Support for School Improvement in Virginia
Linking State, Division, School, and Classroom 
The Virginia Department of Education provides a multi-leveled system of support for school improvement through a partnership with the Virginia Foundation for Educational Leadership, the Appalachia Regional Comprehensive Center, and the Center on Innovation & Improvement. 
VDOE Support for Divisions with Schools in Need of Rapid Improvement A corps of distinguished educators—administrators with central office experience, selected by VFEL and VDOE—guide the work of division improvement teams through meetings with the teams, a series of webinars, and coaching on division-improvement indicators via a dynamic, web-based system to assess, plan, implement, and monitor progress toward the indicators. Linked to this process is a similar, web-based system for schools, assisted by coaching from the division for the school improvement team.  
VDOE Support for School Improvement. While divisions may use the web-based system with schools on a continuous improvement track, VDOE directly assists schools in need of rapid improvement. The principals in rapid improvement schools receive training in transformational leadership, orientation to the web-based improvement system, and coaching from their division staff and through VDOE contractors. School improvement teams in the rapid improvement track participate in webinars provided by the distinguished educators. New teachers receive training in classroom management. Teacher leaders receive four days of training on effective teacher teaming, instructional planning, and effective teaching strategies.
CII’s Handbook on Restructuring and Substantial School Improvement
In early 2007, the Center on Innovation & Improvement (CII) released its Handbook on Restructuring and Substantial School Improvement for use by regional comprehensive centers in their work with states. Because restructuring under NCLB is a division responsibility, and because of the importance of division support for school improvement, the Handbook focuses on the division-school relationship, organized into three stages, connecting the division, school, and classroom. The three stages are:

· Stage I: division context and the school restructuring (or improvement) plan
· Stage II: curriculum, assessment, and instructional planning

· Stage III: classroom instruction

Each stage is organized into categories that include evidence-based indicators described in the Handbook. In all, 37 indicators apply primarily to the division and another 133 to the school, although there is some overlap as the entire process is premised upon active division engagement in both its own improvement and support for the improvement of its schools. The indicators included in the Handbook, and the way they are organized, are designed to fit with most states’ templates for division and school improvement. 
In Virginia, the indicators are used as specific and dynamic improvement strategies aligned with a manageable set of division or school improvement goals connected to the indicators in the Academic Review process
At the 2008 convention of the American Educational Research Association (AERA), held in New York City, Division H (Evaluation and Program Development) recognized the Handbook on Restructuring and Substantial School Improvement as its “outstanding publication of they year.”

The Virginia Project

In the summer of 2007, the Virginia Department of Education approached CII and the Appalachia Regional Comprehensive Center with the idea of using the Handbook and its indicators as the basis for an SEA effort to assist 20 divisions with schools in restructuring or under state accreditation conditional status. Thus, a partnership was born with VDOE, CII, ARCC, and the Virginia Foundation for Educational Leadership (VFEL). 
VDOE’s Goal

The goal of the VDOE was to: (a) first help divisions assess and strengthen their division-level support for school improvement, and (b) then assist these divisions in developing and monitoring school-level plans for improvement, especially in schools under restructuring on in need of substantial improvement. 

Series of WebExes

The VDOE chose to deliver its capacity-building support for divisions through a series of WebEx presentations and discussions covering the Handbook’s indicators. With VFEL, VDOE interviewed and then selected eight active and retired superintendents and assistant superintendents to serve as a WebEx faculty. 
In November of 2007, the VFEL hosted a meeting of VDOE staff, the eight WebEx faculty, ARCC staff, and CII staff to plan the project. The group decided to focus the first phase of the project on 20 division-level indicators. CII developed PowerPoint presentations, with notes for presenters, for a series of seven WebExes to be presented by the WebEx faculty. The 20 divisions were divided into four clusters, with two WebEx faculty assigned to each cluster. Each of the seven WebExes, then, would be delivered four times—once for each of the four division clusters. Each division would provide a team of three to five members to participate in the program.
In December of 2007, the division teams were convened in Richmond for a day to kick off the project. VDOE, VFEL, and CII presented the objectives for the project, the way the WebExes would be structured, the work of the teams, and an introduction to the Handbook and the indicators. Each division team member was provided a copy of the Handbook.

While the assigned readings from the Handbook and the WebEx presentations/discussions would contribute to the knowledge base of the division teams, the VDOE sought to accomplish more than to increase understanding. The VDOE wanted to see each division team engaged around the indicators, carefully assessing their division’s current level of success with each indicator, planning for improvement, and implementing the plan. The VDOE desired also to document each division’s work so that:

· the divisions would have an orderly and efficient process to apply knowledge to action,

· VDOE could gain a better understanding of the thinking behind each division’s actions and each division’s need for additional support,

· the “how to” of division improvement could be captured in order to provide concrete examples of successful strategies for other divisions.

CII’s Web-Based Support for School Improvement

To achieve VDOE’s purposes, CII developed a web-based tool, Support for School Improvement. Each division team registers on the website and is given its own login and password to use the system. The VDOE and WebEx faculty are able to view the ongoing work of each division and also, with an administrator’s login, view a summary progress report for all the divisions. In addition, the VDOE WebEx faculty can insert “coaching comments” in the division’s work, and the division team can respond. For each indicator, a Wise Ways button leads the user of the web system to a succinct synopsis of research, citations, and practical examples.
In each WebEx session, three to five indicators are covered. Between that WebEx and the next WebEx (about three weeks later), the division team uses the web-based Support for School Improvement to assess their current level of functioning relative to the indicators and develop a detailed plan for improvement. The division team may determine that an indicator is “fully implemented” and not in need of attention. For those indicators in need of attention, the division team develops an objective with tasks, responsibilities, timelines, and measures of success. As the division team completes the tasks, progress in entered into the system through a monitoring component.

The first series of seven WebExes was provided by the Virginia WebEx faculty between January and May of 2008. A CII staff person listened in on each WebEx and submits comments and suggestions afterwards to the VDOE. ARCC is conducting a case study of the process, including interviews with VDOE staff, WebEx faculty, and division team members.

In June of 2008, VDOE, VFEL, ARCC, and CII and the WebEx faculty met with the division teams in Roanoke to review the year’s progress and plan next steps.

Next Steps in Virginia
Statewide System of Support
To increase the level of understanding of the indicators throughout the VDOE and its partners in the statewide system of support, a day of training will be provided by CII in September. The indicators will become a common vocabulary for division and school improvement in the state. The participants will see how indicators may be used as specific improvement strategies within a manageable set of goals aligned with the Virginia essential actions.
Division Support for Schools in Need of Rapid Improvement
A new group of divisions will begin the division-improvement processes this year. This group will include divisions with schools granted conditional accreditation for the first time as well as those divisions with schools new to the restructuring process under NCLB.  Both this group and the group of schools that participated last year but did not achieve required benchmarks to become fully accredited or out of restructuring under NCLB will be trained to use a web-based process developed by CII to assist their schools. This process is a school-level extension of the division process and is based on the school-level indicators from the Handbook.  School teams, including the principal, will engage with the school improvement indicators, with support from their divisions.
School Improvement
About 50 schools this year will receive direct support from VDOE, as follows:
Two tracks for schools. The division will determine one of two improvement tracks for each of its schools: 1) rapid improvement (for schools that have been chronically low-performing and need a short, turnaround trajectory; and 2) continuous improvement (for schools that are making reasonable progress and will benefit from a comprehensive, incremental improvement process). For the principals of the schools in the rapid improvement track, a special planning tool is provided, aligned with research on school turnarounds. 

The schools will focus on indicators aligned with three of Virginia’s essential actions—curriculum and instruction, school culture, and leadership. They will form a manageable set of goals within each essential action, and assess themselves on indicators relevant to their goals. They will then plan and execute improvement measures directed at the indicators in order to achieve their goals.

Leadership training. Principals whose schools are participating in VDOE’s Support for School Improvement program will receive instruction in transformational leadership, through Breaking Ranks and related trainings before the beginning of the school year.
Training for school improvement teams. The VDOE will provide a series of 4 trainings for school-based teams, the first in an all-day workshop and the next three through WebExes.
Training for teacher leaders. VDOE will provide four days of training on the instructional indicators and team processes for teacher teams leaders. 

Classroom management for new teachers. New teachers in schools participating in VDOE’s Support for School Improvement program will receive training in classroom management during September.
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