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TO: Board of Education 

FROM: Daniel A. Nerad, Superintendent 

RE: K-12 Alignment 

I. Introduction 
A. Titleftopic: K-12 Alignment 

B. Presenterfcontact person: 
Sue Abplanalp, Jennie Allen, Sue Gorud, Phil Hubble, Ron Lott, Pam Nash, Kolleen 
Onsrud, Lisa Wachtel and Scott Zimmerman 

C. Background information: Key Strategic Plan Priorities identified by the Board of 
Education provide direction for addressing the MMSD's greatest challenges. According 
to research, the most effective curricular experiences are those that are coherent, 
coordinated, articulated, rigorous, and engaging throughout each student's K-12 
education. 

The Strategic Plan objectives include action steps in accelerated learning, assessment, 
civic engagement, cultural relevance, flexible instruction, research, leadership support, 
professional development and alignment from Pre-kindergarten through 12th grade in 
order to achieve our goals. These PreK-12 alignment efforts will improve district-wide 
articulation across grade levels while improving the fidelity of implementation within 
classrooms, grade levels, and individual schools. 

D. BOE action requested: None 

II. Summary of Current Information 
A. Provide summary: 

The primary purpose of systems alignment is to ensure that all staff have the necessary 
supports and encouragement to enable them to make instructional decisions for all 
students served for the improvement of learning. To align an instructional system, it is 
necessary to align the structures that have been developed to support high quality 
instruction horizontally across the many district departments and vertically from the 
Superintendent's cabinet to the classroom. This entails bringing coherence to the 
planning and implementation of the curriculum, instructional materials, assessment, 
data, and professional standards to reflect the rigor of the performance standards 
(Walters & O'Meara 2007). The presentation will involves initiatives that MMSD is 
pursuing that support this alignment. 

B. Recommendations andfor alternative recommendation(s): None 

C. Link to supporting detail: N/A 
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Ill. Implications ( 
A. Budget: The Strategic Plan budget is supporting teacher release time and summer 

employment to support these initiatives. 

B. Strategic Plan: The Strategic Plan objectives include action steps for program 
coherence. 

C. Equity Plan: The alignment process creates equal access to rigorous curriculum and 
resources needed for school improvement. 

D. Implications for other aspects of the organization: This alignment process calls for 
central office transformation, adoption of an Instructional Framework and Cluster 
Support Teams work with school staff on a regular basis throughout the year. 

IV. Supporting Documentation 
A. Attachment A: Addressing the Needs of All Learners Through K-12 Alignment and 

Closing the Achievement Gap 
B. Attachment B: Core Curriculum Instruction and Assessment Alignment PreK-12: An 

Overview and Frequently Asked Questions 
C. Attachment C: Graphic Organizer of the Overall Plan 
D. Attachment D: The Instructional Framework, 5 Dimensions of Teaching and Learning 
E. Attachment E: Defining the Ideal Graduate 
F. Attachment F: Summer School, Saturday School, PreK, and After School 
G. Attachment G: Response to Intervention 
H. Attachment H: Individualized Learning Plan ( 
I. Attachment 1: What Does it Take for the District Central Office to Operate as a Learning · 

Organization? Meredith I. Honig, ERS Spectrum, Fall 2009, Vol. 27,No. 4, pp. 23-33. 
J. Attachment J: Reinventing District Central Offices to Expand Student Learning, The 

Center for Comprehensive School Reform and Improvement, www.centerforcsri.org, 
September 2008. 

S:\Deputy Supt\Centraf Office Transformation\BOE 5-2-11\BOE Memo Presentation- K-12 Alignment (05.02.11).doc 
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Attachment A 
Aprll~tr,2Un----

Addressing the Needs of All learners 
and Closing the Achievement Gap Through K-12 Alignment 

MMSD Mission: The mission statement is a clear and concise expression of the district's purpose and function. 
The Strategic Planning Committee crafted the following mission statement for MMSD: 

Our mission is to cultivate the potential in every student to thrive as a global citizen by inspiring a lo 
and civic engagement, by challenging and supporting every student to achieve academic excell 
embracing the full richness and diversity of our community. 

Strategic Plan: 
Key Strategic Plan Priorities identified by the Board of Education provide direction for 
greatest challenges. According to research, the most effective curricular experien 
coordinated, articulated, rigorous, and engaging throughout each student's K-12 

·ng 

The Strategic Plan objectives include action steps in accelerated learning, ~ 
relevance, flexible instruction, research, leadership support, professional d •.. 
kindergarten through 12th grade in order to achieve our goals. These 
district-wide articulation across grade levels while improving the lid 

ivic engagement, cultural 
nd alignment from Pre-

grade levels, and individual schools. 

Instructional Framework: MMSD is in the .process o 
Washington-College of Education, The Five Dimen · 
Framework will support principals and central effie 
standards-based curriculum and instructional progra 
this instructional coherence relative to curricular standar 
to reduce/eliminate distractions and focus on rete sch 

! efforts will improve 
n within classrooms, 

Instructional Framework from the University of 
and Learning (Attachment D). The 

plementing rigorous, culturally relevant, coherent, 
rofessional development activities revolve around 
ncreasing instructional coherence allows the school 
-wide/student performance outcomes/goals. 

The new framework is focused on thE$!' he · he Framework happen. We believe the previous framework 
helped us arrive at this new level of rna agement, Relationships and Learning" come to an accelerated 
level of understanding. The new 5 Dimen ·Learning Framework, adopted from the University of 
Washington, provides us with a r ric forte ing and learning which was absent in our previous Framework. We 
now have a solid foundati to assure all schools understand the essential elements needed for quality 
instruction. 

How We Do Our IAr~ .... ·'lt 
School lml>rnv<>•n• The purpose of the school improvement process is to improve outcomes for 

needed and (b) putting into place actions to implement these changes. All 
focused on Literacy and Assessments for the 2010-11 school year. The SIP 

all 

areas of strength and areas for growth through a thorough data analysis, 
possible root causes for challenges identified by schools, 

res;earch to inform potential changes being planned, 
a plan by selecting goals, objectives, strategies, timelines and measurement for 

imrlrov·AmAnl 

• implementing the plan, 
• evaluating progress regularly and monitoring student achievement. 

Common Core and ACT Standards: To align vertically and horizontally (across and between grade levels) 
MMSD will begin to focus on Pre-K, elementary, middle, and high school alignment to the Common Core State 
Standards, Social Emotional Standards, and the ACT Career and College Readiness Standards in order to 
promote instructional program coherence across departments and schools. The high school REaL grant is a 
source of funding for this alignment though 2013. 



Background: 
Walters & O'Meara (2007) define a comprehensive aligned Instructional system as two parts for full alignment: 
Alignment of Instructional Systems, PreK-12 (schools) and Aligning to Support Instruction, PreK-12 (Central 
Office). What follows is a description of the K-12 alignment process that is under way for improving education for 
students and district operations. 

Aligning Instructional Systems to Support Schools: 
The primary purpose of systems alignment is to ensure that all staff have the necessary supports and 
encouragement to enable them to make instructional decisions for all students served for the imn-rov. 
learning. To align an instructional system, it is necessary to align the structures that have been 
support high quality instruction horizontally across the many district departments and vertically 
Superintendent's cabinet to the classroom. This entails bringing coherence to the planning of 
the curriculum, instructional materials, assessment, data, and professional standards to 
performance standards (Walters & O'Meara 2007). What follows are initiatives that 
support this alignment. 

Initiatives in Progress- 2010-11 Sch(o 

What is MMSD Currently Doing to Address the Needs of All e Achievement Gap? 

There are many things the district is currently doing to address rs. Through continuous 
examination of our data, central office also determined a with schools to support 
principals and staff in closing the achievement 2010-11 school year, the 
Superintendent, the Deputy Superintendent, As~;ist< Executive Directors of Educational 
Services, Student Services, Curriculum and ~ns1rurn I Development and the Grant Coordinator 
have been developing a process which commits to transformation. This planning team, through 
continuous research of successful districts with sim1il"r ~rajphic:s as ours, posits that to begin to change 
achievement patterns, districts need to work colilabcxal:ive focus at both ends of the K-12 continuum. By 
mapping backward from our high school g n standards, we are establishing benchmarks starting in 
kindergarten that will prepare studen~ , .d career readiness at the end of high school. This plan, 
which includes supporting schools diff roud'lt cluster support, aligning standards, curriculum and 
assessment, and communicating high e s, will be ready for implementation for the 2011-12 school year. 

Meeting the Needs of 
The primary purpose of 
encouragement to en<1ble 

by Ali g Instructional Systems to Support Schools: 
is to ensure that all staff have the necessary supports and 

<lfiinsllruc:tion"l decisions for all students served for the improvement of 
learning. 

1. K-12 to Support Alignment So Every Child Receives an Equitable Education 
~\;;;~- PreK-12 Scope & Sequence Alignment: This is the process of aligning 
lE middle, and high curriculum, instruction, and assessment to the Common 

Standards, Social Emotional Standards, and the ACT Career and College 
eadiness Standards. This is done by developing common units of study per subject area 
rough a methodology of "Align by Design" using a software tool, Eclipse. The purpose is to 

assure that all students are held to the same rigor in their academic career. 
NEW /NIT/A TIVE- Individual Learning Plans (ILP) K-12 so Every Child has a Road map 
to Their Future: The Strategic Plan action steps identify ILPs for all grade levels. Elementary 
ILPs began in fall, 2010 to provide parents and students with year-long goals to support 
college and career readiness thinking at the very beginning of one's education. The concept 
is, "What should be the goalls for my child this year?" The process of identifying goals each 
year at the elementary level begins at Ready Set Goal Conferences. Results of first year ILP 
implementation survey to parents and teachers indicated that teachers have less satisfaction 
of the benefits of the ILP. Parents, however, found the tool beneficial to understanding the 

Adapted from: Walters & O'Meara, 2007. Defining a Comprehensive Aligned Instructional System: To 
Ensure PowerfUl Teaching and Learning for Every Student in Every Classroom. Educational Research Service. Page2 
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direction of their child for that grade. A committee has been formed (K-5) to make 
recommendations for better implementation of the process and accountability in the future. 

c. YEAR 3/N/T/AT/VE- REaL Grant to Organize Our High Schools Around 21st Century 
Skills and to Personalize Student Learning: In 2008, MMSD received a $5.3 million Small 
Learning Communities grant from the U.S. Department of Education. The purpose of the grant 
is to increase collaboration among staff and initiate bold new systems and activities to improve 
the educational experiences for all MMSD high school students. MMSD titled the project 
Relationships, Engagement and Learning (REaL).The project has three goals: Increase 
Academic Success for all Students, Strengthen Student to Student Relationships/Strengthen 
Student to Adult Relationships, and Improve Post-Secondary Outcomes for all Stua~11ts. This 
grant will support the alignment of all four high schools and the following initiativ 
outgrowth of this work: 

-Grant Coordinators and Literacy Coaches at each high school 
-Engagement Coordinators at each high school to focus on nor1-e1nc" 
.gth grade initiatives for on track graduation 
-Expansion of Project Road - serving students at risk of not 
-Work with Dr. Carl Grant's multicultural college group 
ways they think 
-Implementation of System 44 for high school readin·aB 

d. NEW /NIT/A TIVE- Career Planning via Career to Learn About 
Goals Beyond the Student's Current Knowledge will adopt the gth 

grade Career Cruising Individual Learning Plan the process for building 
the goal will continue throughout their college is to begin 6th grade 
middle schools and additional high school gth grade implementation 
process as the software and available for staff and 
students. 

e. NEW /NIT/A TIVE- Transition Successfully Move Level to Level: 
Principals from elementary, have worked in feeder patterns monthly 
to identify best practices in as they transition from level to level. Once the 
project is completed, a coherent transition plan will be in place with minimal 
expectations, for transitio d at each school across the district. 

2. Educational Program~,Th Achievement Gap and Accelerate Learning: 
a. NEW /NIT/A TIVE- K~. acy Focus: As a result of the Literacy Program Evaluation 

process, the district isi!)Q,li\, ed to establish and maintain K-12 common core literacy 
programs a instruction\'!! practices. The following recommendations were provided to the 
Board tion for approval: 
1. lnt ,. .. instruction in Kindergarten in order to ensure all students are proficient in 

o~tf comprehension as measured by valid and reliable assessments by 2011-
2t ~:2. tion and assessment will be bench marked to ensure Kindergarten proficiency 

reeding levels 3-7 (PLAA, 2009). 
if!'lplement Balanced Literacy in 2011-12 using clearly defined, consistent practices 

progress monitoring. In addition: 
Explore research-based reading curricula with particular focus on targeted and 
explicit instruction, to develop readers in Kindergarten. Pilot the new reading 
curricula in volunteer schools during 2011-12. 

b. Analyze Kindergarten reading proficiency scores from Kindergarten students in 
fully implemented Balanced Literacy schools and Kindergarten students in the 
volunteer schools piloting the new reading curricula incorporated into a Balanced 
Literacy framework. 

3. Incorporate explicit reading instruction and literacy curricula into 6th grade instruction. 
4. Identify and implement consistent district-wide strategies for reading in all content areas in 

grades 7-12. Consider using exemplary district models resulting in dramatic student 
achievement gains such as the Brockton (MA) High School (Transformed by Literacy, 
Principal Leadership, 201 0); 

5. Develop integrated units to support reading and writing skills as a part of the K-12 
alignment process in all content areas. 

Adapted from: Walters & O'Meara, 2007. Defining a Comprehensive Aligned Instructional System: To 
Ensure Powerful Teaching and Learning for Every Student in Every Classroom. Educational Research Service. Page 3 



b. 

c. 

d. 

e. 

f. 

6. Identify, develop and implement literacy core practices for all grades, with particular 
attention to secondary grades 6-12. In order to identify core practices in literacy at the 
secondary level, teams of practitioners will be collaborating to identify particular high
leverage aspects of both reading and writing that are essential for all students to know 
and be able to perform with proficiency or better. Teams will use such resources as the 
Common Core State Standards, the ACT Standards, the Wisconsin State 
Superintendent's Adolescent Literacy Plan, the Carnegie Report on Adolescent Literacy, 
and other current, research-based publications. 

5-YEAR /NIT/A TIVE- Play and Learn Program, so Parents and Caregivers Sup 
Children in Early Development: Play and Learn is a free program for children fr 
five years old and their caregivers. Play and Learn is a playgroup that meets on 
community settings and provides a variety of activities, such as stories, c 
building, or crafts for caregivers and children to do together. Children lea 
literacy and social skills, while caregivers learn about child development 
and ideas to enhance learning activities at home. The program is c a 
Madison Metropolitan School District (MMSD) and the United Way· 
Madison area and Dane County. 

in 

NEW INITIATIVE- 4-Year-Oid Kindergarten so That All 
Start: The primary reason for the Madison Metropolitan 
four-year-old kindergarten (4K) is to better prepare all 
Similarly, the community and society as a whole 
are well prepared for learning at a young age. 

Have a Strong 
implementation of 

lucati·c mall success. 
benefits when students 

4K in September, 2011, 
to support kindergarten readiness in the future. 
12-YEAR INITIATIVE- Small Class Size: support small class size by 

n<>ntinn schools with low committing to the Wisconsin SAGE 
socioeconomic family status. In 
reflect more closely the SAGE 
yearly to assure class sizes 
7-YEAR /NIT/A T/VE- Dual 
Achievement: One of the 
bilingual and bi-literate 
teachers are 
learning at holme;;la11d 
process. MMSD 
expansion plan calls 
the district 

K-1 were reduced in other schools to 
and High Schools continue to be monitored 

~~~~:~~;~~r:~~! priorities. lr Results Show Higher Academic 
dual language immersion programs is to develop 
and Spanish. To accomplish this, classroom 

lite1·acy instruction, engaging parents in supporting 
school libraries and librarians as a critical resource in this 

elementary and one middle Dual Immersion sites. The 
sites and exploration of multiple languages for the future of 

'~~~~~~fP~~~~~~~- AVID Teaching Students Exactly How 
:S provided all four high schools. The district is 

npl,ementatici >n in middle school and eventually in 4th and 5th grades. In 
study skills, Cornell note-taking, and other academic note taking 

management, organization, test readiness, critical thinking, writing to learn, 
skills. AVID is for first generation college students, under-represented 

stu1aents, highly motivated students, students in the academic middle with the 
to excel, rigorous curriculum, students with positive behavior and good attendance, 

oturl<>r•t< with fluctuating (C-B) grades due to inconsistent study habits or poor study skills, and 
tudents who plan to attend a college or university upon graduation. AVID is provided 

nationally from 41h -12'h grade. It would be beneficial for our students to experience this 
program in all MMSD schools to support Career and College Readiness. 
NEW INITIATIVE- Talented and Gifted with a Focus on Identifying Under Represented 
Populations and Meeting the Needs of Students: Progress continues toward the goals 
contained in the Talented and Gifted Education Plan that was approved August 17, 2009. 
Assessment tools continue to be reviewed to support the student identification process. In 
March, 2011, CogAT was administered to 2"• and 5th grade students for identification of 
students needing more challenging support. An aligned system of support is currently being 
developed as a result of the TAG Plan. Students who need to pursue more focused instruction 
have opportunities through Project Lead the Way, CNA training, Global Academy, Madison 
Virtual Campus, University of Wisconsin, Edgewood College, or Madison College courses. 

Adapted from: Walters & O'Meara, 2007. Defining a Comprehensive Aligned Instructional System: To 
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We also have credit earning agreements with post secondary institutions that allow a student 
to earn credit that will count in high school and in college. The Cluster Support model will 
assure continued monitoring of data and conversations with principals about identification and 
programming for students. 

h. NEW INITIATIVE- Realignment with Schools of Hope Because Schools Can't Do It 
Alone: MMSD staff are working in partnership with United Way and Americorp Volunteers to 
develop a better aligned tutorial service for MMSD students. Schools of Hope was realigned in 
September, 2010 to target kindergarten, third, and fourth grades. In addition, plans are 
currently being developed for the transition years of sixth and ninth grades. 

i. NEW /NIT/A TIVE- Expanded Summer School - More Time to Learn and .·•· ·. 
alignment of summer school is being viewed as a 51

h quarter of school. The new: . 
summer school model would be similar to the school year with academic ·· · 
acceleration, enrichment, extended school year (ESY), and integrated 
Research-based practices and interventions would be utilized to increc1se 
learning and to enhance student achievement across the district 
Archibald, 2008). Students with disabilities and English 
access to the core curriculum via Universal Design for "'"m"o' 
peers. 

j. 2-YEAR /NIT/A TIVE- Academic After School -A Way the Day's Instruction: 
After school has an academic component in literacy to this scope and 
sequence and the MMSD Strategic Plan. school programs is 
critical to closing the achievement gap and the 21" Century. After 
school is a valuable time for students to and enrichment 
opportunities (Alexander et al., 2007). This & Extended 
Learning is working in partnership & Community Recreation (MSCR) 
to increase students' literacy and programs by providing curriculum, 
resources, and professional 

k. NEW INITIATIVE- Saturday Chance to Gain Targeted Skills: The 
pilot Saturday School program is as an extended learning opportunity in primarily 
literacy and math for students at based on WKCE scores are not being 
successful in literacy or that providing this intervention to 
elementary students is way to promote future success in school (Coghlan et al., 
2009). standards and grade level proficiencies. Each 
Saturday to receive four hours of high quality, structured 
activities learning, and tutoring. 

I. f~~;;i;~ Programs: The district has a variety of alternative 
>e students in school and school completion. We are in the process 

the alternative programs to create school pilots next year in each of 

3. Instructional Strategies to Meet the Needs of All Learners: 
know the power of instructional strategies of the core content being taught, 

n~~~~~~~~1c 'r~;;l sequence of the content and the tier of interventions needed for all students 
I!; to rigorous curriculum. The response to intervention (Rtl) needs to transfer in 

of English Language Learners, special education, and struggling students. Finally, 
are in place to determine whether or not core instruction is being taught and learned 

& O'Meara 2007). Following are initiatives under way in the district 

2-YEAR /NIT/A TIVE- Classroom Environment - It Matters: The classroom environment is 
essential in responding to student needs. Teacher to student relationships have been 
identified in the research as one of the most critical achievement components for minority 
students. Responsive Classrooms -Developmental Designs is a K-8 approach to building 
community, establishing positive relations, and effectively managing student behavior at the 
classroom level. It is often described as the "classroom piece of PBS." Teachers using this 
approach report an increase in student engagement, a decrease in inappropriate behaviors, 
and a collective sense of caring students and staff. 

Adapted from: Walters & O'Meara, 2007. Defining a Comprehensive Aligned Instructional System: To 
Ensure Powerful Teaching and Learning for Every Student in Eve1y Classroom. Educational Research Service. Page5 



b. 

c. 

d. 

f. 

NEW IN IVA TIVE- Response to Intervention - Identifying Skill Gaps Early: Response to 
Intervention (Rtl) is the practice of providing high quality instruction and scaffolded 
interventions matched to student need, monitoring progress frequently to make decisions 
about changes in instruction or goals, and applying student response data to important 
educational decisions. Rtl should be applied to decisions in general, remedial and special 
education, creating a well integrated system of instruction/intervention guided by student 
outcome data (Elliot & Morrison, 2008 NASDSE). An MMSD Rtl Team is establishing an 
aligned plan with the following outcomes: 

• Establish an Rtl vision and a theory of action for the district 
• Define the strengths and challenges of Rtl 
• Make connections to other district work 
• Provide common understandings and language 

3-YEAR INITIATIVE- Cultural Practices That Are Relevant (CPR)
Universally: As a district, we are investigating and piloting practices 
students from a variety of backgrounds and cultures. As we 
student efficacy, we incorporate these strategies in all district 
development in order to affect instruction throughout the 
Elementary are in their second year of working 
practices in culturally relevant literacy instruction, and 
Hawthorne in 2010-11. Additionally, at the secondary 

~~oomQnt best 
by Lowell and 
high school teachers 

from around the district are participating in an i 
designed to support them in becoming I 
Teachers. Our ultimate goal is to develop 

development series 

that support the district effort to decrease 
disproportionality in targeted 
Family and Community 
support underrepresented 

-Family Involvement 
-Acceleration of Emp01werme1 
-Teachers of color groups to 
color. 
-Citywide Family I t Group 

I Responsive 
i models and materials 

and eliminate 
to this work being done, the 

on numerous outreach initiatives to 

Hmong languages recently hired 
(Pastor Richard L. Jones, Omega Boys Club). 

district initiatives and to connect with families of 

-Consortium~f 
3-YEAR /NIT/A TIV 

ntal providers to offer free access to all uninsured children. 
g Children Behaviors that Lead to School Success -

. , Positive Behavior Supports (PBS) is a research-based model 
)OS;itiiv ·e be':'avior in all students. It focuses on proactive approaches in which 

are directly taught, regularly practiced, and followed by frequent positive 
. MMSD elementary, middle, and high school has a PBS Leadership 

I to guide the important work of (1) developing school-wide 
r.t,i'irms (2) identifying specific behaviors that define each of these 

and teaching them to all students, (3) acknowledging and celebrating student 
(4) using data to determine which behaviors should be taught and which 

need additional instruction and support to learn them, and (5) sharing the PBS work 
and families. Schools implementing PBS with fidelity show a rnarked decrease in 

1ce referrals and suspensions resulting in increased time for student learning. 
NGOING /NIT/A TIVE- Instructional Design: Classroom Organizational Structure that 

Supports Learning. This includes clustering students together in inclusive learning groups, 
assigning appropriate teachers and other resources to these classrooms, and creating 
schedules that support the instructional goals for all students and the interventions needed. 
The Instructional Design also ensures that teachers are able to work together in collaborative 
teams to provide universally designed differentiated instruction. 
NEW /NIT/A TIVE- Balanced, Common Assessment Systems- Aligned to Inform 
Instruction: Teachers need to be provided with well-developed diagnostic and benchmark 
assessments and quick, quality reports of results to assess where to take students to the next 
teaching level. An assessment committee is in the process of making recommendations for 
formative common assessments for alignment K-12 (which means frequent tracking of where 
students are so that we catch students early and intervene using different techniques for 

Adapted from: Walters & O'Meara, 2007. Defining a Comprehensive Aligned Instructional System: To 
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learning) .. Also, ACT, Explore, Plan, MAP, CogAT, PLAA, PMA will be used in addition to the 
state WKCE for better alignment across the district to create a common balanced assessment 
system. 

g. 2-YEAR INITIATIVE K-8- Measuring Student Hope, Engagement, and Well Being -The 
Gallup Survey: The results of this year's data indicate that our district compares well within 
the range of state and nation. Responses of the surveys are used to enhance the climate of 
the schools in support of students, 5-12. 

h. NEW AND OLD INITIATIVE- Time to Plan, Think and Problem Solve Together: 
Elementary schools have early release on Monday afternoon and middle and high sr.tmols 
have early release on Wednesday afternoon (Professional Collaboration Time: 
time has allowed the district to enhance its professional development corwersa1t11 
schools, grade levels, or departments around ways to enhance instruction 
achievement gap. Plans are being developed for each of the grade levels .. 
literacy, K-12. The new contract language for elementary schools will · 
and site based professional development. 

i. 3-YEAR /NIT/A TIVE- Embedded Professional Development: 
provided with on-site Instructional Resource Teachers (IRTs) 
development. Middle schools have Learning Coordinators 
direct support to students) to support professional 
Department Chairs and Literacy Coaches to support 
Plans are being developed to have all three levels of 
targeted professional development in the area of 
school year. 

j. NEW /NIT/A TIVE- Development of Schools through Central 
Office: School cluster support teams district office staff will be 
systematically providing direct · the primary focus. There is a positive 
correlation between the spent in schools and principals 
perception of feeling and will be provided professional 
development in order to cluster model of support provided for schools in the 
summer. Cluster support teams a variety of services for schools to enhance 
principal and staff learningJJ,nd outcomes. Five Cluster Support Teams will be 
developed: High ~cho'?,11 1~ftlst~JV .. K-8 La Follette Cluster, K-8 West Cluster, K-8 East Cluster, 
and K-8 Memona • .jCius ''iiiJ;c. 

k. NEW /NIT/A TIVE- onal Rounds, A New Way of Observing Classrooms with 
Focus: The process tiona! Rounds is two-fold, It provides school and central office 
staff opportu\/llies to ob e and learn from classroom visits. Staff will be provided with 

I ~.eveloprnent in the instructional rounds (modeled after medical rounds) practice 
$ •. lf?E,~icipate more fully in its purpose of improving practice and improving 

I. - Data Dashboard, to Provide Easier Accessibility of Data for Staff: The 
e is in the process of implementing a new data dashboard to support central office 

in the analysis of multiple data sources to support School and District 
ment Plans (SIP). The program will be rolled out in June, with ongoing professional 
men! throughout the summer and fall. Data will be consistently used and analyzed on 

frequent basis in the Cluster Support conversations. 
EW /NIT/A TIVE- Realignment of District Curriculum Funds (ELM): The district recently 

redesigned its operating procedures to support curriculum district priorities. All curriculum 
materials are being ordered centrally for the purpose of alignment and fiscal responsibility. 
ONGOING /NIT/A T/VE- School Improvement Planning: This process, which requires each 
school to examine and analyze data to identify specific improvement plans, is going to be 
enhanced next year through the Cluster Support initiatives. 

o. ONGOING /NIT/A T/VE K-12 - Data Workshops: These workshops have been ongoing with 
a purpose of item analysis to uncover problems and frequent progress monitoring of school 
and district progress. 

p. ONGOING /NIT/A T/VE- Minority Staff Recruitment Selection, Retention and Hiring: A 
plan is in place with a focus on diversity hiring for cultural competency, especially for bilingual 

Adapted from: Walters & O'Meara, 2007. Defining a Comprehensive Aligned Instructional System: To 
Ensure Powerfol Teaching and Learning for Every Student in Every Classroom. Educational Research Service. Page? 



teachers which has increased yearly in the district. Acceleration of Freedom/Summer School 
Opportunities is a program in place to improve hiring practices. 
1-YEAR INITIATIVE- Mini-Grants for Schools: A focus on reducing disproportionality in our ( 
schools and to create inclusionary practices in schools has now been elevated by offering 

q, 

schools an opportunity to apply for mini grants called Race to the Top Grants. 
r. 1· YEAR INITIATIVE· Targeted Stimulus Funds: Over the past two years, funds to address 

areas of need have been targeted in central office and in schools. 
S, ONGOING INITIATIVE- Principal/Teacher Mentors: Retired teachers and principals for new 

staff are in place to support new staff and assure alignment to district initiatives. 

4. NEW INITIATIVE- Aligning Central Office to Support Instruction: 
All significant school reform begins with the administrator's collective capacity to 
much research that indicates a positive relationship between effective leadersh 
achievement (Hallinger & Heck, 1998; Leithwood & Jantzi, 2000; Riehl, 
well as successful inclusive school communities (Keyes, 1996; 
1996). 

Developing a Theory of Action to provide better support for nrindo; 
powerful learning for all students. The superintendent has 
through the University of Washington, in reconceptualizing 
creating a high performing inclusive school district. As a 
making substantial changes in reorganizing central 
principals/school staff in instructional improvement. 

The MMSD is poised to undertake its 
numerous research-based practices 
2005, and Leithwood et al, 2004)). 

will ensure 
of Honig et al, 2010, 

office administration in 
the superintendent is 

)nsibilities to support 

reach a limited number of high 
"instructional coherence." Stren<llh<;>nil 
change resulting in equitable ad1ie\/en1en 
curriculum, teaching peclag1ogy! 
hiring/evaluation prc•cedur·es, 

consistent with the findings of 
sct1ools (Williams et al. 2005, Marzano et al, 

is aligning all improvement efforts to 
cre,atin1q what Newmann et al. (2001) refers to as 

acad<,miic core is absolutely essential to systemic 
The intent of this reform process is to align ( 

3ss,esism<ent, professional development, 
ocation of resources to the central goal of improving student 

achievement. 

a. 

b. 

d. 

e. 

Plan: Key Strategic Plan Priorities identified by the Board of 
for addressing the MMSD's greatest challenges. According to 

effective curricular experiences are those that are coherent, coordinated, 
engaging .throughout each student's K-12 education. Central office 

structure that supports the new initiatives of the district. 
-Instructional Framework: MMSD is in the process of adopting an 

Framewo1rk from the University of Washington-College of Education, called Five 
nf ·r.,,,,-hinn and Learning (Appendix D). The Framework will support principals 

office staff in implementing rigorous, culturally relevant, coherent, standards-based 
and instructional programs. 

~~~f!}~~~ MMSD Program Evaluation Protocol and Curricular Renewal Cycles, 
;s 1 in the Strategic Plan, ensure that curricular issues are analyzed regularly to 
promote fiscal responsibility and to increase effectiveness and sustainability. To evaluate all 
programs on a cyclical basis and make necessary adjustments to improve core instruction as 
well as effective research-based interventions to accelerate student learning 
NEW INITIATIVE· Cluster Teams: Central office staff will be provided professional 
development in order to serve schools in a cluster model of support. Cluster support teams will 
consist of licensed staff and administrators serving one of five clusters in the district. These 
teams provide principals and staff support and accountability for student success. 
NEW INITIATIVE- Instructional Rounds: The process of Instructional Rounds will be used 
as part of the purpose of central office staff supporting schools in their problems of practice 
and to learn themselves more about the practices within schools. 

Adapted from: Walters & O'Meara, 2007. Defining a Comprehensive Aligned Instructional System: To 
Ensure Powerful Teaching and Learning for Every Student in Every Classroom. Educational Research Service. PageS 
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ONGOING /NIT/A TIVE- Districtwide Evaluation of Effectiveness: The district will implement 
several strategies to determine the effectiveness of its initiatives: 

f. Ongoing Analysis of Student Data 
g. Annual State of the District Report 
h. Program Evaluation Review Cycle 
i. Annual Strategic Plan Meetings for Feedback 
j. Community Conversations Feedback 
k. Climate Survey: Students, Staff, and Families 
I. Development of a new Administrator Evaluation (360 Model) 

m. Staff Evaluations 
n. ILP Effectiveness Survey to Parents and Teachers 
o. IRT Survey of Effectiveness in elementary schools will be extended to mi 

schools in the future 
p. Gallup Student Poll Survey on Engagement, Hope and Well-Being 
q. Parent Council Feedback 
r. Teacher Council Feedback 
s. Student Senate Feedback 
t. High School REaL Grant Evaluation 

Challenges: With a new strategic plan unfolding in its second 
work (Marzano, 2005) and limiting the number of major initiiati11e: 
will be several tough decisions ahead as the district must 
address new standards and to provide a 21st century 

is determining the "right" 
areas of concern. There 

of its previous ways in order to 
students for a global economy. 

The Madison Metropolitan School District's Core (CIA) Team is comprised of the leaders 
of all educational departments (deputy s'"""int•mrl smi,.riintemdents executive director of 
educational services, executive director of sse~ssme>nt, executive director of student services, 
grants and funds developer, and director of prc•fes:sional The team is committed to developing a 
districtwide plan for alignment, supported thr the office transformation, which would begin to be 
implemented during the 2011-12 school y .e.ssional development for Cluster Support Teams will begin late 

~-spring and summer. ,,. 

Research over the last 40 years consiste ·~ onstrates that teacher quality is the single most important 
schooling factor influencing studE'l.!lt achieve' .ent (Coleman, 1966, Hanushek, 1992; Goldhaber, 2007; Rice 
(2003); Halbach et al. (20~~; Gr~enwald, Hedges, & Laine (1996); Allington & Cunningham, 2002; Allington, 
(2005). The team is keen! -~£~;t.~.~Mo improve student outcomes we need to significantly improve the efficacy 
of our current staff and exc~]lenfhiring decisions in the future. A significant component of our 
implementation plan will corrlrliitment to on-going professional development and learning around instructional 
improvement, use ing evaluation and culturally relevant practices. As the team is responsible for 
leading all cyr,ricu c on, and assessment decisions, it is our hope this direction will strengthen the 
instructionall\'!iJe ool system. It is also our belief that in doing so, we will be on a better path to eliminate 
the ac · em~' een white/non-white students, middle and upper income/lower income backgrounds, 
and re roportionate identification of minority and low income students with disabilities, and at the 

lhe learning outcomes for all students. 

S:\CIA\Central Office\A.Iigning Instruction {to address Achieve Gap} April 28-2011.doc 
April 2011 

Adapted from: Walters & O'Meara, 2007. Defining a Comprehensive Aligned Instructional System: To 
Ensure Powerful Teaching and Learning for Every Student in Eve1y Classroom. Educational Research Service. Page 9 
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Daniel A. Nerad, Superintendent of Schools 

Madison Metropolitan School District 
Core Curriculum Instruction and Assessment Alignment PreK-12 

An Overview and Frequently Asked Questions 

Goal 
To meet today's learning standards, effective school districts must 
career ready. 

Rationale for PreK-12 Alignment 
Ensuring all students are ready for college and career 
Madison Metropolitan School District (MMSD) toward 
indicates that curriculum, instruction and as~;es:sment;ll' 
will strengthen its capacity to: 

• increase student learning and act1ie11en1ertt; 
• improve and focus teacher colilab,of~ prc,fes:sic<nal and progress monitoring; 

and learning. • increase efficient use of resources 

Why should the district focus on PK-12 evidence supporting 
alignment? 
Alignment is beneficial to at I 
research strands suggest 
(building on prior 
Squires, 2009), l""''nim 
high mobility ""'',"'""" 
2005; Squires, 2009; 
College 

acquire peciag1ogic 
through a 
It also provides tea,ch•~r 
supplementing the core 

Alignment Tools 

""h"'" and systems. Multiple 
in: brain-based learning 

""'n"'''' learning (Marzano, 2003; 
st-rl<"n""'tinn linguistically diverse, and/or 

Southwest Comprehensive Center, 
Education Sciences, 2009; Pathways to 

by improved and focused collaboration, 
AndF>r·sn<n 2002; Newmann, King, & Youngs, 2000; 

Scrrool and districts benefit from alignment through more 
ervi1sion. and support of teaching and learning, increased 
s!uae<m learning (Bryk, Sebring, Allensworth, Luppescu, & 

are required to create their awn curriculum and assessments, 
own and provide their hand made instructional materials. Alignment, 

cre<aiE•s equal educational access and supports to students and teachers. 
framework to administer minimum lessons in sequential order, while 
with additional material as desired (Walters & O'Meara, 201 0). 

MMSD will align curriculum, instruction and assessment using the Common Core State Standards and 
the ACT College and Career Readiness Standards. 

Common Core State Standards 
The Common Core State Standards (CCSS) were adopted by the State of Wisconsin on June 2, 2010. 
These standards address English Language Arts, Literacy in History/Social Studies, Science and the 
Technical Subjects, and Mathematics. These standards are aligned with college and career readiness 
expectations and were adopted to help ensure academic consistency throughout the state and across 
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other states that adopt them, and have been benchmarked against international standards from high-
performing countries. State Superintendent Tony Evers stated that "These English language arts and ( 
mathematics standards will serve as a solid foundation to ensure every child is a graduate ready for the 
workforce or postsecondary studies. Higher student achievement is driven by rigorous standards, high 
quality curriculum, and assessments that provide meaningful feedback to improve instruction." 

ACT College and Career Readiness Standards 
The ACT College and Career Readiness Standards (CRS) define the knowledge and skills students need 
to develop and master in English mathematics, reading and science in order to be college and career 
ready. The ACT College and Career Readniess Standards outline a clear pathway 
designed to help students increase their academic readiness for in the 21st-century. 
ACT has published these standards to provide a national model of content standards 
that states, districts, schools and teachers may use to vertically and align curriculum, 
instruction, assessment and professional development to prepare practice that prepares 
students for career and college readiness. These rigorous stand;ar 

• provide a model set of comprehensive standards for courses that 
lead to college and workplace readiness; 

• reflect 21st-century skills such as problem 
and media and technological literacy; 

• articulate clear standards and objectives 
guide instruction and curriculum development; 

• provide teachers, districts and states with tools for 
across grades PreK-12 to college readinei 

• assist teachers in designing les:son,s 

Connections Between the 
In the simplest terms, the 
to; the ACT College and 
the concept. This 
Readiness Strand 

The Malthernati•cs 
provide a different 
similar approach. In 
with the Domains, then 
Standards align with 
are more skill-based. 

Standards 
viewed with a 

onrm"m would begin 
Sta11dards. The 
ACT standards, which 

Alignment Process 

Domain 

Strands 

Standards/Skills 

( 

Aligning our curriculum, scope and sequence with the Common Core State Standards and the ACT 
College and Career Readiness Standards is not an either/or, but a both/and concept; a framework and 
process for MMSD to use to systematically organize our work in order to foster increased student 
learning. Aligning to both sets of standards will provide a process to align curriculum, instruction and 
assessment that prepares students for college (two or four year) or career. MMSD is beginning with the ( 
end goal in mind, as teams of teachers, administrators, and district staff will form committees to develop 
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PreK-12 alignment. First the committee will define the academic demands students will face in the core 
content areas. After identifying these demands, the committees will backmap PreK-12 a vertical 
progression, or road map, of critical thinking skills and knowledge students need to be prepared for 
college-level work. The end result will be a vertically aligned PreK-12 system. 

According to Wiggins and McTighe (2007), "The job is not to hope that optimal learning will occur, 
based on our curriculum and initial teaching. The job is to ensure that learning occurs, and when 
it doesn't, to intervene in altering the syllabus and instruction decisively, quickly, and often" (p. 
55). 

As Collins also implies in Good to Great (2001 ), school districts must 
current reality in order to improve. The Strategic Plan, approved in 
curriculum was not aligned, there are achievement gaps, and 
very few children of color enrolled. 
MMSD has as its mission to cultivate the potential in every stuoerlt' 
a love of learning and civic engagement, by challenging and 
academic excellence, and by embracing the full richness 
Plan, adopted in June, 2009 defines clear action steps 
a segment of these steps are represented below: 

1. Map current course sequences in all content 
in order to improve achievement for all students and 
for all students and identify · gaps. (See also 

2. Analyze course sequences and I 
across the district. 

3. Analyze course enrollment and 
baseline data for comparison and 

4. 

5. 

citizen by inspiring . 
to achieve 

The Strategic 
the district, 

1 obstacles 
""lhiPvPrnPnt gap, reduce barriers 

Goal 2, Appendix B) 
and inequities 

to determine 
Step 1) 

· common language and 

alignment mean? 
0"',,0~0 are coherent and focused toward increased 

system are: 

• link their curriculum (including arts, health, library, computers, 
and use common instructional strategies and assessments. 

• and assessments to avoid repetition and to offer students new 
of subject matter from grade to grade. 

• (e.g. field trips, tutoring, after-school programming) are 
and assessment. 

• Professional for staff members supports the implementation of common curriculum, 
instructional strategies and balanced assessments. 

• Professional development programs are sustained over time. 
• The school strategically accepts and refuses programs and initiatives in a manner that supports 

staff focus, program continuity, and on-going improvement. 
• School improvement planning and assessment directly address the school's progress in providing 

a coordinated and sustained school program. 
• Over time, curriculum remains reasonably stable and provides teachers with sustained 

opportunities to learn how to teach it well. It also gives teachers ongoing opportunities to teach 
students how to succeed. 
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• Over time, teaching assignments and key program leaders or leadership positions remain stable. ( 
• Evaluation of programs is cyclicaL 
• Evaluation process of all educators is in line with program coherence. 

Adapted from Newman, F., Smith, B., Allensworth, E., & Bryk, A (2001). School instructional program 
coherence: Benefits and challenges. Chicago, IL: Consortium on Chicago School Research. 

1. What is a scope & sequence? 
A scope & sequence is a PreK-12 alignment of curricula and the associated intended student learning 
outcomes within each content area. Scope & sequences are constructed level, and may 
specify sequencing in units of time, such as monthly, quarterly or by & sequence is 
one component of instructional program coherence. A scope & a concise document 
that publicly describes the intended learning outcomes for all a given content area and 
timeframe. 

2. Why establish a scope & sequence? 

3. 

4. 

The purpose of establishing content-specific scope & 
based, high quality curriculum, instruction and 
attends. Scope and sequence also supports 
do not miss units of study. A scope & sequence 
learning. It also provides a basis to ground and de11elc>P 
throughout a PreK-12 system. 

nnultiple sources, including 
~ectwen1ess (Oxley, 

incorporate instructional 
than multiple, unrelated efforts. 

nor·ovlina coherence and improved 
scHiooling per year). Findings from 
the single strategy with the greatest 
intense, school-wide focus on improving 

rlnm,.in~ including standards-based curricula 

ablislhin•g a scope & sequence, and what are the first steps? 
ts/l_ite.rac:v and Mathematics will begin in 2011-12. 
as reading and writing] will be addressed and articulated in 
Learning Standards (SELS) will be integrated into the 

studies and English/Language Arts/Literacy. The roll out of 
line that is being established to include development of the scope 

forma~ professional developmen~ resources needed etc. 

5. How will other be included in this process? 
The rationale for sequence addresses all content areas. 
In the long term - content area progresses through the MMSD Program Evaluation Protocol 
and the Curricular Renewal Cycle, opportunities for establishing a scope & sequence will be included. 
In the short term- Collaborative, school-based and district-based leadership teams are encouraged 
to explore ways to strengthen student learning through alignment. The electronic mapping of scope & 
sequence allows for access to content area essential understandings including instructional 
timeframes. All content areas are encouraged to align specific knowledge and skills to integrate with, 
extend, deepen and enrich student learning experiences within and across disciplines. 

( 

6. Who will develop content-specific scope & sequence? 
Scope & sequence teams include representation from PreK-12 teachers within schools, school-based ( 
leadership, and central office departments. The administrative leadership includes the Deputy 
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Superintendent, Assistant Superintendents, Curriculum and Assessment, Equity and Family 
Involvement, Talented and Gifted, Professional Development, ESL!Dual Language 
Immersion/Bilingual, Special Education, and Student Services. 

7. How will MMSD establish content-specific scope & sequence? 
The above teams will engage in professional learning by collaborating so that a clear district direction 
is consistent to align the essential understandings, essential questions, knowledge, skills and level of 
knowledge and skills using the Common Core State Standards and the ACT College & Career 
Readiness Standards. The process will begin from grade 12 and "back-map" to kindergarten and 
PreK. The work will be housed in an electronic format called Eclipse. The will include 
professional development to learn about scope & sequence, and the process. 
Instructional timeframes will be included in all scope & sequences. 

8. How will MMSD coordinate the overall scope & sequence 
Central office, cross-departmental planning teams will meet 
development of scope & sequence across and within 
instructional program coherence. 

9. When will content-specific scope & sequence 
Scope & sequence learns for English/Language 
beginning of 2011-2012. 

by the 

Formalized opportunities to 
MMSD Program 

1yu'"Y" Arts/Literacy and 
~d~nr"" and social 

11. What tools and 
The following are 
scope & sec1uenr.<#'l 

that will be provided for the districtwide 

• Eclipse - eledr<oni' 
• Align 

• 

• Standards (SELS) 
• the Common Core with the ACT College & Career Readiness 

• Content (e.g. At/as of Science Literacy) 
• Scope & (in development) 
• Released days i coverage) 
• Extended employment for summer work 

School-based teams will have access to professional collaboration time and support from School 
Improvement Planning and REaL Grant funding. 

12. Will current curriculum, assessments, and benchmarks be aligned to the Common Core and 
ACT College & Career Readiness Standards? 
Exemplary courses and promising curricula and assessments that exist in MMSD will be considered. 
Current core courses and curriculum considered for the future will be measured against the ACT 
College & Career Readiness and Common Core Standards. 
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13. Will alignment of new curriculum, assessments and benchmarks to the College & Career (" 
Readiness Standards be used? 
This model offers a fresh start for some curricular and instructional renewal to the new Common Core 
and ACT College & Career Readiness Standards while implementing the Strategic Plan for increased 
rigor. 

14. Will core curriculum be consistent in all classrooms by grade level? 
Eventually, the essential understandings, essential questions, knowledge and skill level expectations 
will be consistent in all classrooms and by grade level districtwide. 

15. In elementary schools will multi-age curriculum rotation be1corn' 
For full alignment and to address the mobility of students in 
aligned districtwide. A plan for consistent AlB rotation will be 

16. Will common curricula, curricular materials, core 
Ideally. The MMSD Program Evaluation Protocol and 
Board of Education implies that consistent curricula 
Recommendations are also explicit on this topic. 
Plan, we are asking all four high schools to 
core texts, and assessments to the Superintendent. 

17. Will some common units be taught 
Sequential units with assessments can 
Mobility issues are addressed and 
school-based and district staff will ""t·""'';' 
(Eclipse) for consistency. 

18. Will all schools offer 
grade level at 9'" 

become aligned? 
by the 

Force 

by the planning team. 
is complete. Several 

an electronic template 

for graduation in the same 

In order to prc>vicle 
expectations, a 

understandings, knowledge and skill level 
for graduation will be reviewed. 

eatJen,ce. fea1Ch1ars will be able to effectively differentiate in order 
Eclipse will eventually house tools and resources to 

sequence of courses? 
College & Career Readiness Plan, the majority of students will 

of courses with similar essential understandings. However, this plan 
choosing other learning options to gain required credits for graduation. 

21. Is the goal to PreK-8, or PreK-12 alignment? 
The goal is to have PreK-12. A core characteristic of the most effective schools is that they 
have instructional program coherence. All schools will align to a PreK-12 program of instruction over 
time as a result of the development of scope & sequence and the program review and evaluation 
process. 

22. Will curriculum sequential units be defined and consistent across classrooms and schools? 
Scope and sequence includes appropriate time elements (ie: in 2"• grade learning how to tell time will 
be a lesson covered within the unit taught in October). Without time markers, a scope and sequence 
has jeopardized accountability, ability to integrate units, and implement cross-disciplinary 
connections. 
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23. Will accountability for teachers and administrators/principals to follow and adhere to a scope 
& sequence be incorporated into report cards, evaluations, department goals, etc.? 
This is a district core systems response to closing the achievement gap and ensuring all students 
receive a research-based, high quality, rigorous, college and career ready education regardless of the 
school they attend in MMSD. Processes have not been developed to answer accountability of this 
non-negotiable. 

24. Should a comprehensive plan, including research base, outcomes by year, cost and 
implications be written and reviewed prior to beginning this work? 
Administrators from various departments are in the process of develooina 
information for consideration. 

25. Who is responsible for developing such a plan? 
District Executive Directors, Directors, Assistant Superint~>nrl•>n 
responsible for developing an initial draft action plan to begin 

26. Will the alignment process have implications on 
Some issues may arise as a result of alignin11g~~~:~~~~ 
all teacher positions and certification are in a· 
teacher certification criteria. 

27. Will conversation with the union be 
Dialogue with the union may include: 
planning time, team time, ongoing 
(curriculum, assessments, technology), 

(PCT), research base, 
curriculum skills 

,t,.hilitv for student learning 

29. 

through curricular alignment and progress 

• 

• 

• 

add 

fjfCiJmmLmi<:atiion will occur 
>n>Jag!e in 6-12 dialogue for transition 

engage in K-8 dialogue for transition 
continuity of instructional coherence 

with stakeholder input, how might concerns be 

The plan 
components 
the following 

professional development, collaboration and evaluation as 
pr<>ce•ss. In addition, school-based plans will also include making sure 

• A ouJ<neo vision to eliminate confusion 
• A professional development to assure new skill development to eliminate 

anxiety 
• Availability of necessary resources (e.g. sub release time) and redeployment of 

resources to eliminate inefficiencies (ordering in large quantities has cost benefits) 
• Utilize incentives to the change process to eliminate gradual change, and 
• District Action Plan to eliminate false starts. 

References: 
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Daniel A. Nerad, Superintendent of Schools 

DATE: March 9, 2011 

TO: Board of Education 

FROM: Daniel A. Nerad, Superintendent 

RE: The Ideal MMSD Graduate 

I. Introduction 

A. Title/topic: The Ideal MMSD Graduate 

B. Presenter/contact person: 
Phil Hubble, Program Support for School Counselors 

C. Background information: 
The Strategic Plan calls for the district to define the ideal graduate. During the 
first semester of 2010-11, members of the MMSD staff, current students, and 
parents of current students were asked to respond to the question, "What should 
the ideal MMSD graduate know and be able to do?" This presentation is a 
summary of the responses from all groups. 

D. BOE action requested: None at this time. 

11. Summary of Current Information 

A. Provide summary: 

The first attachment is a chart showing how the titles of various outcome areas 
defined for the ideal MMSD graduate in the Strategic Plan were modified to allow 
them to more closely match terms used in various programs and initiatives currently 
under way in the district. This enables staff to see more clearly the relationship 
between the Strategic Plan and programs and initiatives in which they already are 
involved. 

The second attachment is a general summary of the information collected from 
interviews of MMSD staff, current students, and parents of current students in 
answer to the question, "What should the ideal MMSD graduate know and be able 
to do?" Responses are grouped by the outcome area to which they are related. 

B. Recommendations and/or alternative recommendation(s): N/A 

C. Link to supporting detail: N/A 
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Ill. Implications 

A. Budget: N/A 

B. Strategic Plan: 

This represents Action Step 1 in the Student Action Plan-Achievement for All 
Students. Action Step 1 calls for defining successful MMSD graduate outcomes 
in five areas, which have been renamed and modified into four areas that more 
clearly align with work currently underway in the district. 

C. Equity Plan: 

All Action Steps in the Student Action Plan aim to provide appropriate support for 
each student so that the student reaches his/her highest potential. The general 
definition of the ideal MMSD graduate in Action Step 1 calls for specific 
responses by the district in Actions Steps 2-6. These more specific responses 
will be related to the Equity Plan as district staff ensure that the responses are 
developed in a manner that is culturally relevant. 

D. Implications for other aspects of the organization: 

( 

By itself the general definition of successful outcomes for the ideal MMSD 
graduate has no implication for other aspects of the organization. However as 
Actions Steps 2-6 are undertaken, we expect that both general and specific ( 
implications for all aspects of the district's operation will become evident. 

IV. Supporting Documentation 

A. Existing: "Ideal MMSD Graduate-Responses from Various Groups", an Excel chart 
listing the responses from the various groups by outcome areas. 

B. In preparation: A narrative explanation of the process used to obtain responses to 
the question 'What should the Ideal MMSD graduate know and be able to do?" and 
of the responses in each outcome area. 

( 



The Ideal MMSD Graduate: Summary Statement 

"''"-.. '-=---~-~~,--_""-' 
··-~·-···-------.. -

vVhen asked to define the ideal MMSD graduate, staff, students, and parents/guardians responded 
that the idea graduate ... 

1. (Academic Achievement) ... has successfully completed a comprehensive education which 
includes 

a. completion of all courses required for graduation, 
b. completion of courses in World Languages, Fine Arts, and Career and Technical 

Education, 
c. participation in appropriate educational activities in the community. 

2. (Social/Emotional Wellness) ... possesses the skills necessary to be in charge of his/her own 
life, which include 

a. competence in daily-living tasks such as housekeeping and food preparation, 
b. maintenance of healthy personal relationships, 
c. ability to interact successfully in diverse situations with people from diverse 

backgrounds, 
d. development and management of a personal-wellness plan that encompasses both 

physical and mental health, 
e. development and management of a personal-finance plan, 
f. efficiency and effectiveness in the use of computers and other technology. 

3. (Post-High-School Planning) ... is prepared for appropriate post-high-school options, as 
evidenced by 

a. development and management of a career plan in which he/she identifies options 
matching his/her personal qualities with the realities of the world of work, 

b. appropriate preparation for successful entry into and completion of the post-high-school 
training/education required for the career option(s) which interest him/her most, 

4. (Community Involvement) ... understands democracy and the U.S. system of government, and 
is aware of the importance of personally taking an active part in both by 

a. being involved in community service, 
b. staying informed regarding social and political issues, 
c. voting regularly in local, state, and federal elections 

5. (Community Involvement) ... comprehends that the U.S. is part of the larger global society, as 
evidenced by 

a. being aware of global issues, 
b. demonstration of knowledge about and acceptance of other cultures and the ways in 

which they approach life. 
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Ideal MMSD Graduate: Outcome Areas 
"Original Title" refers to the title used in the MMSD Strategic Plan for one area of the Ideal MMSD Graduate. 
"Modified Title" refers to a title given to that area which matches programs or initiatives currently in operation 
within the district. The modifications assist district staff in seeing the connection between the Strategic Plan and 
these current programs or initiatives. 

Content knowledae 
Civic-minded skills 
Life-enriching skills 

Social-emotional 
skills 

Career awareness 

Academic Achievement 
Communitv Involvement 

Social/Emotional 
Well ness 

Post-High-School 
Plannin 

AA 
Cl 

SEW 

pp 
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BOE 
Pre K Scope and Sequence: 

SUMMER SCHOOL: 

Rationale and Vision 

The role of Early and Extended Learning is critical to closing the achievement gap and 
preparing all students for the 21'1 Century. Research tells us that over 50% of the achievement 
gap between lower and higher income students is directly related to unequal learning 
opportunities over the summer (Alexander et al., 2007). Extended Learning Summer School 
(ELSS) is a valuable time for students to receive extra practice and learning in academic areas 
for accelerated learning (remediation) or to receive enrichment opportunities. The following are 
examples of the role that Extended Learning plays in the MMSD Strategic Plan to close the 
achievement gap: ( 1) increase student participation in advanced placement classes by 
providing early and extended learning opportunities, (2) provide increased time and opportunity 
for Response to Intervention (RTI), (3) increase post-secondary transition outcomes for students 
through extended supported employment, (4) increase high school credit attainment and 
graduation rates, (5) increase student scores at the proficient level on standards based grades 
and indirectly make a positive impact on student climate surveys, (6) use extended learning as a 
time to recruit new teachers and administrators, particularly those with diverse race and cultural 
backgrounds. Early and Extended Learning opportunities play a critical role in preparing and 
providing additional practices to learn these key skills for school success and engagement 
within the MMSD strategic plan (Dede, 2008). 

The vision for ELSS is to increase achievement for all students by providing extended learning, 
effective interventions, and enrichment opportunities (Cooper, 1996). The morning program 
would be at neighborhood schools and include a healthy breakfast and lunch with highly 
qualified teachers offering accelerated and engaging instruction in small class settings to 
prevent academic skill loss. In the afternoon, high interest recreational and enrichment activities 
(e.g., MSCR) would be provided to enhance engagement (Downey et. al., 2004; Duffett et. al., 
2004). Summer school would be similar to the school year with academic offerings EC-12 for 
acceleration, enrichment, ESY, integrated employment support, and on-line learning. Research 
based practices and interventions would be utilized to increase opportunities for learning and to 
enhance student achievement across the district (Odden & Archibald, 2008). Students with 
disabilities and English Language Learners would have access to core curriculum via Universal 
Design for Learning (UDL) along with non-disabled peers. 

The ELSS should be open to all students, especially those with few summer options. Students 
would be identified in three ways: (1) flagged due to academic low performance or retention, (2) 
have an ESY IEP, and (3) interest and application for enrichment. Summer school offerings for 
students who struggle would consist of acceleration, credit recovery and extra time to learn 
specific content area(s). Higher achieving students would have opportunities for enrichment 
with curriculum appropriately differentiated to provide rigor. The goal of summer school for all 
students would be to prevent learning losses over the summer, while also increasing academic 
skills to prepare students for the next instructional level. 

The following would be indicators to measure the success of the district's summer school 
program: (1) standards-based summer school report cards, (2) summer attendance, (3) 
increased student academic achievement as measured by the WKCE, ACT, etc. (4), increased 
participation in MSCR programs, (5) summer school survey data, (6) over time decreased rate 
of referrals for special education and increased use of RTI, (7) and progress monitoring system 
data (e.g., MAP, EPAS). 



Vision Summary 
• Inclusive programming for special education and English Language Learners (ELLs) 
• Similar to the regular school year, 5th quarter of instruction ( 
• UDL and differentiation along with behavioral support into the general classroom 
• Identify student groups who have been denied access to ELSS (e.g., students with ME 

grade) 
• Ensure high quality instruction and programming 
• Increase Play and Learn and K-Ready 
• Increase enrichment options 

2010 Enrollment K-8 
• Academic: 2,600 students 
• Enrichment: 600 

2011 Enrollment K-8 Protection 
• Academic: 3,400 
• Enrichment: 800 

Dates/Schedule (K-8) 
• 5 days per week; June 20-July 29, 2011; 6 weeks 
• Daily: 8:00-12:00 classroom academics (math, literacy, PBS) and enrichment; 

12:00-4:00 lunch and MSCR academic programming 
• Schedule Notes: Can count 4.5 hours per day per student for reimbursement at .4 

Service Delivery 
• Students with disabilities who receive ESY and those without ESY services would be (. 

served by special education teachers or SEAs integrated into regular education classes 
whenever possible. Curriculum would be differentiated for students and team taught. 

• English Language Learners (Ells) who receive ESL services would be integrated into 
classrooms with BRS and ESUBRT support. Curriculum would be differentiated for 
students and team taught. 

• Support for the service delivery model would come from PBS course/infusion and coach 
along with PST and PBST in some cases, along with each class starting with morning 
meetings on behavior expectations and foreshadowing activities for the day from 
Responsive Classrooms and Developmental Designs. PBS levels of support are the 
following: 
Tier I. PBS homeroom or infused in math and literacy 
Tier II. Intervention group of students 
Tier Ill. Special Education and PBST targeted support 

• Professional development would be needed for PBS and effects of trauma on classroom 
learning 

High Impact Options K-8 with Increased Projections 
1. If we drop ME in K-5, there would be 350 more students invited to ELSS (* grade at 

middle school is not an issue) 

2. Behavior criteria- 467 students in 2010 qualified for ELSS, but had behavior issues and 
were not invited to attend 

3. Intensive reading interventions 
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4. ESL/Bilingual and Dual Language Immersion (DLI) projections based on removing 
English language criteria and oral proficiency requirements 
• ESL!Bilingual = additional 125 invited to ELSS 
• DLI = additional 134 invited to ELSS 

5. Enrichment- increase offerings, provide consistency across city and at each ELSS site 

6. Promotion -increase awareness for special education students 

ELSS Outcomes 
1. Decrease achievement gap 
2. Increase RTI practices 
3. Increase enrichment offerings at under-served sites 
4. Increase academic offerings for students who have not participated in the past 
5. Integrate programs more to include English Language Learners and students with 

disabilities 
6. Increase student academic achievement (e.g., grades) 
7. Increase the number of schools that meet annual yearly progress (AYP) under no child 

left behind based on academic achievement tests (e.g., WKCE, ACT, elementary 
reading assessment, Diebels) 

8. Decreased referrals to special education 
9. Enable school to reach School Improvement Plan (SIP) goals 

Measuring the Effectiveness of ELSS 
1. Student grades for summer school 
2. Pre- and post-test data 
3. Student Attendance data 
4. Student take the MAP assessment for grades 3-8 and the EPAS for grades K-2 
5. Standardized test scores for ACT, WKCE, Reading, Kindergarten screener 
6. Inclusion data for the number of students with disabilities and English Language 

Learners who are included in the general classroom 
7. Attainment of strategic plan goals based on global district data 

Considerations for New Model: 
1. Budget options for increase based on different student enrollment increases 

2. Instructional Resource Teachers (IRTs) + Program Support Teacher (PST) consult to 
sites fund to be available 

3. Bilingual Resource Specialists (BRS) and Positive Behavior Interventions and Supports 
(PBS) coaches to implement model, and Positive Behavior Support Team (PBST) 
support and consultation for students. 

4. With increased sites (up to two, one each side of city (e.g., East/West)), increased 
administrative interns 

5. Professional development needs for co-teaching, collaboration, differentiation, and PBS, 
UDL, etc. Utilize trained PBS coaches. 

6. Need schedule to rotate school sites in order to provide one year off for a school. 

7. More beneficial to pay teachers more, recruit MMSD teachers vs. adding more PO days 
and funds. 
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8. Offer PBS as part of course content in literacy and math 

9. Enrichment: students who are recommended to attend ELSS can also attend an 
enrichment course before lunch if student is only taking math or literacy. Student/Parent 
can select top 3 enrichment offerings. If student's behavior is problematic during the 
enrichment 3-week session, the student will be moved to a PBS course for the 
remainder of that 3-week session. That student will get a fresh start in an enrichment 
class for the znd three weeks. Students who are not recommended for ELSS can still 
sign up through MSCR and take enrichment courses. 
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SATURDAY SCHOOL 

Rationale: 
The role of extended learning, Saturday programming is critical to closing the achievement gap 
and preparing all students for the 21st Century. Research indicates that over 50% of the 
achievement gap between lower and higher income students is directly related to unequal 
learning opportunities over the summer and weekends (Alexander et al., 2007). Weekend 
structured programs provide a valuable time for students to receive extra practice and learning 
in academic areas for accelerated learning and to receive enrichment opportunities. 

Goal: 
Provide an extended learning opportunity in primarily literacy and second math for students at 
schools who based on grades are not being successful in literacy for math. 

This would be a formalized strategy to be used by schools that have not met AYP. This 
Saturday school concept is call ESET, extended Saturday enrichment and tutoring, provided 
during times when students have few opportunities on the weekends, such as during the winter 
months. The ESET program would allow students to access four hours of structured 
enrichment and tutoring in some cases at their home school. 

Program Description: 
Student selection: 
students who are most in need and meet criteria in literacy and math would be invited to 
participate, but the program would be limited to 200 students in grades 5K-51h. If more than 200 
students apply, a lottery would be held. 

Some students due to academic or behavioral concern may be recommended by the principal to 
attend the program with parent support. 

Schedule: 
The program would run from January 301h-May 301h; 8:15-11:30 AM with breakfast provided at 
8:15 and lunch at 11:15. The Saturday School schedule would consist of the following: 

• 1 hour of literacy tutoring and instruction using afterschool CRESST report 
curriculum and "Mif' (if appropriate) 

• 1 hour math tutoring and afterschool CRESST report curriculum 
• 1 hour of positive behavior support (PBS) curriculum and enrichment 

activities consisting of student choice of art, gym time, read a book, and educational 
games and academic project based learning 

• 1 hour for breakfast and lunch 

Staff: 
Could consist of school teachers, assistants, MSCR staff and out of district staff if needed. 

Administrators at the sites could consist of interns similar to those used in summer school with 
one floating administrator or if sites have 200 students have an intern and also an administrator. 

Program Organization: 
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The district would have Hubs in each attendance area, however this year 2011 start with just 
one site at Leopold with the following site for 2012: 

a) West-Leopold (would be the first pilot site for consideration in 2011 with students 5K-51
h ( 

from Leopold, Lincoln and Midvale) 
b) Memoriai-Falk 
c) LaFollette-Giendale 
d) East- Emerson 

Outcomes: 
Increased academic achievement for attending students in the areas of literacy and math skills 
along with school behavior and study skills. The program will enable students to gain extra 
skills during the weekend in order to receive additional instruction and practice on core 
curriculum areas of math, literacy and positive behavior. 

Outcomes of the program would be provide additional time for RTI and reduce the achievement 
gap by offering both enrichment and additional learning time. Student academic levels will be 
measured by pre and post assessments using the Epas system. Students would start the 
program with a pre assessment to measure baseline skills, then students would be provided 
with a post test in May. Also, student grades would be reviewed to determine if grades 
increased in Math and literacy and school behavior. Participant and staff surveys would be 
completed along with monthly site walk through checklist to ensure program fidelity. Extended 
Learning opportunities like Saturday programs play a critical role in preparing and providing 
additional practices to learn these key skills for school success and engagement within the 
MMSD strategic plan (Dede, 2008). 

Outcome Data Tracked: 
Student who participate in the program will have grade tracking in literacy and math to measure 
achievement gains. 

Timeline: 
This project would start with one school site (Leopold) and be replicated to the 3 other schools 
attendance area sites the following year in 2012. 
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PRE-KINDERGARTEN OPTIONS: 

The Department of Early & Extended Learning has developed a Pre-Kindergarten Opportunities 
Guide for parents, which is available on the Early & Extended Learning web site in English and 
Spanish: 

http://deelweb. madison. k12. wi. us/files/deei/PreK Opportunities Directorv. pdf 

The Pre-Kindergarten Opportunities Guide is also provided to parents in a hard copy form at 
Child Find screening sessions, informational meetings and other venues see attached for actual 
guide. 
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AFTERSCHOOL MSCR ACADEMIC INFUSION AND ENRICHMENT 

Primary Goals 
• Extend student academic support beyond the school day, into after school hours, to 

increase student achievement and success in math and literacy 
• Provide students with opportunities for learning and growth in self-direction, self

confidence, personal responsibility, building relationships, and leadership 
• Provide after school staff members with quality lesson plans, activities, curriculum, and 

related materials, in an organized and sustainable manner (creation of MSCR After 
School Tool Kit), to support achievement of Goal 1 

Curricular Resources 

CRESST/SEDL Resource 
• Use as a framework to build programming 
• Linked to CLC grants 
• MSCR After School staff have received training through CLC grant/DPI previously; 

specific training available 
• MSCR currently has books/materials 

Math Resources 
• MMSD Elementary Math Notebook Games 
• Math Games (recommended list obtained from MMSD math resource teachers)

standard list provided to each after school site 

( 

• Multicultural Math Games and Activities by Claudia Zaslavsky (under review for possible 
purchase) 

• Spatial Temporal Math computer program pilot (fall2011) ( 
• Math Is Fun (MIF) program, developed by MMSD staff 

Literacy Resources 
• Book bags (from school day to after school) 
• Writing notebooks 
• Literacy Games (recommended list obtained from MMSD literacy resource teachers)

standard list provided to each after school site 
• **Additional consideration- Reader's Theatre 

Professional Development: 

All MSCR Staff 
• CRESST/SEDL Resource training- (Jan/Feb/Mar 2011) 
• Math content training -lnterventionists/IRTs (Spring 2011) 
• Literacy content training -lnterventionists/IRTs (Spring 2011) 
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After School Plan Timeline: 

Principal Meetings 
• January 12, 2011 -review current after school programming in district/inventory/problem 

solving 
• February 9, 2011- share overall MSCR after school plan for student support and 

professional development with ten existing MSCR academic sites and other interested 
sites 

Creation of MSCR After School Tool Kit 
• December/January/February 

o CRESST/SEDL Resource Essentials 
o Math - MMSD Notebook games, MMSD staff approved board games, multicultural 
curriculum, Math Is Fun (MIF), Spatial/Temporal Math pilot (Fall 2011) 
o Literacy- components of plan: leveled book bags, writing notebooks, literacy 
games. **Additional consideration- Reader's Theatre 

Professional Development Plan 
• All MSCR staff attend CRESST/SEDL Resource training (Jan/Feb/Mar 2011) 
• Math content focus- IRT!Interventionists (Spring 2011) 
• Literacy content focus- IRT!Interventionists (Spring 2011) 
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545 West Dayton St. • Madison, Wisconsin 53703-1995 • www.mmsd.org 

Daniel A. Nerad, Superintendent of Schools 

March 21, 2011 

TO: Board of Education 

FROM: Daniel A. Nerad, Superintendent 

RE: Individualized Learning Plan 

I. Introduction 
A. Title/topic- ILP (Individualized Learning Plan) 

B. Presenter/contact person - Pam Nash and Kolleen Onsrud 

C. Background information- The Individual Learning Plans (ILP) K-12: The Strategic 
Plan action steps identify ILPs for all grade levels. Elementary ILPs began in fall, 2010 
as an action item in the Strategic Plan to provide parents and students with year-long 
goals to support college and career readiness thinking at the very beginning of one's 
education. The concept is, "What should be the goal/s for my child this year?" Results of 
first year ILP implementation survey to parents and teachers indicated that teachers 
have less satisfaction of the benefits of the ILP and some have chosen not to implement 
the new initiative. Parents however found the tool beneficial to understanding the 
direction of their child for that grade. A committee has been formed (K-5) to make 
recommendations for better implementation of the process and accountability in the 
future. 

Career Cruising: All middle and high schools will adopt the gth grade Career Cruising 
Individual Learning Plan in spring, 2011. The district goal is to begin in 61

h grade at the 
middle schools and additional high school grade levels, following the gth grade 
implementation process, as the professional development becomes available for staff 
and students. 

D. BOE action requested- Information only 

II. Summary of Current Information 
A. Provide summary- Summary of the Individualized Learning Plan 

(As prepared by the ILP steering committee) 

GOAL: Success for all MMSD students and teachers. 
Success is defined as the achievement of something desired and planned. 
As a steering committee, our desire and plan is to promote a strategic 
hub of principles, learning standards, skills and activities that connect, support and 
sustain all students and school professionals, in order to maximize students' K-12 
success and help them and school staff identify and achieve their personal, civic and 
work aspirations. 



Our conclusions and, therefore, our starting points: 

J> The Madison community has expectations for schools to offer customized learning 
experiences and personalized educational programming. 

J> Individualized Learning Plans are "shovel-ready" tools by which the district can 
accomplish much of its strategic plan. 

J> Individualized Learning Plans are at the hub of the district's REaL commitment to 
relationships, engagement and learning. 

J> The REaL commitment is readily sustained through ILPs. 

J> ILPs, with several other considerations, share the strategic hub of the district's vision 
for student and staff success. 

J> The ILP documents academic achievement, career awareness and education, and 
life-management skills-the whole child. 

J> The ILP is a school-wide process in which all staff plays a crucial part, since all staff 
are involved in educating the whole child. 

J> The ILP helps staff consider students in holistic terms, and it helps staff consider 
their courses in the larger context of preparation for life. 

Update: Recent Developments: 

Between September and November, 2010, MMSD became aware in more detail than we 
had been previously of a career-and-college-planning program called Career Cruising. 
Close examination of Career Cruising revealed that it provides much of what MMSD and 
WISCareers had been working to develop. District staff and WISCareers staff worked 
together in an attempt to speed up the development and implementation of our joint ILP, 
but it became apparent that the process would necessarily take more time than MMSD 
could afford to wait. Therefore the district decided to change software vendors. 

WISCareers will be available through the end of the 2010-2011 school year. Career 
Cruising is currently available as well. As of 2011-12, MMSD will use Career Cruising 
exclusively. 

Current Status: 

• Contacts have been identified for each middle school, high school, and secondary 
alternative program in the district (see "MMSD School/Program Contacts for Career 
Cruising"). 

• These contacts, or another staff member designated by the principal, will serve as 
the initial Career Cruising trainer for their school or program. With the exception of 
staff from four middle schools and all of the alternatives, these staff received training 
on 2/3/11 and will have an "open lab" follow-up session on 2/18/11. 
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• Career Cruising has been linked to Infinite Campus, and all students in grades 6-12 
have Career Cruising accounts. 

• A group of middle-school computer technology teachers and middle-school and high
school counselors have completed an initial draft of updates for the MMSD Grades 
6-12 Career Competencies by replacing WISCareers activities with Career Cruising 
activities. 

• The MMSD Strategic Plan calls for all freshmen to begin work on their ILP during the 
second semester of 2010-11. The same group of staff who updated the MMSD 
Career Competencies outlined a three-part process for high schools to use with 
freshmen this semester (see "91

h Grade ILP for Spring 201 0-11"). 

• This same group of staff suggested the initial configuration for the MMSD Portfolio 
Completion Standards, outlining the sections of the Career Cruising portfolio 
students are to complete in each grade. 

B. Recommendations- To continue to support the planning and implementation of the ILP 
and the Career Crusing Guidance system as a way to develop student portfolios and to 
track student achievement. 

C. Link to supporting detail- NA 

Ill. Implications 
A. Budget- None at this time. Money remains in budget to continue work with ILP 

steering team into the summer. 

B. Strategic Plan- Learning is enhanced when ... 
o Expectations for achievement are clear 
o Standards for performance are consistently high for all students 
o The educational process reinforces the joy of learning 
o The focus is child by child 
o Schools help focus student effort around a demanding, research-based curriculum 

C. Equity Plan- The equity plan identifies key factors needed to ensure equity for student 
success. These factors have provided insight into the development of the guiding 
principals and the process plan. 

D. Implications for other aspects of the organization- Continuation of roll out k-12. 
Planning needs to begin at each level in order to expand the usage and understanding 
of the I LP and its potential. 

IV. Supporting Documentation 

A. Activities for March-June, 2011 

B. ILP Portfolio Standards 
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Memorial students will present "What If You 
Could ... ?' to the Board of Educalion, middle- and 
high-school principals, principals of the alternative 

an Elementary-SchooiiLP Team to 
plan for designing and implementing 

appropriate ILP activities at grades K-5, beginning in the 

In March or April, MMSD will again work with Career Cruising to exchange data 
regarding high-school courses in preparation for MMSD's using the Course Planner 
module to ... 

• provide students with a real-time monitor of their graduation status. 
• enable students to complete a 4-year course plan 

using courses available in their high school, 
• enable students to select courses for the next school year in their ILP and 

have those course selections automatically transfer into Infinite Campus 

&April.11.doc 
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Career Cruising: School Portfolio Administration Tool https:/fwww.careercruising.com/school!PCSRegionDetailPrintah .. 

Portfolio Completion Standards 

Portfolio Completion Standards 
«Back ~ Print This Document 

Criteria Grade Level 

Career and Education Exploration 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 

Career Matchmaker Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

My Skills Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Ability Profiler Yes 

teaming Sty!es Inventory Yes 

other Assessments 
careers of Interest Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

-Minimum 1 1 3 3 3 3 3 

Career Selector Yes Yes Yes 

Schools of Interest Yes Yes 
-Minimum 3 3 

School Selector 

Financial Aid Selector 

Four Year Education Plan 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 

Education Plan: Grade 9 Yes 
~ M!nlmum credits 0.0 

Education Plan: Grade 10 Yes 

- Minimum creditS o.o 
Education Plan: Grade 11 Yes 

- Minimum credits 0.0 

Education Plan: Grade 12 Yes 

- Minlmum credits o.o 
Career Planning 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 

career Cluster I Pathway Selection Yes Yes Yes Yes 

career Planning Activities 

-Minimum 

Post-Secondary Plan Yes 

Career and Ufe Goals Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Activities and Abilities 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 

Extracurricular Activities Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

- Mlnlmum 1 1 1 1 2 3 3 

Hobbles & Interests Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

-Minimum 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 

Skills and Abilities Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
-Minimum 1 1 1 1 1 2 3 

Awards and Certificates 

Work Experience 

Volunteer Exper~ence 

- MJnlmum hours 

Annual Portfolio Development Activities 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 

Annual Portfolio Review 

Assignments & Activities 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 

Required Assignments & Activities 

1 ofl l/14/2011 5:33 Pl\1 
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Attachment I 

What Does It Take for the District Central Office to 
Operate as a learning Organization? 

Meredith I. Honig 

Many reformers suggest that urban district cen
tral offices would strengthen teaching and learning 
districtwide if they operated as "learning organiza
tions:' But what does it mean for a school district 
central office to operate as a learning organization? 
This article draws on research about learning theory 
and school district central offices to outline what 
central office ad.minlstrators' work might involve if 
their offices functioned as learning organizations. 
Practices, in broad terms, include: ( 1) engaging in 
intensive assistance relationships with schools around 
teaching and learning improvement, and (2) continu
ally using evidence from the assistance relationships 
and other sources to inform central office policies and 
practices that might strengthen teaching and learn
ing improvements more broadly. This article defines 
these activities with evidence from research, disCUS!'fS 
conditions that help or hinder these activities, and 
raises questions for practitioners to consider in the 
context of their own work. 

Introduction 

School district central office ad.minlstrators face un
precedented demands to strengthen teaching and learning 
for all students districtwide. These demands pose striking 
challenges, especially for school district central offices 

that histurically have focused mainly on operational not 
instructional issues and, following state and federal funding 
streams, on helping targeted groups of students reach basic 
ntinirnum standards not assisting all students in reaching 
high standards (Hightower, Knapp, Marsh, & McLaughlin, 
2002; Honig, 2006). Some educational reformers and re
searchers suggest that school district central offices would 
meet these demands if they operated as "learning organiza
tions." Such calls conjure up compelling images of centrlll. 
offices as dynamic organizations engaged in continuous 
improvement to address student and school needs and 
strengths. But what specifically do school district central 
offices do when they operate as learning organizations? 

This article draws on sociocultural and organizational 
learning theories to develop a research-based conceptual
ization of what central offices might do if they operated 
as "learning organizations." At, applied to district central 
offices, these theories suggest that, when districts operate 
as learning organizations, central office administrators 
engage in two broad types of activities. For one, a subset 
of central office administrators participates in direct, 
hands-on assistance relationships with schools around 
teaching and learning improvement. These relation
ships are a far cry from some forms of school coaching 
that have permeated school districts in recent years and 
involve the provision of particular types of supports for 
strengthening school-level professional practice, includ
ing: focusing school principals, teachers, and others on the 

Meredith I. Honig is Associate Professor of Educational Leadership and Policy Studies at the Uni:versity ofWashington, Seattle. Email 
mihonig@u. washington.edu. This article has been adapted with permission from the University of Chicago Press from the followmg 
publication: Honig, M.!. (2008). District central offices as learning organizations: How sociocultural and organizational learning 
theories elaborate district central office administrators' participation in teaching and learning improvement efforts. American Journal 
of Education, 114. Electronic copy published May 28, 2008. Many tli.anlcs to Irene Yoon for her assistance with the preparation of 
this version. 

23 



ERS Spectrum, Fall2009 

"joint work" of improving teaching and learning for all 
students; modeling professional practices consistent with 
such goals; developing and using tools, connecting prin
cipals to other principals, and brokering other resources 
all in support of teaching and learning improvement; and, 
throughout all those activities, engaging school principals 
and other school staff in challenging conversations about 
their own practice. 

Second, other central office administrators do not 
simply carry out their central office functions as they 
have always performed them; rather, they continually 
collect lessons learned (from the assistance relationships 
and from other sources) and use that evidence to ground 
their day-to-day decisions. In these ways, all the opera
tions of a central office become oriented to teaching and 
learning support. 

Research on Central Offices as Learning 
Organizations 

A number of organizations," reformers, and leaders 
have developed guides for districts on how to support 
dlstrlctwide teaching and learning improvements. These 
frameworks often stem from experience and good thinking 
about activities that seem consistent with strengthening 
teaching and learning for all students. Some are based on 
studies of districts that have posted dlstrictwide learning 
gains and on assumptions that the superintendents' major 
policy decisions during that period had something to do 
with the learning gains (e.g., S;rlpes, Doolittle, & Herlihy, 
2002; Togneri & Anderson, 2003 ). These frameworks often 
draw conclusions that make intuitive sense. For example, 
many call for stronger superintendent leadership and 
"coherent" or aligned instrnctional programs (e.g., Corco
ran, Fuhrman, & Belcher, 2001; Elmore & Burney, 1997; 
Murphy & Hallinger, 1988; Snipes et al., 2002; Togneri & 
Anderson, 2003 ). However, few of these frameworks rest 
on research that directly links central office activities to 
gains in teaching and learning or to creating conditions 
that might foster such outcomes. Furthermore, with very 
few exceptions (e.g., Agullard & Goughnour, 2006), these 
frameworks do not penetrate into central offices-beyond 
superintendents and formal school board or school district 
policies--to elaborate what central office administrators 
other than superintendents do when they participate in 
teaching and learning improvement efforts. Such omis
sions are particularly striking in the context of mid-sized 
to large urban districts where those other central office 
administrators number in at least the hundreds. 

To address these gaps in research, a small handful of 
researchers have begun to argue that when school district 
central offices create conditions that foster teaching and 
leam,ing improvements, their central office administra
tors engage in their work from a learning stance. Their 
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studies draw on theories of learning in social settings to 
elaborate what this means. Some of these researchers use 
strands of"socioculturallearning theory" as the basis for 
their work (e.g., Burch & Spillane, 2004; Hubbard, Mehan, 
& Stein, 2006). A few others rely on theories of" organi
zational learning" from the fields of administration and 
management (e.g., Hannaway, 1989; Honig, 2003, 2004). 
In reviewing these studies, I have found that each of these 
two theories sheds different light on how central office 
administrators might participate in improving teaching 
and learning. Accordingly, 1 have brought ideas from both 
theories together to elaborate a research-based picture of 
district central offices as learning organizations as involv
ing two broad sets of activities: engaging in particular 
kinds of assistance relationships with schools around 
teaching and learning improvement, mainly elaborated 
by sociochltural learning theory; and using evidence 
from those relationships and other sources to ground 
other central office decisions, activities mainly described 
in organizational learning theory. 
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Assistance Relationships for Teaching and 
Learning Improvement 

Studies using sociocultural learning theory show that, 
across a variety of organizations and workplace settings, 
people deepen and improve their practice when they 
engage with others in assistance relationships. Given the 
range of empirical and theoretical support for such rela
tionships, I hypothesize that school principals and teachers 
might improve their own practice and, in turn, teaching 
and learning within their schools if they were supported 
by school district central office administrators in such 
ongoing assistance relationships. 

Overall, in these relationships, new knowledge is not 
delivered from one person to another, such as when a 
district central office distributes information to a school 
principal regarding how they should comply with par
ticular forms of teacher evaluation or when a professional 
development session for principals mainly involves central 
office administrators telling principals how to implement a 
particular program. Rather, research on these relationships 
emphasize that people learn to improve their performance 
with particular work practice by engaging in those prac- . 
tices in real situations and receiving ongoing, real-time, 
·differentiated, and job-embedded supports for deepening 
their engagement. Some educators might distinguish this 
approach as "learning by doing" as opposed to, for ex
ample, a" sit and get" style of professional development. 

This research on learning moves beyond the gen
eral calls in many districts for more school coaching to 
elaborate specific features of assistance relationships that 
seem particularly powerful for improving various profes
sionals' (e.g., teachers' and principals') practice. Namely, 
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these relationships engage participants in deepening their 
ability to demonstrate a particular set of work practices. 
Theorists somethnes call these work practices "joint work" 
to reflect that the work practices are of value or becom· 
ing valuable to all participants and a broader community 
in which they participate. These relationships involve at 
least one participant who, in service of the joint work: 
models particular ways of acting and thinking consistent 
with the new work practices; develops and uses tools and 
brokers other resources to help participants deepen their 
engagement in the work practices; "legitimizes peripheral 
participation" or recognizes that all participants are on a 
trajectory toward improving their performance and creates 
meaningful opportonities for all to participate in the joint 
work, however novice they may be; and creates various 
social opportunities for participants to grapple with new 
forms of work practice alongside others. These ideas are 
elaborated in the following subsections. 

Supporting Engagement in "Joint Work" 

«Joint work)" a "joint enterprise,)) or an "authentic 
situation" is at the heart oflearulng assistance relation
ships (Brown, Collins, & Duguid 1989; Rogoff, 1994; 
Rogoff, Baker-Sennett, Lacasa, & Goldsmith, 1995; Wenger, 
1998). Joint workrefers to activities that participants and 
members of their broader community value. Thus, joint 
work typically is not a focus imposed on someone, such 
as when a district requires all elementary schools to adopt 
a particular reading program. Rather, ">hat form of joint 
work should anchor the assistance relationship emerges 
through participants' negotiations about how they want 
to anchor their own activities and goals. Through such 
negotiations participants come to understand, value, and 
dedicate themselves to engaging in the new work practices 
at the heart of the joint work. 

Research on school districts generally reinforces the 
importance of joint work by negative e>:ample. For e>:
arnple, Finnigan and O'Day (2003) showed how top-down 
central office mandates for schools to work with external 
organizations tended to yield disappointing results, in 
part, when such mandates falled to provide an opportu
nity for schools to participate in choosing their rnernal 
partoer or the focus of their work with the partoer.Jv; a 
positive example, my colleagues and I have observed how 
spme district central offices have dedicated central office 
admiulstrators to work with school principals one-on-one 
and in netwo>ks of multiple principals to improve their 
instructional leadership practice. When we associated their 
work with such improvements, the central office admiuls
trators initiated their assistance relationships with school 
principals by engaging each one in a series of challenging 
conversations using various data and other evidence to 
help principals make sense of why they should focus their 
own efforts on improving and otherwise valuing their own 

instructional leadership practice. Furthermore, several 
central office administrators worked with their principals 
to identify a specific problem or practice to anchor their 
efforts to improve their instructional leadership over the 
course of the academic year. Such efforts seem consistent 
with the concept of focusing on joint work because the 
efforts aimed to focus the assistance relationship on issues 
that the principals and the central office administrators 
jointly valued and took responsible for engaging (Honig, 
Copland, Lorton, Rainey, & Newton, n_d; Honig, Lorton. 
& Copland, in press). 

Modeling 

Participants in assistance relationships help deepen 
others' engagement in particular forms of joint work by 
modeling or demonstrating how to think and act in ways 
consistent with those work practices (Brown & Campione, 
1994; Tharp & Gallimore, 1991). When individuals have 
access to models, they are able to develop mental images of 
particular work practices prior to trying to e>:ecute them 
and on which they can call when they are in situations 
absent live models (Collins, Brown, & Hollum, 2003; see 
also Lave, 1996). 

Models are particularly powerful supports for learulng 
when participants in the assistance relationships-either 
the modelers or the others--employmetacognitive strate· 
gies of bringing "thinking to the surface" and of making 
thinking "visible" (Collins et al., 2003, p. 3; see also Lee, 
2001). Such strategies involve calling participants' at· 
tention to the fact that a practice is being modeled, to 
increase their chance of noticing the modeL Metacogultive 
strategies also include the engagement of participants in 
dialogue about what is being modeled and why a particular 
practice is being modeled in a certain way. Learulng re
searchers have demonstrated that such efforts to clarify not 
only "the what" but also "the why" of particular activities 
enable deeper engagement in those activities than would 
be possible otherwise. 

1v; one =pie of modeling usingmetacogultive strat
egies; my colleague and I chronicled how a facilitator of a 
professional development session led school principals and 
central office administrators in establishing norms t6 guide 
participants' engagement in the session (Honig & Ikernoto, 
2008). During the process, the facilitator repeatedly re
flected back to participants that she was engaging them in 
norm-setting (Le., she called participants' attention to the 
practice she was modeling) because up-front agreements 
about norms can help facilitate the kinds of direct, honest, 
and somethnes difficult dialogue that analyzing profes· 
sional practice requires; and that such strategies might 
be useful in future professional development sessions the 
central officers and school principals might run (Le., she 
shared her rationale for modeling particular activities). 
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According to sociocultural learning theory, by making 
her think about norm-setting explicit, the facilitator was 
providing a more powerful model of how the participat
ing administrators might engage in group norm-setting 
themselves than if she had simply led participants through 
norm-setting absent such metacognitive comments. Like
wise, Angullard et al. (200i) have shown how sometimes 
teaching and learning improvement efforts produce dis
appointing results when district central office and school 
leaders operate with different underlying logics, theories, 
or rationales for particular reform approaches. Through 
metacognitive strategies, reform participants make such 
underlying assumptions explicit and help various profes
sionals work together more effectively than they would if 
they left such assumptions unspoken. 

Particularly powerful forms of modeling are also recip
rocaL When modeling is reciprocal, the modeler carefully 
analyzes his or her engagements with others, and uses 
those analyses to transform their own participation (Tharp 
& Gallimore, 199l;Wenger, 1998). Such reciprocity infuses 
the relationship with value and legitimacy by demonstrat
ing for participants that the relationship is important not 
only for, in this case, school staffs' learning, but central 
office administrators' learning as well. 

Developing Tools 

A.<;sistance relationships involve not only people, but 
also materials that learning theorists call "tools" or "arti
facts." Some district leaders and researchers use thelahels 
"tools" and "artifacts" to refer to any printed materials. 
But sociocultural learning theory specifies that tools are 
particular kinds of materials-those that carry ideas and 
prompt action in ways that intentionally aim to leverage 
changes in how people think and what they do, as well 
as what they should not think or do (Wenger, 1998). In 
the process, tools do not simply prescribe what individu
als should think or do but prompt tool users to grapple 
with what ways of thinking and acting might contribute 
to particular goals and, ultimately, guide how they actu
allythink and act (Barley, 1986; Brown & Duguid, 1991). 
Such sense-making processes seem particularly important 
in many district settings where complex challenges of 
strengthening teaching and learning generally have defied 
prescription (e.g., Elmore, 1983; Shulman, 1983; see also 
Alexrod & Cohen, 2000). 

All tools prompt thinking and action, but different 
tools may foreground either thinking or action to leverage 
changes in both. Conceptual tools emphasize engaging 
people in particular ideas to shift their thinking as a way 
to influence both their thinking and their actions. Practical 
tools foreground engaging people in particular actions as a 
primary strategy for influencing both thinking and acting 
(e.g., Wenger, 1998). 
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As an example of a conceptual tool, the Institute for . 
Learning (IFL), mentioned earlier, bas developed the 
Principles of Learning-nine statements ofwbatpowerfnl 
teaching and learning for all students involves. The IFL 
aims to engage district leaders in making sense of what 
these ideas mean and, in the process, to influence both 
their thinking about districtwide teaching and learning 
improvements and what actions might influence it in their 
settings (Honig & Ikemoto, 2006, 2008). As an example 
of a practical tool, leaders in New York City's Commu
nity School District #2 developed a protocol that district 
leaders in partnership with the lFL later elaborated as 
the "Learning Walk." The LearningWalk protocol gnides 
principals and central office administrators through a 
process of observing classrooms and engaging each other 
and teachers in dialogue about their practice and how to 
improve it. By prompting particular actions, the Learn
ing Walk aims to influence what people do as a strategy 
for also influencing how they think about teaching and 
learning improvements. Researchers have linked modest 
improvements in district capacity for supporting high
quality teaching and learning, in part, to these kinds of 
conceptual and practical tools (Hubbard et al., 2006). 

Brokering!Boundary Spanning 

Various other materials besides tools also support 
participants' engagement in assistance relationships that 
help deepen their professional practice. Accordingly, such 
assistance relationships are greatly enhanced when one 
or more participants engages in brokering or boundary 
spanning-strategically bringing new ideas, understand
ings, and other resources into the assistance relationships 
that may help participants realize their goals (Wenger, 
1998). Importantly, brokers do not simply pass on those 
resources; they translate them into forms participants 
may be particularly likely to use to inform their own 
practice (Aldrich & Herker, 1977; Cobb & Bowers,l999; 
Dollinger, 1984; Tushman, 1977;Tushman&Katz, 1980). 
Likewise, they do not always bring resources into the as
sistance relationships but also sometimes selectively keep 
external resources or demands out of the relationship (an 
activity sometimes called "buffering"), also to advance the 
relationships' goals. 

For example, I have demonstrated how district admin
istrators in the context of school-community partnerships 
and small autonomous schools initiatives operated as 
boundary spanners between central offices and schools 
(Honig, 2006, 2009).ln such boundary positions, central 
office administrators helped deepen school-level practice 
in part by linking schools and external resources including 
other central office administrators in ways that fed new 
resources into schools. These central office administra
tors did not simply pass on new resources but helped 
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Depending on the size of the central office and how 
differentiated the central office staff, the practice of other 
central office administrators may vary widely. However, 
theories of organizational learning from experience suggest 
that across learning organizations, however differentiated 
the work of the subunits, organizational members engage 
in a set of common activities related to the use of evidence 
from experience: they systematically search for evidence 
from experience to inform their operations and continu
ally grapple with whether and how to use that evidence to 
ground changes in their formal and informal policies and 
practices (Fiol & Lyles, 1985; Huber, 1991; Levitt & March, 
1988). In school district terms, a central office operates 
as a learning organization then, not only when it engages 
in central office-school assistance relationships. Central 
offices operate as learning organizations also when other 
central office administrators search for evidence from the 
assistance relationships and other sources to ground the 
ongoing development or reform of central office policy 
and practice to support the assistance relationships and 
teaching and learning improvement more broadly. 

For example, in an urban district in which I am cur
rently conducting research, central office administrators 
·engaged in assistance relationships found that particular 
features of the district's online budget systerll hampered 
school principals' ability to dlrect certain funds toward 
their school-improvement plaos. Organizational learn
ing theory suggests that if their central office operated as 
a learning organization, central office administrators in 
the budget office would be searching for such information 
about conditions that help or hinder school improvement 
and exploring how to use that information to reform their 
budget system. 

Such evidence-use processes involve three distinct ac
tivities: searching for relevant evidence, incorporating (or 
intentionally not incorporating) that evidence into central 
office policy and practice, and retrieving or continually 
using the new policies and practices to ground ongoing 
central office operations. Processes of social sense-making 
are fundamental to all three. 

Search, Encoding, Retrieval, & Sense-Making 

Search, also called exploration, refers to activities 
by which organizational members such as central of
fice administrators scan their environments for various 
forms of evidence they might use to inform what they 
do (Levitt & March, 1988). Search strategies include 
bringing in ideas, images, data, or examples that could 
inform how other central office administrators go about 
their work. Organizations may bring in new staff with 
experiences or practices that central office leaders want 
to support. A:n organization may designate individuals, 
organizational subunits, and other boundary spanners 

Central Offices as Learning Organizations 

to venture outside an organization to gather information 
(Huber, 1991; Kanter, 1988). Search also includes the 
unintentional gathering of information, such as when a 
school sends a request to their human resources unit for 
teaching candidates who have qualifications particularly 
appropriate to their school improvement approach. Given 
the importance of the assistance relationships to teaching 
and learning improvement, ongoing consultation with 
central office administrators engaged in these relationships 
appears as a primary potential search strategy-a strategy 
for bringing in ideas, images, data, examples, and other 
forms of evidence that could inform how other central 
office administrators go about their work. 
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Evidence from experience and other sources begins 
to become a part of what an organization does through a 
process of incorporation. When organizational members 
incorporate evidence, they use it to inform (or intention
ally do not use it to ground) organizational policy and 
practice (Levinthal & March, 1993). Sometimes these 
policies and practices are formal- such as when central 
office administrators use evidence to draft a new written 
board policy or set of operating procedures for particular 
central office units. Incorporation of evidence in these 
formal ways seems to be an essential dimension oflearn
ing in central office contexts. But formal policy changes 
may or may not affect how individuals within central 
offices actually operate day-to-day (DiMaggio & Powell, 
1983; Meyer & Rowan, 1977). Accordingly, organizational 
learning theorists also emphasize the importance of orga
nizational members' considering how to incorporate new 
evidence into informal policies and practices-how people 
think about their work, the norms of particular units, and 
what people actually do day-to-day (see also McLaughlin, 
1991; Weatherley & Lipsky, 1977). 

For example, in one of my studies, central office admin
istrators who worked directly ·with schools in the kinda of 
assistance relationships descn'bed above discovered that 
particular schools were hindered in implementing their 
school improvement plans by the length of time it took 
other central office a.dminis\rators in the human resources 
department to respond to schools' requests for assiStance 
with screening teaching candidates (Honig, 2009). The 
administrators realized that limited responsiveness from 
the human resources department stemmed not from the 
formal organization or from policies, but from how human 
resources administrators viewed their roles in relation to 
schools and how they conducted their work. In this case, 
the central office administrators who were in the assistance 
relationships engaged the human resources staff in various 
conversations and activities that helped them learn about 
individual schools' improvement plaos, understand how 
they were trying to assist them in implementing those 
plans, and consider how the human resources staff might 
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transform their own work practices to better support both. 
In the end, the staff of the human resources unit improved 
their responsiveness to schools not by changing the formal 
policies or organization of their uillt but by engaging in 
different kinds of relationships with schools that involved 
their corning to know their schools better and responding 
to that specific local knowledge. 

Organizational learning also involves the ongoing use 
of incorporated evidence to guide subsequent choices and 
actions-a process some call retrieval (Fiol & Lyles, 1985; 
Levitt & March, 1988). During retrieval, organizational 
members use information that has already been incor
porated into formal or informal policies and practices to 
guide their ongoing work. By including retrieval as part of 
organizational learning, theorists emphasize that organiza
tions learn not simply when they develop formal policies 
and practices in response to experience but also when they 
actually use those policies and practices to inform what 
they do day-to-day and over time. 

Evidence rarely shines an unambiguous light on which 
evidence central office administrators should pay atten
tion to and whether and how they might use it (Honig 
& Coburn, 2008). Even already-incorporated evidence is 
not unambiguous regarding whether and how it should 
be used in new situations (March & Olsen 1975; van de 
Ven 1986; van de Ven & Polley 1992; Yanow, 1996). Ar.
cordingly, organizational learning theorists emphasize 
that sense-making (or what sociocultural learning theorists 
call negotiation) is a fundamental part of people's search
ing for, incorporating, and retrieving evidence (Kennedy, 
1982; Weick, 1995). When people engage in sense-maldng, 
in broad terms, they grapple with such questions as: Which 
evidence is important to informing my own work! What 
does that evidence mean? What are its implications for 
whether and how I change how 1 go about my work! Theo
rists argue that such questions are productively engaged 
not by individuals btit through sustained and challenging 
dialog among individuals. Thus, search, encoding, and 
retrieval require regular opportunities for central office 
administrators not only to have access to evidence but 
to engage with others about what evidence means and 
whether and how they should use it. 

Factors That Help or Hinder Central Offices 
as Learning Organizations 

their own practice in the ways described above (Tharp 
& Gallimore, 1988). Such assistance may be particularly 
essential in central offices that have not traditionally fo
cused on such intensive support for districtwide teaching 
and learning improvement. Participants in these central 
office assistance relationships might include other central 
office administrators (Blau, 1963; Brown & Duguid, 1991; 
'Tharp & Gallimore, 1988), members of an intermediary 
organization or a school reform support organization 
(Honig, 2004), or the focal central office administrators 
themselves, as they en,gage in" self-instruction, self-ques
tioning, self-praise, and self-punishment" (Tharp & Gal
limore, 1988, p. 87). 

Second, an organization's prior knowledge mediates 
how its members participate in their work, especially when 
their work demands the kinds of practices outlined above. 
In this case, prior knowledge for central office administra
tors to participate productively in assistance relationships 
might include deep knowledge of high-quality teaching 
and learning and how to support it. In addition, search 
encoding and retrieval, and, specifically, an organization's 
"ability ... to recognize the value of new external informa
tion [or, more broadly, evidence], assi.nillate it, and apply 
it ... is largely a function of the [organization's] ... level 
of prior related knowledge• (Cohen & Levinthal, 1990, 
p. 128). Such "prior related knowledge" necessary for 
moving school-level information into supportive central 
office policy and practice may include a deep knowledge 
of the conditions that affect the implementation of school 
improvement strategjes, including central office policies 
and practices. Central office leaders interested in engag
ing in organizational learning might consider what prior 
knowledge such activities demand, whether they have the 
requisite prior knowledge, and, if not, what strategic hires 
or alliances with others might help them expand their 
knowledge resources (Powell, Koput, & Smith-Doerr, 

. 1996). 

Organizational learning research elaborates many con
ditions that help or hinder the operation of organizations 
as learning organizations. At least three of these condi
tions seem particularly relevant to central office contexts. 
For one, just as assistance relationships may help deepen 
school-level practice, central office administrators too 
may require assistance relationships to help them deepen 

Lastly, actual or perceived performance levels can also 
frustrate engagement in search, incorporation, and retriev
al in particular (Levinthal & March, 1993; Levit1 & March, 
1988; March, 1991). On the one band, decision makers in 
organizations performing above their performance targets, 
sometimes called "successful organizations;" tend to limit 
their search activities and to over -rely on what they already 
know and are doing, even if new evidence might advance 
organizational goals. These decision makers also are likely 
to over-sample feedback that reaffirms their success-to 
notice evidence that confirms their competencies and 
minimally disrupts their current beliefs and practices. For 
example, central office administrators in some of Spillane's 
(2000) studies tended to interpret new conceptions of 
teaching and learning as confirming of and consistent 
with activities in which they were already engaged, even 
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though those new conceptions fundamentally challenged 
their ongoing activities. 

On the other hand, decision makers in organizations 
performing below their targets tend to search incessantly 
for new evidence and rarely take action on that new in
formation. Such organizations might include central of
fices that continually sutface new ideas from practice and 
other sources about the kinds of central office policy and 
practice changes that might enable teaching and learning 
improvements but that routinely fail to take action on 
those ideas to actually change their policies and practices. 
Organizations that are perceived as failing are also more 
likely to act on evidence that they believe will help them 
inch closer to their performance targets or that will cre
ate the appearance of improvement, rather than more 
substantially rethink and change their work practices. 
For example, studies ofhow school district central offices 
reipond to high-stakes accountability initiatives reveal 
various ways that central office administrators in "low
performing" districts search minimally for improvement 
strategies and choose those that promise marginal or 
superficial improvements ( O'Day, 2002).1n other words, 
both high- and low-performing districts will face chal
lenges in making the kinds of changes sketched here and 
might do well to anticipate such success and failure "traps" 
(Levitt & March, 1988; March 1994). 

Conclusions and Future Directions 

The notion that school district central offices should 
operate as learning organizations has gained significant 
currency in educational practice and research commu
nities. However, calls for districts to become learning 
organizations tend not to move beyond the image or 
metaphor of a "learning organization" to elaborate spe
cific activities and work practices that may be involved 
when school district central offices do operate as snch 
organizations. This article argues that sociocultural and 
organizational learning theories provide a set of rich, re
search-based ideas that might help district central office 
leaders understand what more specifically organizational 
learning may involve in their context. I applied ideas from 
these theories to suggest that, when central offices oper
ate as learning organizations, their staff engage in at least 
two sets of broad activities: assistance relationships with 
schools around teaching and learning improvemen1; and 
forms of evidence use that focus central office adminis
trators outside the assistance relationships on what they 
can do to support both the assistance relationships and 
teaching and learning improvement more broadly. Assis
tance relationships involve particular practices Including 
modeling and brokering. The evidence-use processes 
include intentional strategies of searching for and using 
evidence. Various conditions may help or hinder central 
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office administrators in engaging in these work practices 
including the availability of others who can assist them in 
what, for some, will mean substantial changes in how they 
understand and go about their daily work. 

While research on learning lends substantial support 
for these activities, educational researchers have yet to test 
these hypotheses in the context of school district central 
offices. Educational researchers might do well to advance 
knowledge of school district central offices and teaching 
and learning improvement if they examined school district 
central offices that aimed to engage in the activities I de
scribe here and probed the extent to which such activities 
might be associated with actually enhancing conditions 
for teaching and learning improvement. 
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1n the meantime, this framework raises a number of 
questions educational leaders, and district central office 
leaders in particular, might productively consider now in 
the context of their own practice. For one, to what extent 
are we as a school system engaging in the development 
not only of teachers, school principals, and other school
based staff, but also of our central office staff as key agents 
in strengthening teaching and learning districtwide? 
Whole industries have emerged around the professional 
development of principals and teachers, but attention to 
central office administrators' professional development 
has received far less attention and resources. How can 
school districts, in partnership with institutions ofhigher 
education and others, expand opportunities for central 
office administrators to organize and engage in central 
office administration-as-learning organizations? 

Educational leaders also might explore: Do central 
office administrators have opportunities to connect with 
schools and with one another in ways that learnlng de
mands? My own research studies are replete with com
ments by central office administrators that they rarely ha:ve 
time to confer with collea,"'les about basic day-to-day de
mands, let alone the complex challenges and sense-making 
that arise when working closely with schools on teaching 
and learning. How can central office administrators find 
the time and support to engage in such collaborations? 

1n addition, educational leaders and others might aslc 
Are we communicating to central office administrators 
that their engagement in the learning activities outlined 
here is valued? And, have we created opportunities for cen
tral office administrators to be recognized and rewarded 
for their workl After all, the activities outlined here may 
constitute major shifts in roles and responsibilities for 
some central office administrators and, given the complex
ity of the work, direct feedback on individnal performance 
may at best be slow in corning. 1n such a context, clear 
communication by central office leaders about the value 
of the work may be essential to central office administra
tors, engagement in it 
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Finally, central office administrators might consider: 
Do we, or will we, have access to professionals who can 
model fuese new central office work practices! The ideas 
about assistance presented above emerged from settings 
in which some participants in the relationship had the 
capacity to model particular ways of engaging in learning. 
Such capacity may not reside in some central offices and 
may be beyond what some central office administrators 
can build in the near term. While fuey build fueir own 
capacity, central office admiulstrators might focus their 
efforts in fue short term on how they can partner wifu 
ofuers to bring expertise into their assistance relationships 
wifu schools. 
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In recent years, midsized to large school district centwl 

offices across the country have begun to undertake 

challenging initiatives to reinvent themselves to 

more intentionally support learning for all students 

districtwide. These learning- and equity-focused efforts 

build on decades of research showing that learning 

improvements fail to penetrate the majority of schools 

in a district without substantial central office support for 

various changes throughout district systems. What do 

research and experience teach about the dimensions 

of central office reinvention that seem to matter for 

expanding student learning? How can central office 

administrators participate productively in the reinvention 

process? 

·- In pursuing these questions, we quickly found that the 

practice of central office reinvention efforts outstrips 

research. To be sure, in recent years a number of 

districts have attempted to take on key leadership 

roles in learning improvement through various discrete 

initiatives such as curriculum reform, new human 

resources strategies, and accountability efforts. 

But wholesale central office reinvention-efforts to 

fundamentally shift how the entire district central office 

operates as an institution-are still in their infancy 

across the country. Not surprisingly, data on how these 

efforts actually play out in practice and their impacts 

on student learning are still relatively limited. However, 

central office reinvention efforts may do well to involve 

particular central office practices that researchers have 

found to matter in improving learning in the context 

of more modest central office reform efforts. Perhaps 

not coincidentally, we found that some of the longer 

term central office reinvention efforts across the country 

involve these practices in various respects. The jury is 

still out on whether these particular reinvention efforts 

will impact student learning. Nonetheless, the fact that 

they reflect emerging findings in the research literature 

on school district central offices suggests that they may 

be on the right track and offer important immediate 

lessons and illustrations for district leaders. 

We elaborate on these points first by framing the 

urgency for central office reinvention as part of 

districtwide learning improvement initiatives. We then 

draw on recent district research studies to outline 



what the available research suggests may 
be important dimensions of central office 
reinvention efforts. We illustrate these 
dimensions with examples from central office 
reinvention efforts currently planned or under 
way in Atlanta Public Schools, New York City 
Public Schools, and Oakland Unified School 
District (California). We focus on these districts 
because during the past several years. each 
of them has made significant investments 
in central office reinvention as an important 
educational improvement strategy; accordingly, 
these districts arguably provide examples of 
central office reinve[\tion efforts that are fairly 
well along, at least in their conceptualization.' 
These districts also represent a range of 
midsized to large urban contexts; therefore. 
their examples may resonate directly with 
leaders across different types of urban and 
suburban districts and relatively large rural 
districts. We conclude with key questions 
for education leaders to consider regarding 
the role of central office administrators in 
expanding learning districtwide. 

District Central 
Offices and Learning 
Improvements: Great 
Urgency, Few Guides 
Recent, promising school improvement 
initiatives call on school district central offices 
to play unprecedented, integral leadership 
roles in strengthening student learning 
districtwide (Copland & Knapp. 2006; Honig, 
2006; Institute for Educational Leadership, 
2001: Knapp, Copland, & Talbert, 2003; Knapp 
et al .. 2003). Federal and state policies of · 
previous decades largely overlooked school 
district central offices and focused on schools 
and eventually states as main agents in 
helping students reach basic minimum levels 
of competency. In contrast, contemporary 
federal and state policies as well as prominent 
initiatives by private foundations call on 

school district central offices to participate 
centrally in helping all schools districtwide 
build their capacity to help all students learn 
at high levels (Cuban & Usdan, 2003). These 
demands implicate not only superintendents 
but also frontline, rnidlevel, and executive staff 
throughout central offices. 

Central office administrators' productive 
participation in districtwide learning 
improvement seems essential to realizing 
such goals. For decades, various school 
improvement efforts have struggled or 
failed-in part because of limited or 
disappointing central office participation (e.g .. 
Bryk, Sebring, Kerbow, Rollow. & Easton, 
1998; Chubb & Moe, 1990; Malen, Ogawa, & 

Kranz, 1990; Ravitch & Viteritti, 1997). These 
and related findings suggest that district 
central offices are key players in realizing 
learning improvement goals (Honig & Hatch, 
2004). However, research mainly features 

( 

what central offices do when they curb 
implementation, not how they can enable it. ( 

Those district central offices that have 
traditionally played reportedly limited or 
unproductive roles in learning support likely 
lack the capacity to participate in such 
work (Marsh, 2002). Many urban districts. in 
particular, operate under conditions that can 
significantly frustrate central office participation 
in learning improvement. According to policy 
analyses as well as various reports in the 
popular media. these conditions include the 
threat or reality of state takeover (Elmore, 
Ableman, & Fuhrman, 1996: Goertz & Duffy. 
2003: Katz, 2003a); severe budget shortfalls 
(Bach, 2005: Katz. 2003b); increasing· state 
controls on resource allocations to classrooms 
(Kepner, 2007): and desegregation and special 
education consent decrees that focus on 
compliance with external mandates rather than 
primarily on learning support (Boghossian. 
2005; Chute, 2007; Haynes, 2007). ( 



An emerging body of research examines the 
efforts of some districts to buck these trends 
and play more prominent roles in learning 
improvement, usually througl1 discrete efforts 
to reform mathematics or literacy curriculum 
and instruction, to recruit highly qualified 
teachers and principals, or to increase school 
accountability for results (e.g., Burch & 

Spillane, 2004; Corcoran & Foley, 2003; Cuban 
& Usdan, 2003; Darling-Hammond, Hightower, 
Husbands, lafors, Yo"ung, & Christopher. 2005: 

Elmore, 1997; Hightower, Knapp, Marsh, & 

Mclaughlin, 2002: Hubbard, Stein, & Mehan, 
2006: Knapp et al .. 2003; Spillane, 1996; 

Togneri & Anderson, 2003). These initiatives 
are certainly ambitious but far more limited in 
scope than central office reinvention efforts 
that aim to remake central office functions 
across the district. Nonetheless, these studies 
offer some compelling lessons-lessons about 
how district central offices matter to learning 
improvement-that seem applicable to central 
office reinvention efforts. Interestingly, we find 
that central office reinvention efforts across 
the country reflect these lessons by doing 
the following: 

Engaging central office administrators 
across the central office in learning-focused 
partnership relationships with schools. 

Investing substantially in the development 
of central office administrators as key reform 
participants. 

• Supporting central office administrators 
in inventing new forms of participation in 
reform on the job, 

• Involving external support providers in 
central office support roles. 

In the following sections, we elaborate 
on these lessons from research on school 
district central offices and illustrate them 
with examples from district central office 
reinvention efforts currently under way in 
Atlanta Public Schools, New York City Public 
Schools, and Oakland Unified School District. 

lessons From Research 
on District Central 
Offices and Examples 
From Practice 
PARTNERSHIP RELATIONSHIPS. First in 
district central offices that play promising 
roles in learning improvement, central 
office administrators engage not mainly ·In 
limited, compliance-oriented or managerial 
relationships with schools but in learning
focused "partnership" relationships with them. 
The activities involved in these partnership 
relationships go by many names in the research 
literature, including "building policy from 
practice" and "organizational learning" (Honig, 
2003), valuing "working knowledge" (Kennedy, 
1982), "reform as learning" {Hubbard et al., 
2006), "inquiry-based practice" (Copland, 
2003), and, simply "leadership" {Burch & 

Spillane, 2004). By whatever name, these 
partnerships generally call on central offices to 
dedicate a group of central office administrators 
to work closely with school leaders to 
accomplish the following: 

Identify "problems of practice" or what 
some call 'joint work"-that is, conditions 
that seem to impede student learning; and 
strategies that rnay help schools, central 
offices, and their communities address those 
conditions to enable learning at high levels 
for all students. 

Codevelop intentional, public theories of 
action that provide an articulated rationale 
for why pal1icular courses of action may 
help improve learning in their own contexts. 

Develop central office and school policies 
and practices consistent with those theories 
of action. 

Continually revisit and refine those theories 
of action, policies, and practices as 
implementation unfolds to build on lessons 
learned and other evidence. 

Hold each other accountable for results. 



In some districts, the central office 
administrators dedicated to these partnership 
relationships are located in a division of 
teaching and learning. However. in other 
districts, various central office administrators 
participate. including those in human resources 
and purchasing. 

Partnership relationships of this sort move 
beyond long-standing debates about whether 
schools or the central office should direct 
educational improvement efforts. Rather, these 
relationships rest on assumptions that each 
party-the central office and the schools-
has knowledge essential to expanding 
students' opportunities to learn and that such 
distributed expertise should be shared and 
used. Such relationships are fundamentally 
dynamic (Murphy & Hallinger, 1988) and 
rooted in notions of reciprocal accountability 
(Fink & Resnick, 2001 ). In such relationships, 
district central offices do not abandon their 
traditional assessment functions but redefine 
them so that they help build school and district 
capacity for learning improvement. 

Atlanta. For example. since 1999. Atlanta 
Public Schools. under the leadership of 
Superintendent Beverly Hall. Ed. D., has 
aimed to reimagine and reconfigure the 
work of its central office regarding school 
support relationships. Dr. Hall inherited a 
central office organized in traditional "silos" 
of activity, removed from immediate contact 
with schools. Intended changes in central office 
structure, function, and operation include the 
physical relocation of new key central office 
administrators, known as School Reform Team 
(SRT) executive dire.ctors .• out into schools, SRT 
executive directors are mandated to improve 
teaching and learning within a small cluster of 
schools. Hired into the new role specifically for 
their Instructional leadership expertise, they 
are to act as a main point of contact for each 
school principal and are to respond rapidly to 
schools' requests For teaching and learning 
assistance. SRT resources include a cadre of 
model teacher leaders who are subject-area 

specialists in content and pedagogy and 
who provide targeted. real-time professional 
support to schools. SRT executive directors 
tell us that their day-to-day work involves 
figuring out how to act as efficient and effective 
resource brokers between the central office 
and schools, in a way that supports diverse 
school needs and interests, while staying 
true to the district's overarching vision for 
improving teaching and learning. Through a 
new regular system of assessments and direct 
communication between school principals and 
the superintendent, central office and SRT staff 
receive feedback on their efforts. 

New York City. In New York City Public 
Schools, central office staff for years had been 
deployed into geographically based offices 
(similar to the new offices in Atlanta}, but 
relationships between the central office and 
some schools-by many accounts-remained 
primarily supervisory. distant. and not focused 
on learning improvement. In July 2007, the 

( 

New York City Department of Education ( 
(NYCDOE) replaced the central office regional \ 
structure with three broad categories of 
support specifically for learning improvements. 
Schools now have increased discretion over 
their own budgets and, regardless of their 
geographic location. may purchase services 
to support their learning improvement efforts 
through one of the following avenues: 

Local Support Organizations (LSOs). Each 
LSO focuses on a different dimension of 
school improvement (namely, Integrated 
Curriculum and Instruction Learning 
Support Organization, Community 
Learning Support Organization, Leadership 
Learning Support Organization. and 
Knowledge Network Learning Support 
Organization). Schools that affiliate with an 
LSO receive a range of supports determined 
by LSO staff based in part on their own 
expertise in particular areas and schools' 
demands for particular services. ( 

• Private Support Organizations (PSOs). 
NYCDOE likewise selected several 
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.. ,.~e~~x~t·e···rn .. ,.a~~l ,0·--r~g-~a·n--i~z·a-~t--i~o···ns. called PSOs. to Oakland. In the Oakland Unified School 

work intensively with schools on particular District, central office departments and 
learning improvement approaches and divisions of the past focused on the 
to infuse the public school system with administration and monitoring of particular 
resources for school support beyond those grant programs-or otherwise operated, in the 

words of one central office administrator, "for available from in~district staff. 

their own sake, without any rhyme or reason 
Empowerment Schools Organization regarding what schools needed." Under 
(ESO). The ESO works with "empowerment the banner "Expect Success!" school~based 
schools," which are schools granted financing and a weighted student funding 

new freedoms from central office rules formula have helped give schools what some 

regarding various aspects of school central office leaders call "purchasing power" 
operations beyond the freedoms available and prompted the central office to operate in 

to all schools. Through the ESO, each a school-service mode. Now, a central office 

empowerment school affiliates with a strategy team spearheads various cross-cutting 
network team that includes new central strategic planning processes to identify core 
office staff-typically a network leader, an services that the central office will provide 
achievement coach, a lead instructional or make available to schools for purchase, 

mentor, and a business manager- to depending on their learning improvement 

work together to provide school-by- strategies. Central office leadership eliminated 
school support for improving teaching many long-standing central office departments 
and learning. Although network leaders' or streamlined them into what they call the 

roles vary in pa1t by leaders' expertise service organization, which, according to its 

and schools' needs. all network leaders official description, aims to provide "reliable 
we interviewed agreed that the role of support to educators in human resources, in 

a network leader and a network team is the smart use of data. in teacher training, in 
not to supervise or monitor principals payroll. and in otl1er areas necessary to keep 

but to support them-to help bring schools running smoothly ... New central office 
various resources to bear on schools' staff called Network Executive Officers (NExOs) 
efforts to chart their own path for school work with groups of school principals and 

improvement schools to help build their capacity to make 

In tandem with this new central office support 
structure for schools, Integrated Service 
Centers across the city provide a range 
of assistance to schools and their network 

teams for largely managerial functions such 

as processing some purchases and requests 
for leave. NYCDOE leaders tell us that they 

intend to focus schools on improving student 

learning in part by improving the efficiency 
with which the central office carries out 
these other business functions. All of these 

efforts are supported by a new periodic 
and annual assessment system that aims to 

provide leaders throughout the district system 
with real-time data and other new tools 
for understanding progress at the level of 
individual students. 

their own strategic decisions about learning 
improvements and to meet the accountability
for-results demands that go along with their 

new purchasing power. Central office leaders 
tell us that they aim to infuse these efforts 

with an "accountability culture" reinforced by 

multiple opportunities for staff and community 
members to look continuously at data on 
student learning and provide feedback on 

district progress. 

CENTRAL OFFICE STAFF DEVELOPMENT. 
Second. to support these partnership 

relationships, districts make substantial 
investments in the development of the 
people who work within central offices as 
key reform participants. Promising school-



improvement efforts have struggled even 
in the face of supportive formal policies, in 
part because central office administrators 
have not participated productively in their 
implementation (e.g., Malen et al., 1990). 
Such findings suggest that strengthening how 
central offices support student learning is 
not solely or even mainly a technical matter 
of developing better policies and formal 
governance structures. Rather, central office 
support involves helping administrators 
throughout central offices build their capacity 
to participate productively in improvement 
efforts (Burch & Spillane, 2004; Honig, 2004b; 
Honig, 2006). Such an approach requires 
significant investments not only in schools 
but also In the professional development of 
central office staff. All three of the districts we 
feature make substantial investments in the 
development of central office administrators' 
professional practice. 

New York City. For example, as noted, New 
York City's ESO network team members are 
charged with hands-on work with each school 
principal to improve student learning. To 
support the development of these new central 
office staff, other central office leaders and local 
professional development experts convene 
the network leaders and other team members 
in various configurations to explore particular 
problems of practice and to share lessons 
learned. As the number of empowermeflt 
schools has expanded, "veteran" network 
leaders. as well as principals themselves, have 
nominated individuals to oversee new networks, 
and the more experienced leaders serve as 
formal mentors to the incoming network leaders 
and their network teams. These efforts play 
out in the context of a broader human capital 
development strategy that includes careful 
selection of principals who may operate ably in 
an empowerment context with high demands 
regarding student learning and accountability 
for it 

Atlanta. In Atlanta, the district created a 
new Project Management Office to provide 

direction and support for cross-functional 
teams· focused projects. It also created 
new evaluation processes to make clear the c· 
performance expectations for the new work. 
A central office administrator highlighted how 
this change created a felt need for seasoned 
individuals on his team who were used to 
doing business the old "Atlanta way" to 
learn to shift their ways of working within and 
across departments In order to meet new 
performance expectations associated with 
the changes. This shift has been supported 
through the introduction of collaborative 
planning processes between personnel in 
various parts of the central office, helping to 
break down the traditional barriers between 
"silos" in the central office. 

Oakland. Oakland's NExOs each develop 
network leadership plans that focus on their 
own development and that of their principals. 
We have observed how, as part of their 
semimonthly meetings. NExOs take turns 
presenting challenges that particular schools ( 
in their networks are facing and elaborating on\ 
how they have been supporting the principals 
in those schools in developing their capacity 
for instructional leadership. Other NExOs and 
central office administrators then engage in 
extended dialogue with the presenting NExO 
about how to strengthen their participation 
in principal and school support. Such critical, 
inquiry-focused consultations focus in part on 
underlying school-level barriers to learning 
improvement but mainly hone in on how 
the NExOs themselves can better support 
school-based improvement efforts. These 
professional development opportunities are 
part of a broader human resources investment 
strategy to improve the capacity of employees 
throughout the district. 

INVENTIVENESS. Third. central office 
administrators in these districts are encouraged 
to invent on-thejob what it means to engage( 
in these new partnership relationships. 
Beyond the general admonition that central 
office administrators should support learning, 



research-based models of this professional 

practice are virtually nonexistent. Even 

extensively documented cases, such as that 

of New York City's Community School District 

2 in the 1990s (Elmore, 1997), reveal little 

about how administrators throughout central 

office units transform their daily practice 

to better support learning improvement. 

Some research refers to how the district 

participated in successful reform efforts but 

does not differentiate who in the central 

office participated in such efforts, what they 

did, how their work may have differed from 

that of other central office administrators, 

and how their work evolved over time (e.g .. 

Marsh eta!.. 2005). Even if detailed models 

of central office practice were available, 

such practices invariably would involve 

some degree of context-specific, on-tl1ejob 

invention as central office administrators work 

in partnership with schools to continually 

gauge how to deepen schools' capacity for 

strengthening student learning (Honig, 2006). 

Within the districts we feature l1ere, central 

office leaders have created new opportunities 

for central office staff to imagine new 

roles for themselves that support learning 

improvements. 

New York City. NYC DOE network leaders 

come from a broad range of backgrounds

from teaching and the principalship to private 

business, higher education administration 

and research, educational philanthropy, and 

community organizing. Central office leaders 

explain that the selection of such a varied 

group reflects a deliberate strategy to infuse 

the system with new paradigms of school 

support. According to one facilitator of the 

professional support sessions noted above, 

these sessions aim not to bring the network 

leaders to consensus about wl1at a network 

leader does but to generate ideas about a 

range of ways that network leaders might 

operate to support schools and what network 

leaders are learning about the benefits and 

limitations of different approaches. 

Oakland. Leaders in the Oakland Unified 

School District have configured central office 

staff in a matrix structure, in which many 

central office administrators belong both to 

their regular unit (e.g., human resources or 

budget) but also to a time-limited project 

team. Each project team is charged with 

reinventing a dimension of central office 

operations. For example, project teams in 2007 

addressed principal leadership development, 

the elaboration of the network model, new 

sc11ool support, community engagement In 

Expect Success, performance management for 

network leaders, and tectmology support to 

schools and the overall Expect Success effort. 

TI1is project-team approach reflects principles 

of the "new public management," which 

include empowering staff to use their expert 

knowledge of particular work functions to 

invent solutions to nonroutine problems. 

EXTERNAL SUPPORT. Fourth. external 

support for central office administrators 

seems essential to enabling central office 

administrators' productive participation in 

the dynamic learning support partnerships. 

Research has begun to demonstrate how 

community agencies and reform-support 

organizations, in particular, can significantly 

assist with not only school change but 

also central office participation in learning 

improvement initiatives (Corcoran & 

Lawrence, 2003; Gallucci, Boatright Lysne, 

& Swinnerton, 2006; Honig, 2004a; Honig, 

2004b; Marsh et al., 2005; Smylie & Wenzel, 

2003). In these arrangements, fellows or 

coaches from the external organization assist 

central office staff specifically in their own 

transformation efforts. As part of this process, 

some external colleagues model the various 

ways that central office leaders could work 

with school principals and others to address 

various problems of practice and provide 

other resources for central office change. 

Atlanta. For example, as an early partner in 

Atlanta's district reinvention effort, Graduation 

Really Achieves Dreams (Project GRAD). 



a national reform organization, brokered 
relationships between Atlanta and a number of 
external school reform models such as Success 
for All and Move It Math. These partnerships 
and the resulting strategies produced 
significant and rapid initial improvement in 
achievement outcomes for students in a cohort 
of Atlanta's most challenged schools. Prqject 
GRAD staff. employed through a combination 
of district funds and external support 
from Atlanta's philanthropic community, 
developed into key partners in planning and 
implementing the work of reform alongside 
district central office administrators. The former 
executive director of Project GRAD Atlanta, 
Kweku Forstall. described his role in working 
as a bona fide member of the superintendent's 
senior cabinet as "friendly agitator," charged 
with raising critical questions that helped 
the district stay focused on providing quality 
support for the poorest performing schools 
early on in Dr. Hall's tenure. 

Oakland. The Bay Area Coalition for Equitable 
Schools {BayCES) has been a significant driver 
of Oakland's central office redesign efforts. In 
the early 2000s, the BayCES executive director 
partnered with staff of the district's Office for 
School Reform to elaborate a model for a 
fundamentally new central office that would 
operate as a learning support network-a 
coordinated group of highly skilled staff 
working to strengthen students' opportunities 
to learn equitably across Oakland's schools. 
This external assistance model became 
the blueprint for the current central office 
reinvention effort that has survived through 
Oakland entering state receivership in 2003 
and operating under three state administrators 
between 2003 and 2008. In the past two 
years, several BayCES staff members have 
become so involved with the redesign work 
that they have taken on full-time positions 
within the district's central office to assist 
with the redesign effort in such foundational 
areas as principal recruitment and support. 
BayCES directors currently design and facilitate 
the consultations that anchor professional 
development for the NExOs. 

Key Questions for 
District Central Office 
leadership ( 
This review of literature and district examples 
raises key questions that central office leaders 
might consider if they are interested in central 
office reinvention strategies that aim to deepen 
how district central office administrators 
support student learning districtwide. First and 
foremost: Are we making significant investments 
in the central office as a site of change? District 
leaders who are serious about engaging their 
central office staff as key reform participants 
might further consider the following questions: 

Are we adequately investing In our people 
within tile central office to forge the kinds 
of new school-partnership relationships that 
seem fundamental to districtwide learning 
improvements? 

Are we reinforcing those partnership 
relationships with new work structures and 
accountability systems that promise to seed ( 
and grow learning improvements? 

Are we providing our central office 
administrators with the resources and 
freedom to invent new ways of participating 
in learning support? 

• Are we engaged in strategic partnerships 
with external organizations not only to 
provide knowledge and other resources 
to schools but also to bolster the work of 
central office reinvention? 

As educational research has demonstrated 
for decades. many school improvement 
efforts post disappointing results, in part 
because of limited central office participation 
in implementation. The research and 
examples from our three featured districts 
highlight the importance of engaging central 
office administrators as key participants in 
educational improvement and suggest that ( 
ambitious central office reinvention initiatives · 
in particular may prompt meaningful central 
office change in support of learning outcomes. 



, For these and other reasons. we currently are focusing 
on these three districts as pan of a national study on 
educational leadership funded by the Wallace Foundation. 
A series of literature reviews that were published in a run up 
to the study design may be downloaded from http://www. 
waiJacefoundation.org/KnowledgeCenter/KnowledgeTopicS/ 
CurrentAreasofFocus!EducationLeadershlp/ 
LeadingLearnlngLeadership.htm 
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