Implementing the School Improvement Model

Langston Focus School, Danville, VA

Following 12 days of observations by Michael Kelly, Pearson Achievement Advisor, in classrooms, auditorium, cafeteria and halls; and, many conversations with faculty, staff, administrators and students during two days of diagnostic evaluations by a Pearson team; the following action items have been selected by the principal, Strategic Implementation Team and the Danville City administration for focus during the first semester.  

(Page references: HANDBOOK ON EFFECTIVE IMPLEMENTATION OF SCHOOL IMPROVEMENT GRANTS)

STRAND B: MOVING TOWARD SCHOOL AUTONOMY

1. Examining current state and district policies and structures related to central control and make modifications to fully support transformation.
Response:  The Danville City School District is examining modifications of district structures to fully support transformation.  For example, the school is looking at the staffing levels and scheduling options of the Langston Focus School to determine the best use of available resources.  The District is also examining the availability of Career and Technical Education courses for the students of Langston Focus School.  The Danville City School District is also examining how to support the professional development needs of teachers by utilizing weekend and summer opportunities for teacher learning.
2. Reorient district culture toward shared responsibility and accountability.  

Response:  The Danville City School District has embraced the comprehensive school diagnostic process and supports the utilization of this data to drive the school improvement implementation plan, which will identify a shared responsibility and accountability for the reform efforts.  The Danville City School District has taken an active role and shared responsibility in the launch of the Internal/External Lead Partnership in the support of the Langston Focus School Improvement Grant.

3. Establish performance objectives for the school.  

Response: The school performance objectives will be defined as a result of the Theory of Action/Implementation planning process.  The Strategic Implementation Team, consisting of teachers and administrators at the school, have set several  goals and related objectives for improving student discipline and increasing the amount of class time devoted to instruction rather than classroom management.
4. Align resource allocation (money, time, human resources) with the school’s instructional priorities.

Response:  The Danville City School District has allocated money, time and human resources focused on instructional priorities and will further define resource allocation in alignment with the Langston Focus School implementation plan driven by the  diagnostic data and Theory of Action process. 

5. Consider establishing a turnaround office or zone

Response: The turnaround program for the Langston Focus School is monitored and supported by the Assistant Superintendent for Instruction in the Danville City School District.  Regular update meetings are also held with the Superintendent.

6. Negotiate union waivers if needed.

Response: Not applicable to Danville City School District.
STRAND G:  LEADING CHANGE

1. Become a change leader.

Response:  Mr. Kevin Whitlock, principal, and Mrs. Gayle Breakley, assistant principal, have been actively involved in promoting and implementing change relative to the turnaround program.  They have been working diligently developing, promoting and monitoring the implementation of a School-wide Discipline plan with positive behavioral supports.  Mr. Whitlock has encouraged the addition of a token economy, which is currently in development, to support the plan.  Langston has seen a 30% reduction (138 to 96) in the number of office referrals through September, 2010 as compared to the same period in 2009.  The faculty, under the direction of Mr. Whitlock, formulated and instituted clear student expectations for behavior in 7 locations; including classrooms, restrooms, and halls.   Mr. Whitlock appears to be committed to the success of the school and to including the entire faculty in planning and achieving that success.  Mr. Whitlock seems to be making efforts to ensure that the school community is adept at making the school vision central to their daily work.  He has set the expectation that everyone working at the school demonstrates through actions the commitment to the values and beliefs at the heart of the mission and the actions needed to reach school goals.  
2. Communicate the message of change.

Response:   Mr. Whitlock has communicated the need to make changes to the faculty and to community groups.  He spoke to the newly formed Langston Booster Club and to a group of parents during a back to school spaghetti dinner and career fair.  He is very well spoken in support of the turnaround challenge and works to motivate faculty, staff and community.  In addition, he will use the Theory of Action process and School Improvement Implementation Plan to further communicate and put into operation systems and structures to support the change process.  
3. Collect and act on data.

Response:  Danville City Schools and the Langston School make use of benchmark testing using Interactive Achievement, a test development and data generation tool.  Formative assessments aligned to the Standards of Learning are routinely administered every 6 weeks.  Plans are being developed to assure that faculty understands the benefits of formative data as well as providing the time to analyze, discuss, and take corrective measures to classroom instruction on a routine basis.  Using data sets of all types for planning and instructional decision making to meet students’ needs is a key goal of Langston Focus School.  Currently data on disciplinary referrals and incidents is being collected and compared to previous years to measure the effectiveness of the School-wide Discipline Plan.  Data will be collected on the Token Economy program to determine whether or not this program is having a positive effect on classroom instructional time.
4.  Seek quick wins.

The following quick wins have been identified:

· Teaming (p. 66).  The Leadership Team (called the Strategic Implementation Team at Langston) is responsible for work on the School-wide Discipline plan including the Token Economy plan currently in development.  Another team consisting of the guidance counselors and the Student Assistance Coordinator will be conducting student focus groups in order to garner feedback from students concerning the Classroom Expectations chart which is a part of the School-wide Discipline Plan.  Finally, an Instructional Team consisting of math teachers is working on researching and developing a peer tutoring/mentoring program that will match struggling middle school and ninth graders with strong upper class math students.

· Clinical Observations (p. 117).  The Pearson Achievement Advisor has been establishing a relationship of trust with the teachers through classroom observations and feedback.  Establishing this bond is critical to the future implementation of the coaching model through the clinical observation framework.
· Develop and steward vision (p. 73).  Utilizing the diagnostic report, a Theory of Action process will be conducted on November 2 – 3, with Langston faculty, administrators and Danville central office personnel to translate the vision into operation and at stewarding the school’s vision to ensure that beliefs and daily practices align to the defined commitments.  The Langston School Theory of Action will be translated into an implementation plan with the specificity and action steps necessary to implement the school improvement efforts.
· Professional Development (p. 103).  Professional development activities have been conducted by the Pearson Achievement Advisor.  An overview of the turnaround process and expectations was conducted on two separate occasions to the entire faculty and staff.  Classroom observations followed by feedback conferences have been conducted with each teacher.  The Achievement Advisor has participated in all team meetings and has assisted with the development of the School-wide Discipline Plan, the Token Economy, and the Peer Tutoring/Mentoring program.  In these meetings the Advisor has modeled the conducting of a meeting, staying on target, and taking input and developing an action plan.
· Developing Leadership Capacities (p.103).  The Pearson Achievement Advisor has meet weekly with the principal and frequently with the assistant principal to discuss various issues surrounding leadership in a change environment.  This mentoring will continue throughout the process in order to provide the ongoing development of leadership capacities in these administrators.  Several teachers who have shown great interest in the turnaround process have also been mentored.

5.  Provide optimum conditions for school turnaround team.

Response:  The principal, Mr. Whitlock, has worked diligently to support the teachers with the School-wide Discipline Plan.  He attends all planning meetings and encourages the teachers to display fidelity to all new plans and ideas being established by the Strategic Implementation Team.
6. Persist and persevere, but discontinue failing strategies.

Response:  Langston’s willingness to participate in a comprehensive school diagnostic process/Theory of Action suggests a willingness to deeply understand existing school problems that prevent optimal teacher and student performance and discontinue failing strategies by implementing a coherent plan that is data driven and aligned to the needed reform efforts.   

