exactly
how the district works with schools is less important than that it work together with
schools sharing responsibility for improving teaching and learning. There will no doubt
be an adjustment period, and perhaps a steep learning curve as all of the playersin this
process get accustomed to their new roles. So, as district offices build capacity to assume

their expanded responsibilities, it is important that schools not wait for the system to be
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“firing on al cylinders,” but continue to seek out ways to improve classroom
instructional practice as changes in roles and responsibilities take place -- better to have
some redundancy in the process for a while, than to create a vacuum where no one is
assuming responsibility.

(Out-take)

Computers Need Printers

Elmore (1997, 2000) uses the term “reciprocal accountability,” which basically says that you can’'t hold
someone accountable for doing something if you don’t make it possibleto do it. Consider the fact that
many people complain that computers are in classrooms, but “no one uses them.” Thisis an exaggeration,
but if you investigate why indeed some classroom computers are underutilized, here is what you will find
out: The teacher may not know how to use a computer, or may not know how to use one effectively to
enhance instruction. [professional development.] The computersin the classroom may be old, and new
software doesn’t work on them. [funds for upgrades] The computers don’t work. [technical assistance.]
There are no cartridges for the printer, or no paper. [budget better.] Worse yet, there are no printers.
[What’ s the sense of writing a story or aletter, making acomputer graph, using atable on a spreadsheet, or
planning a newspaper if you can’t get a printed copy 7]

THE CORE: TEACHERS, STUDENTSAND CURRICULUM M ATERIALS

WEe' ve discussed taking stock of the school program, planning for change, and
principal and district roles. The program must focus on standards and instruction; the
principal, as instructional leader, must know what goes on in every classroom — where
teachers are strong and where they need improvement; and the Abbott district offices
must be given, and accept responsibility for supporting schools in their standards based
instructional improvement efforts. Throughout al of this, the core of the daily work —
the synergy between teachers, students and curriculum materials — has been implied but
not closely examined. In this section we delve more deeply into the interactive
relationship between teacher, student and materials as away of thinking about the reform
process at the classroom level.®

Curriculum

Teachers Students

It's asimple triangle but a useful mental image for organizing thoughts and




guestions about the core work of schools. How does each element of this triangle affect
the others? Aswe walk through each of the three magjor elements of this working
relationship -- teachers, students and curriculum materials --try to imagine how changes

to one may affect the others.

Teachers

Before addressing the teacher’ s role in a standards based instructional
improvement program, it is first necessary to consider the responsibilities that are not
directly related to teaching and learning, but are nonetheless taken on or thrust upon
many teachers in low-income, urban school districts. We all know that many kids come
to school suffering the social, psychological, and health effects of poverty. Often,
teachers expend the bulk of their time and energy trying to address these deficits
themselves in order to get students ready to learn. All too often, teachers are the only
consistent source of these supports.

However, the fact that students aren’t getting the help they should be getting
elsewhere doesn’'t mean that being a*“jack of al trades’ should be accepted, even
informally, as the standard teacher job description, no matter how talented or caring
individual teachers may be. What may once have been an occasional, emergency role for
the teacher has now become commonplace and has blurred society’ s perception of who is
appropriately accountable for children’s social, emotional and physical well-being. As
much as children and youth may be in need of social services, mentoring, parenting etc.,
the teacher’ s professional role as instructor must be maintained as primary. Thisis not to
say that other needs should be alowed to go unmet. There’s no denying that without
supports, many students would arrive at school in no condition to learn; rather, those
needs should be met deliberately, and by the appropriate professionals trained for that
role. Allowing children’s non-educational needs to default to teachers does a disservice
to both student and teacher. “No kidding,” you may say. It'snot asif teachers went
looking for this expanded role. The point here is that in NJ Abbott districts, resources
and political attention are newly available to enable teachers to shift that burden back

® Cohen (1999) proposed that the educational processcan be thought about, in its simplest form, asthe
interaction of students and teachers with curriculum materials.
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where it belongs — to make referrals to the appropriate agency or individual. According
to 