District Management

A PUBLICATION OF THE DISTRICT MANAGEMENT COUNCIL

12

24

32

40

42

Reimagining Teaching and Learning:
An Interview with Joel Rose

Creating an Environment for Change
and Getting Results:

Montclair Public Schools Rethinks
Special Education Practices

Frank Alvarey

DMC CASE STUDY

Improving Related Services through Scheduling:

Joint School District No. 2 (ID)

DMC SPOTLIGHT

Systems-Thinking Can Ensure All Students
Can Read

DMC MANAGER'S TOOLKIT

Can Systems-Thinking Improve Your District's
Reading Program?

INSIDE DMC

An Excerpt from Smarter Budgets, Smarter Schools:

How to Survive and Thrive in Tough Times

JOURNAL

SUMMER 2012 | VOLUME 11

Systems-Thinking
Can Ensure All
Students Can Read




ESSENTIAL
el READING
Press IN EDUCATION

Smarter Budgets,
Smarter Schools

How to Survive and Thrive
in Tight Times Smarter Budgets,

Nathan Levenson Smarter Schools

Virtually every school district in the nation is experiencing

NATHAN LEVENSON

an extended period of financial constraints. Shrinking b
tax revenue, decreasing federal stimulus funds, rising

health care and pension costs, and growing high-need )
student populations will continue to test superintendents «

and school boards as they seek to prepare students for a

globally competitive environment. a

Armed with real-world examples and out-of-the-box ideas,

Nathan Levenson challenges conventional thinking about

v

school budgeting and offers practical, actionable advice

for school superintendents, central office leaders, building Sl S SR e e

in Tight Times

principals, and school board members.

NATHAN LEVENSON is managing director of the District 978-1-61250-138-3/$29.95 paper
Management Council and a former school superintendent. 978-1-61250-139-0/$49.95 cloth

(44 From class size to curriculum, from nurses to libraries, from
paraprofessionals to administrators, no subject escapes the objective
scrutiny that Levenson brings to every line of the budget. In times of
acute budget shortages, the author makes a compelling case for rational,
if sometimes unpopular, choices that place the interests of children above

those of adults.”
—Douglas B. Reeves, founder, The Leadership and Learning Center

Order online at www.harvardeducationpress.org




THE

District

Features

12

Reimagining Teaching and Learning:
An Interview with Joel Rose

Rose is boldly reimagining and reshaping how
teaching and learning take place. Here,

Rose discusses innovation, the
effective use of technology
in the classroom, and the
potential for scaling the
Teach to One model.

24

32

Departments

FOR MEMBERS ONLY 40
FROM THE EDITOR

DMC CASE STUDY

Improving Related Services through Scheduling:

Joint School District No. 2 (ID)

Faced with continued budgetary pressure and a 42
widening achievement gap for special education

students, Superintendent Linda Clark embarked on

a process of inquiry that resulted in identifying

staffing and scheduling changes that could improve

services for students and save the district money.

DMC SPOTLIGHT

Systems-Thinking Can Ensure All Students Can Read
Despite nearly universal agreement on the critical

importance of being able to read, too little progress is 48
being made. The obstacles may lie in the very design of

how districts are organized, how decisions are made,

and how staffing is managed. We discuss taking a
systems-thinking approach—boldly managing and

modifying the system—to support the objective of

improving reading.

Management

JOURNAL

Summer 2012 | Volume 11

Creating an Environment for Change and
Getting Results: Montclair Public Schools
Rethinks Special Education Practices

Frank Alvarex

Superintendent Alvarez reflects on the
transformation of special education practices
in his district. He discusses not only the steps
taken but the process by which he created
an environment for change and teamwork to
improve results.

DMC MANAGER'S TOOLKIT

Can Systems-Thinking Improve Your District’s
Reading Program?

Take this test to see how great an impact a systems-
thinking approach to reading instruction, intervention,
and programming can have in your district.

INSIDE DMC

An Excerpt from Smarter Budgets, Smarter Schools:
How to Survive and Thrive in Tough Times

DMC's Nate Levenson authored Smarter Budgets,
Smarter Schools, full of real-world examples, out-of-
the-box ideas, and guiding principles to help districts
navigate this period of budgetary pressures and stay
focused on what's important—improving outcomes
for students.

MEMBERS ON THE MOVE

The District Management Journal | Summer 2012



FOR MEMBERS ONLY

On Our Website

www.dmcouncil.org

Register Now

o Leadership Development Meeting
Raising Achievement Despite Shrinking Budgets

Friday, November 9, 2012 = Boston, MA
Optional session and reception the afternoon of November 8th

o 10th Annual Superintendents’ Strategy Summit
The Three Rs: Roles, Responsibilities & Results

January 17-18, 2013 = New York City
Optional session and reception on January 16th

@ Webinars

Join fellow DMC members and DMC Managing Director Nick Morgan
for our interactive webinars which focus on concrete tools and step-by-
step processes to put strategy into practice.

Reserve your spot now. As always, webinars are FREE to all members.
Register today at www.dmcouncil.org:

o Managing Diverse Stakeholder Segments
Wednesday, September 12th at 3:00 PM EST

o Rethinking Resource Allocation
Wednesday, October 10th at 3:00 PM EST

o Key Themes from November's Meeting—Raising
Achievement Despite Shrinking Budgets
Wednesday, November 14th at 3:00 PM EST

Best Practices Library
Explore DMC case studies, the 10 Mistakes to

Avoid series, workbooks, and articles on:

o Strategic Planning © Human Capital

o Special Education o Resource Allocation

DMC's online library is available to DMC members
at www.dmcouncil.org.

District Management

JOURNAL

PUBLISHING

Editor-in-Chief and Chief Executive Officer: John J-H Kim
Managing Editor: Kathleen Choi

Editorial Director: Nicholas P. Morgan

Contributing Editors: Nathan Levenson, Garrett Smith

Contributing Writers/Researchers:
Keith MacLeod, Nidhi Patel, James C. Smith, Jean Kim

Editorial Production: Marisa Melo

Art Direction, Design, Production:
Holland-Mark, Boston, MA

Editorial Offices

70 Franklin Street, Floor 7
Boston, MA 02110

Tel. 877-DMC-3500
www.dmcouncil.org

To order reprints of articles, call 877-DMC-3500
or email kchoi@dmcouncil.org.

To advertise in The District Management Journal, please call
877-DMC-3500 or email kchoi@dmcouncil.org.

Letters are welcome and should be addressed to the Editor,
The District Management Council, 70 Franklin Street, Floor 7,
Boston, MA 02110, or email to letters@dmcouncil.org.

Submissions

The District Management Journal welcomes submissions.
Unsolicited manuscripts will be returned only if accompanied
by a self-addressed stamped envelope.

Subscribe

Become a member of the District Management Council,
and The District Management Journal is included in

your membership.

Copyright © 2012 District Management Council.
All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted
in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical,
including photocopy, recording, or any information storage
and retrieval system, without written permission.

ISSN: 2162-0490 (print)
ISSN: 2162-0504 (online)

The District Management Council

DMC partners with public school district leaders to
improve student outcomes, operational efficiency,
and resource allocation. By collaborating with a
nationwide network of districts and distilling best
practices research, DMC delivers actionable solutions
and implementation support.

VOLUME 11
Printed in the U.S.A.

PRINTED WITH
@ SOY INK

2

The District Management Council | www.dmcouncil.org




FROM THE EDITOR

A Time for Boldness

old leadership and management are needed to take on the myriad challenges

facing public education today. The entire public education sector is faced with

ongoing budgetary pressures, higher accountability, and the acknowledgement that

we simply need to do better for students. But in complex, long-established systems
that are often politically charged with multiple stakeholders, taking on the kind of change
required to do more with less demands skillful leadership and management.

In this issue of The District Management Journal we look at many types of bold thinking and
management. DMC’s own Nate Levenson recently published Smarter Budgets, Smarter Schools:
How to Survive and Thrive in Tough Times, in which he discusses using data to drive decisions,
spending on what works, aligning interests, and being willing to embrace “crazy” ideas. At the
core of these principles is skillful organizational management—the willingness to lead, manage
tenaciously, and make decisions based not on past practices or on what is popular, but on what
the data says or on what might actually work.

Frank Alvarez, reflecting on his tenure as superintendent of Montclair Public Schools (NJ),
shares how his district examined and transformed special education practices and how he, through
effective leadership and management, created an environment to embrace change. In the case
study, Dr. Linda Clark, superintendent of Joint School District #2 (ID), undertook an initiative to
examine special education practices. By sensitively and stra-
tegically managing the process, she is successfully imbedding
changes that will have a lasting impact in her district.

Our Spotlight on Reading not only discusses best practices
for teaching reading, but concentrates on taking a systems-
thinking approach. Reading results cannot improve simply
because a few best practices have been introduced. Instead,
improving reading must become the objective for the

district, and the entire system of doing things must bend

in order to allow the full array of best practices to be John J-H Kim, Editor
implemented with fidelity.
Joel Rose, with School of One and now Teach to One, is challenging the very model of
education introduced to the United States by Horace Mann in the mid-19th century; Rose
is introducing dramatic new methods of teaching and learning that leverage technology.
Meaningful reform of public education takes bold, skilled, and strong leadership, as well as
management focused on outcomes and sustainability. We hope you find some interesting ideas
in this issue, and that the articles herein provide encouragement as you lead and manage your

districts with boldness.

—John J-H Kim

The District Management Journal | Summer 2012 3
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Evgenia Eliseeva

Reimagining Teaching and Learning:
An Interview with Joel Rose

oel Rose is boldly reimagining and reshaping teaching and learning to better meet the
needs of today’s students and to make teaching more effective and rewarding. Rose was
founder and CEO of School of One, an initiative within the New York City Department of
Education (NYCDOE), the largest school district in the country. Named by Time magazine
as one of the top 50 inventions of 2009, School of One uses a mixture of live and online instruction
that is customized to meet students’ unique academic needs and learning styles. Most recently,

Rose co-founded New Classrooms Innovation Partners, a non-profit to help schools nationwide

Tell us a little bit about Teach to One and
how it works.

Teach to One is an integration of multiple modalities
of instruction into one learning environment. Let’s
say you are a sixth grader at Jones Middle School.
You have reading first period in room 204 and
science second period in room 305; third period,
you have math. Instead of going to room 103,
we’ve knocked down the walls between 101 and
104 to create a large open space that we call the
math center. And, in that space, there are 12 or

13 different stations with a sign above each one.

create adaptive, personalized learning models. This new organization will unveil its first model,

Teach to One, in four U.S. cities this fall and will serve approximately 5,000 students.

Before creating School of One, Rose served as chief executive for human capital and as chief of staff
to the Deputy Chancellor at NYCDOE, where he oversaw the restructuring of NYCDOE's human
resources division. Rose has been involved in education for more than 15 years, first as a Teach For
America corps member in Houston and later as a senior executive at Edison Schools, a pioneering,
for-profit public school management company, where he served as the company’s associate
general counsel, chief of staff, general manager, and vice president for school operations. He earned
a bachelor's degree in political science from Tufts University and a law degree from the University

of Miami School of Law, and is a graduate of the Broad Urban Superintendents Academy.

In this edited interview with DMC CEO John J-H Kim and DMC Vice President of Product
Development Richard Viard, Rose discusses innovation, the effective use of technology in the

classroom, and the potential for scaling this innovative model.

Some stations are for live, teacher-led instruction;
some are for collaborative learning; some are for
students working with software; some are stations
where kids work with virtual instructors; and some
are for kids working by themselves. Every day,
when students come into the room, they see a big
monitor that looks like the monitors you see at

the airport; on the monitor, they find their name
and which station they’re supposed to go to. There,
they engage in one or two activities around a single
skill, and at the end of the day, they take an online
assessment. We then take the data that we get from >
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that assessment and create unique schedules for the
next day for both teachers and students based on
how each student performed. Each student follows

a personalized pathway to learning.

When was the “Eureka!” moment? What
sparked the idea for School of One and
now Teach to One?

Well, I think there were a couple of events that
led to the “Eureka!” moment. When [ was chief
executive of human capital at the NYCDOE, |
took our human resources team to meet with the
human resources teams from IBM and GE as part
of a benchmarking exercise. We wanted to really
understand what constitutes great talent manage-
ment. When we were comparing what they were
doing to what we were doing, we realized that we
were focusing on the same four Rs that they were
focusing on: recruit, retain, remediate, remove.
But, from the visits, we also learned about a fifth
R that we had never even talked about: role. We

We think that there are more
effective ways to deliver instruction
than simply one teacher and 28 or

so kids in a box.

discovered that these companies not only thought
about which employees were best suited for certain
positions, but focused on designing the positions
themselves so that people could be successful in
meeting the company’s objectives.

So, we asked ourselves, “Are we putting people
in a position to be as successful as we need them to
be?” We realized we had never had that conversa-
tion. We went back and ran the data and found
that only 13% of our eighth-grade math teachers
were able to get 80% of their kids to proficiency
by the end of the year, and only 12% were able to
get one year’s growth out of 80% of the class. The
reading numbers were even lower. And remember,

we had over seven applicants for every position.
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In any other industry, if only 12-13% of an entire
employee classification were successful, you would
change the job description. You can talk about
accountability and performance management when
you've got 70, 80, 90% of your employees doing the
job that you need them to do; but, when the num-
bers are down around 13%, that’s on us as policy
makers. Clearly, the job as we are now defining it
is extremely hard to do and not easily sustainable.
That, I guess, was the first “Eureka!” moment.

The second “Eureka!” moment occurred when
[ was visiting a friend in Florida who was running
New Horizons Learning Center, a post-secondary
institution for technical training and certification.
[ went to meet him for lunch and saw a big sign in
the lobby that said, “Choose Your Modality.” You
can learn live, or you can learn online, or you can
do a blend through a mentored learning format. I
thought, “Wow, that’s what we need in K-12!” We
need more modalities because if we have different
modalities all in a single learning environment,
the burden of personalizing learning wouldn’t fall
exclusively on the backs of teachers. That’s what
could allow us to personalize learning, and simulta-
neously make this job a lot more sustainable.

[t was really these two realizations that led to our
team’s work with School of One and now Teach to One.

How did you end up with the specific
modalities you have chosen?

When designing Teach to One, we thought long
and hard about how the different modalities
complement and reinforce one another. Some
modalities are best for conveying information,
others stimulate critical thinking and student
collaboration; some are best for pinpointing indi-
vidual student misconceptions, and others are best
for reinforcing discrete skills. It’s the combination
of all of these modalities that provides students

with rich, holistic learning experiences.

Do you have a favorite modality?

I don’t. I really think kids benefit from having a
variety of modalities, and that each modality brings
something different to the experience. We try not to



DMC CEO John J-H Kim, DMC Vice President of Product Development Richard Viard, and Co-Founder of New Classrooms Innovation Partners
Joel Rose (left to right).

be so reductive as to say, “Well this is the best
modality, or this is the best lesson.” The fact is that
different modalities and different combinations of
modalities work best for different students.

Fundamentally, you are talking about using
technology to drive a better classroom
experience for teachers and students. But,
as a nation we've spent about $60 billion
on technology in public education, and the
promise hasn't been fulfilled. Why is your
model going to be different?

Let’s remember, in 1843, Horace Mann went to
Prussia and saw the future of public education

for this country. He saw one teacher and 28 or

so kids in a room, and brought this model back

to Massachusetts; this became the blueprint for
how we provide education across the nation. And
everything that we’ve done since then has just
been built on top of that same model. So, in 1983,
when we learned through A Nation at Risk that our
schools weren’t as good as we thought they were,
we lowered class size, incorporated choice, adopted
standards, introduced accountability, and dropped
a whole bunch of computers in the classroom, but
we never changed this fundamental assumption of

one teacher and 28 or so kids in a box.

[ was a teacher. I remember the day my door
flung open, and the office manager said, “Mr. Rose,
we have your three computers. Where would you
like them?” I said, “I don’t know. Put them in the
back of the room.” I tried to use the computers:

I had 28 kids, so I had three kids work on the
computer while I worked with the other 25. But,
then, one kid finished on the computer early, and
when he joined my lesson late, he got confused.
Another kid was having a login problem. Another
kid was upset because he missed his turn the

day before and he wanted to make it up, but he
couldn’t have another turn for another week.
Having these three computers actually made my
life harder. And that’s what we’ve done; we've
just grafted technology on top of the same Horace
Mann—inspired model as opposed to reimagining
a new way of providing instruction that is mindful
of the ways that the talents of teachers and the
power of technology can both be leveraged.

What are some of the barriers to
implementing technology in schools today?

Well, there are some barriers that are just pure
nuts and bolts, but with wireless connectivity,
devices, etc., these are actually the smaller of the

challenges. The larger of the challenges is actually
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designing models that can be adapted. If you
simply just wire up a school, buy a whole bunch
of computers, and say to the teachers, “Here
are some computers. Good luck using them
tomorrow,” we're going to continue the pattern
we’ve seen. But if we develop thoughtful ways
of integrating technology into comprehensive
instructional models that help teachers to
personalize learning, then I think everything
else will take care of itself.

The current model puts an unreasonable
burden on the classroom teacher, and new
methods of integrating technology need

to be explored.

Most of our readers are struggling with
higher accountability standards, a more
challenging population of students, and
diminished budgets. Is your approach
going to help that situation?

We hope so. That’s what we’re trying to do. We
think that there are more effective ways to deliver
instruction than simply one teacher and 28 kids
or so in a box. Most major industries have been
transformed by technology. In fact, industries

that have the highest penetration of information
technology per employee have been shown to
have the highest productivity growth. Among
major industries, education has the lowest level of
information technology penetration. And although
per pupil spending has doubled over 30 years,
student performance remains largely flat.

The current model puts an unreasonable burden
on the classroom teacher, and new methods of
integrating technology need to be explored. We
have a long way to go before we can conclusively
say, “We have cracked the code and we’re ready to
scale this more broadly,” but I would say that’s the
path that we're on.

The District Management Council | www.dmcouncil.org

But, do you fundamentally think that this
could be a more cost-effective way?

Our goal is to optimize all the resources that are in
a school—talent, physical space, time, and money.
We constantly ask ourselves, “What is the best use
of the limited resources we have to optimize the

outcomes for kids?”

So, let's switch gears a little bit. Tell us
about how you've made the transition
from School of One to New Classrooms
Innovation Partners.

I left the NYCDOE about a year ago to co-found
New Classrooms Innovation Partners with my
partner, Chris Rush. The idea is to create a new
non-profit that can design instructional models
that can be implemented with existing staff in
existing schools across the country. We spent the
last year designing Teach to One, raising money to
support the organization, and entering into partner-
ships with school districts that want to serve as our
initial host sites. This fall, we will unveil Teach to
One in ten U.S. schools across the country serving
approximately 5,000 kids.

Can you share with us where these schools
will be?

Sure. They will be in New York City, Chicago,
Perth Amboy (NJ), and one other district.

I look at that list and | think, “What do they
have in common?"

They have superintendents and school leaders
who bend over backwards to make it happen—
leaders who have decided that their students
deserve personalized learning and who want to be
pioneers in next-generation models. They want
their districts, their schools, their kids to benefit
from this kind of innovation and are willing to

be the earliest of adopters. >



New Classrooms Innovation Partners

New Classrooms Innovation Partners was born of the belief
that today's model for delivering education—one teacher
and about 28 students in a classroom—does not sufficiently
account for each student's needs. By integrating multiple
instructional approaches into a single learning environment,
the classroom can shift from looking like this:

.... to one that looks like this, where multiple skills can be taught simultaneously and students f
can experience instructional approaches aligned to their particular academic needs: New Classrooms

Innovation Partners
(New Classrooms)

helps schools create
adaptive, personalized

learning models
designed to support
every student’s success.

Teach to One: New

Classrooms will begin by
developing and piloting a
new middle-school math
model called Teach to One:
Math during the 2012-13
school year. After the pilot
phase, Teach to One: Math
will be made available more

1),

i
i3

a1 )

broadly and new models
in other subject areas will

be developed.

NS
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Perth Amboy must be a fairly small
district, right?

For us, the school is what matters, not so much
the district. The middle school that we’re working
with in Perth Amboy has 1,400 kids. The middle
schools we’re working with in Chicago each have
about 300 to 400 kids. We think about scale in

terms of school size more than the district size.

What will New Classrooms' relationship be
with School of One in New York City?

Our founding team at New Classrooms includes
many leaders and original members of School of
One. We are taking some of the lessons learned from
School of One, but building on it in entirely new
ways as we develop Teach to One. We're starting to

shift our attention to examining classroom practices

Once the model is sufficiently embedded
into a school, we're confident that we'll
have the academic outcomes and the
teacher satisfaction levels that schools will

never want to go back to the old way.

that make some of our learning modalities successful
or not successful. Figuring out the school culture
and the operational and instructional design pieces
are becoming more important and more interesting.
All these are inputs to the model, and we have to
improve every component of the model.

New Classrooms will be managing, operating,
and supporting the NYCDOE’s School of One
program, including the next phase of expansion
into the four NYCDOE middle schools participating
under the i3 (Investing in Innovation) grant over
the next two and a half years. New Classrooms will
also be developing a system that, at a minimum,
will enable NYCDOE to support the expansion of
their School of One program to 50 of the district’s
other schools after the i3 grant period is complete.

10 The District Management Council | www.dmcouncil.org

You are starting with Teach to One: Math.
Are there other subjects that you think could
be applicable or subjects that you think
would not work as well with your approach?

Our whole concept of providing different
modalities is based on the premise that live,
teacher-led instruction can’t be the best way of
doing instruction for every kid, every hour of the
day, in every subject area. There have to be ways
of integrating multiple modalities of instruction to
support learning. How that plays out in different
content areas is what the design work is all about.
We started with math because we thought the
learning provisions were a lot more clearly defined,
and there was more content available that we
could access. We don’t intend to stop there, but we
want to get our math model right first before we
start designing other content areas.

How are you going to measure success
from your first set of ten schools?

We’re solving for three things. First, we want

to make sure that we're delivering measurable
academic improvement; there will be rigorous
evaluation instruments so that we can prove out
the effectiveness of the model. That’s the most
important. The second thing we want to prove is
that this model can be implemented in ways that
are highly satisfying to teachers—that this enhances
their job, makes it a more sustainable job, leverages
their talents, and reduces the hours outside of
school that teachers have to spend preparing and
designing lessons and doing administrative work.
Basically, we want to ensure that teachers feel they
never want to go back to the old model. The third
thing we want to be able to prove is that the model
can be financially sustainable. These are the three

objectives we are aiming for.

What are some of the challenges that you
see in scaling this approach?

Every school is unique. Each one has its own
schedule, its own personality, its own staffing
structure, its own way of managing its school and
its facilities. What we do requires that our model



fit within the DNA of how each school operates;
that takes a lot of planning and a lot of work in
the trenches with teachers and principals each and
every day to facilitate the transition from the old
way to the new way. That makes scale a bit harder,
but it also makes what we do more impactful. Once
the model is sufficiently embedded into a school,
we're confident that we’ll have the academic out-
comes and the teacher satisfaction levels such that

schools will never want to go back to the old way.

What's driving you in this new effort?

What'’s so compelling about working in public
education is that there’s just enough success to
know that change is possible, but such widespread
challenges that you know that tremendous effort
is needed. Getting out of bed each day and
collaborating with an incredibly talented team
committed to designing a new way of educating
students is exciting work. And, the challenges we
face each day are challenges that I don’t think
other organizations have necessarily faced because
they’re so unique to our model. So, it’s both
intellectually interesting and difficult, but when
you see the power of the model in real schools with
real kids and real teachers and hear parents talking
about the impact it’s having on their kids, it’s just

a great feeling.

Innovation is a hot topic in education these
days. What do you think are the leadership
characteristics necessary to disrupt the
status quo and to implement something
new within existing constraints?

We need district leaders who are bold—who are
willing to push the boundaries of what’s possible
and who see as part of their legacy bringing endur-
ing innovations to a community. Superintendents
and school leaders who have a sense of urgency and
passion and who are willing to push their organiza-
tions to deliver are the kinds of leaders that we as
a country need to continue to move us forward.
For breakthrough innovations to happen inside
a large organization, the leader has to be willing to
take some chances on unconventional, potentially
unpopular ideas. It’s fair to say that School of

One would never have made it off the page and
into reality without Joel Klein’s (chancellor of
NYCDOE) willingness to back it.

Any closing comments on your work or the
process of innovation?

This kind of innovation takes time. We're
committed to the process, but with Teach to One,
we’re designing a whole new model. There can and
must come a day when we reflect and ask, “Does
this work or does it not?” But, I think we need to
understand that we’re just not going to get break-
through innovation right away. We have to allow
time for new models to be tried and time to learn
from them. It is through the process of learning
and doing and continuing to iterate and enhance

that we can ultimately arrive at a better model.

For breakthrough innovations to
happen inside a large organization, the
leader has to be willing to take some
chances on unconventional, potentially

unpopular ideas.

It takes 14 years for a drug to go from the idea
to the supermarket shelf. You know, we had
people after five weeks of School of One saying,
“What were the results? How did it work? What
about this? What about that?” That’s just not how

innovation’s going to happen.

JOHN J=H KIM IS CEO OF THE
DISTRICT MANAGEMENT COUNCIL.
HE CAN BE REACHED AT
JJHK@DMCOUNCIL.ORG.

RICHARD VIARD [S VICE PRESIDENT
OF PRODUCT DEVELOPMENT AT THE
DISTRICT MANAGEMENT COUNCIL.
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Creating an Environment for
Change and Getting Results:




Montclair Public Schools Rethinks
Special Education Practices

| FRANK ALVAREZ

his year marked my ninth and

final year as superintendent of

the Montclair Public Schools

(NJ). In many ways, becom-

ing superintendent here was

a coming-home story. [ had

volunteered at the schools during
my graduate studies and served as principal for an
elementary and then a middle school in the district
during the eighties. When I became superintendent
in 2003, I already had a good understanding of the
values and history of the district and our community.
Montclair Public Schools (MPS) prides itself on
being a highly diverse and high-performing district.
Our district-wide magnet system was created to
serve this purpose—to ensure that each of our
schools is integrated and provides an equally high
level of education. In the spirit of continuing this
tradition, closing the achievement gap became
my administration’s core priority. We focused first
on the gap between African American and white
students in general education. That focus has
consistently shrunk the achievement gap over the
last five years, and we are now seeing only a 3%
difference in achievement.

When our team of school and district admin-

istrators gathered in the summer of 2009 for our

Montclair Public Schools
Fast Facts (2011-2012)

Number of Schools: 11

Number of Students: 6,657

Number of Students with |EPs: 1,188
IEP rate: 18%

Total annual budget: $111.5 Million

Source: Montclair Public Schools

annual full-day data retreat, a persistent though
often-neglected achievement gap called out to

us. During our data review, as in past years, we
scrutinized achievement and outcome data at each
school and grade level. We pored over achieve-
ment gaps, the impact of new programs on learning,
and academic progress across the district. That
summer, however, we also asked a more targeted
question, “How are our students with disabilities
performing?” We had known for some time that
our students with disabilities were not performing
to our expectations. Past retreats had highlighted
the issue, and each year the schools would take the
initiative to implement programs and practices to
address the challenge. But still the issue persisted:
students with disabilities were underperforming
their peers considerably; in some cases, that gap
was increasing despite our increased attention

and effort.

Like many districts, MPS had made a commit-
ment to continuous improvement, which means
having open and honest dialogue about what
we are doing well and where we might need to
improve. The data revealed a pretty clear picture
for us: we needed to increase the achievement of
our students with disabilities and to do it in a much
more cost-effective manner. My role was to create the
right environment in which to conduct this inquiry.
By providing multiple opportunities for collabora-
tion and consistently reinforcing expectations for
achievement, | made it possible for our great teachers
and talented administrators to unleash their
potential. Starting with this first day of planning
at the retreat, the administrators and staff in the
district would rise to the challenge of uncovering
solutions that would save us over $4 million during
the first two years alone, and set the framework
for students with disabilities to perform at the
same level as their peers. By moving past a view of
special education as an immutable monolith and >
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instead studying each area of special education
with a pointed lens, we were able to both apply
better interventions and manage special educa-
tion services in a more efficient way. I am proud of

y providing multiple

opportunities for collaboration

and consistently reinforcing
expectations for achievement, | made
it possible for our great teachers and
talented administrators to unleash
their potential.

EXHIBIT1

the transformation that we brought to our special

education practices. Moreover, | am proud of the
way the district’s teachers, staff, and administrators
worked collaboratively and with the community to
effect meaningful change that will be sustained.

Why Now?

The comprehensive rethinking of our special
education program built on the strong commitment
to integration and achievement that I have both
witnessed and promoted as superintendent of the
Montclair Public Schools. This same laser-like focus
on closing the achievement gap had to be applied
to special education. Both the middle school and
high school levels had widening achievement gaps
between students with and without disabilities in
English and math. The high school had not met
Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) for students with

Where we were in 2008:

25.00% A

Special education expenditures as a percentage of total budget

Total 2008 special education expenditures exceed $27 million

/———'

24.00%

/

23.00%

22.00%
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19.00%

18.00% . T T T T
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Source: Montclair Public Schools
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disabilities in Language Arts or Math for two years
in a row. The district’s achievement gap in English
between students with and without disabilities
ranged from 18% in some grade levels to 54% in
others, whereas the Math achievement gap ranged
from an 8% difference in some grades to a 57%
difference in others. While some gains had been
made, they were not enough and they were not
happening for all children across the board.

These results alone warranted a new approach.
But the fiscal context reinforced the importance of
taking a hard look at our special education model.
While our district was advancing on a number of
fronts, we, like most districts in the country, were
facing a tighter fiscal situation. By the 2008-2009
school year, our overall spending in special educa-
tion had been rising consistently by about 17% each
year since 2004. Special education expenditures had
gone from approximately 20% of the total budget
in 2003 to nearly 25% in 2009 (Exhibit 1). During
that same time period, the percentage of students
classified with an Individualized Education Program
(IEP) dropped from 17% to about 15%. State aid for
special education also decreased from $4.5 million

to $3.7 million that year. The decline in state and

federal funding could no longer be managed through
minor budget adjustments (Exhibit 2). We had to
acknowledge that we were serving fewer students
with more resources, and we were not fully aware

of how those resources were impacting outcomes.
As a district, we knew that we could not effectively
manage our overall budget without carefully examin-
ing how we were serving students with disabilities.

Taking a Closer Look

With spending at nearly a quarter of our total
budget and fewer than half of the students with
disabilities scoring proficient, the academic and
financial data combined to make a clear case for
a new approach. But where to begin? Special
education is a difficult program area for a school
district to examine. There are complicated
regulatory and compliance factors, and service
provision guidelines can be daunting to review
and understand. The truth of the matter is that it
was always easier to say we would do more rather
than change what we were already doing. >

EXHIBIT 2

State aid as a percentage of total budget
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A working session in the district with Superintendent Alvarez.

Given our commitment to continuous improve-
ment, we were usually able to quickly identify
challenges in achievement and spending. The
harder question to answer was, “What works?”

We decided to engage the District Management
Council (DMC), whose expertise in this area
brought a critical outsider’s perspective to our work.
We began with an Opportunities Review, which
involved surveys, focus groups, and interviews with
parents and staff. In addition, classroom visits pro-
vided a look into the actual practices at the school
level. Detailed financial and operational data on
areas such as related services, out-of-district place-
ments, transportation, and reimbursement were also
reviewed in-depth.

The Opportunities Review offered us bench-
marks and insight into best practices in similar
districts within the state and around the nation.
We were able to understand what it was about

our practices that caused us to deviate from those

benchmarks. The analysis highlighted which of

those practices were intentional and which may
have been the result of limited oversight. Receiving
that type of data and information is not always
easy. We had caring and hard-working professionals
who believed they were providing the best pro-
grams for students with disabilities. Yet, the hard
facts showed that many practices, some of which
had been in place for over ten years, were not
helping our students advance.

[t was difficult to accept that the support we
were providing was not having the positive
impact that the students critically needed. For
example, we examined the academic effectiveness
and impact on student independence of one-to-one
paraprofessionals at the secondary level. Secondary-
level students with disabilities need to gain greater
independence and learn to self-regulate. When
examining each paraprofessional assignment, we
learned that many assignments at the secondary
level were simply carried over from elementary
to middle and high school without a thorough
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review. Our practices were both expensive and,

in some cases, unintentional. High school
students with one-to-one paraprofessionals did
not have as much opportunity to build those
critical independence skills. And, as a district,
we could not afford to continue supporting
programs and activities that were not resulting
in improved student outcomes.

Taking Action

After reviewing the results of the benchmarking
study, we identified four areas to target: the role
and scheduling of paraprofessionals, equity in the
delivery of speech and language services, in-district
programming, and raising achievement of students
with special needs. Changing practices within the
district was more than a matter of implementing

a series of steps; we needed to change the way we

thought about supporting students with disabilities.

That level of change takes time and would only
happen if the staff was grounded in a firm com-
prehension of the challenges and was allowed to
wrestle with possible solutions to determine those
best suited for our district. To that end, we rallied
our staff and developed cross-functional steering
committees to investigate each of the four target
areas. For each target area, the committee under-
took a three-step process: understanding the issue,
defining a solution, and preparing for change.

The composition of the committees cut across
areas as well as functions: general education teach-
ers were included with special education teachers,
and the committees comprised not only teachers
but also school principals, related service profession-
als, and district administrators. We chose committee
members who we believed could lead and needed
to lead these efforts. Leadership included not only
district and school administrators but also the key
change-makers at the staff level—professionals who
had previously impacted the beliefs and behaviors
of their peers. The inclusion of school staff would
prove particularly important when we started to
implement the plans developed by each committee.
Then, school-level staff would not hear a directive
from above but rather would hear the problem
explained by their peers. Instead of outlining the

path to change, I set a focused vision and consis-
tently reinforced our commitment to that vision.
Before the teams even started planning, I wanted
to ensure that every stakeholder—from parents and
students to school staff and board members—was
aware of the endeavor and would be prepared for
the outcome of each committee’s work. It was
important that | communicated the same message

with more resources, and
we were not fully aware of how those
resources were impacting outcomes.

to all stakeholders—that this was about increasing
the achievement of students with disabilities. I
met personally with many, many stakeholders
because these meetings grounded the importance
of the project and the commitment of the district
to supporting this work. Before we even knew the
solution, I wanted to prepare everyone for change.

Improving Planning and
Decision-Making

Understanding how to improve speech and language
services and how to address the rise in out-of-district
placements came very quickly. The core issue

in both of these areas was a lack of centralized
planning and decision-making, which had created
variation of service provision and lost opportunities
to better serve students.

The speech and language committee identified
two facts: MPS had more speech and language
therapists compared to like-districts, and MPS
students received 6 to 15 times the rate of these
services compared to other related therapeutic
services. In addition, since each speech and
language therapist typically worked alone, there >

e had to acknowledge that we
were serving fewer students
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was often much variation in caseloads and direct
service from school to school, and few district-wide
systems existed to manage staffing. The committee
quickly determined that centralizing the scheduling
and the monitoring of caseloads would be necessary
to manage staff and caseload equity. To ensure
students received equitable services across schools,
the committee also established criteria regarding
who received speech and language services and
standard exit criteria to determine when students
would no longer receive services. The result was

a more data-driven assignment of staff in each
building without reducing services to any student.
This change resulted in nearly $200,000 in savings
in the first two years alone.

y moving past a view of special
education as an immutable
monolith and instead studying

each area of special education with a
pointed lens, we were able to both apply
better interventions and manage special
education services in a more efficient way.

The team examining out-of-district placements
knew that the cost of these placements, in terms
of tuition and transportation, was exorbitant
and growing—to nearly a quarter of all special
education spending in 2009. Because we had not
developed the appropriate in-district offerings, our
students were being sent on long bus rides to other
facilities far away from their community peers.
Out-of-district placements also prevented students
with disabilities from being educated with their
typically developing peers in an inclusionary
model. As a solution, the team proposed the
development of high-quality, in-district programs.
Once the team had established which programs to
implement and had built staffing models to
support the new programs, the next step was

communicating with parents of out-of-district

students about sending their children to their
district school. Who took the lead in initiating this
communication was important. As a result of their
involvement on the committees, the principals of
each school with new programming were the ones
who reached out to parents to describe the benefits
of bringing students back into the district. Not
only were the new programs of equally high quality
to the out-of-district programs, but school principals
assured parents that students placed in-district
could be part of the school community and would
have equal access to programs and activities. Many
students began returning to the district and fewer
students needed to be placed in out-of-district pro-
grams. Parents and students were happier with the
shorter transportation times and greater inclusion
within the district. School staff were also developing
increased capacity in serving students with special
needs because they had access to the practices

and approaches of the in-district programs. In two
years, we saved nearly $1 million by bringing
students back to the district.

Developing New Models

The other two areas of focus—rethinking the role
of paraprofessionals and raising achievement for
secondary-level students with disabilities through
math and reading remediation and interven-
tions—required more time to fully address. The
challenge in these two areas was that the solution
required abandoning some of our current practices
and embracing innovative paradigms. Both of
these committees spent their first year examining
the data and reviewing best practices from districts
around the country.

The Role of Paraprofessionals

For years, providing paraprofessional support,
especially one-on-one, was considered a great
option for students. Another adult working with

a child should lead to positive gains. But this was
not what we were seeing in Montclair. The central
need of many students who were assigned para-
professionals was in their core academic subjects.
These students needed much more intervention
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and support from their general education teacher

than other students in the classroom needed. We
found that students with paraprofessional support
were often, however unintentionally, given less
attention by their general education teacher because
they already had adult support. The conclusion was
a difficult one: our intention to provide more support
was not resulting in improved outcomes. Another
layer to this challenge was that paraprofessionals
were assigned at the school-level with limited
consistency in terms of who received adult support
and who was provided alternative accommodations.
Adjusting practices, however, would require more
than simply creating criteria and managing assign-
ments centrally—it called for a new understanding
of how to support students based on their needs.
The first level of work centered on identifying
why students with disabilities were assigned
paraprofessional support. At MPS, nearly 70% of
students receiving paraprofessional support did so
because of an academic need. Similar to the situa-
tion with out-of-district placements, we provided
additional adult support because we did not have
tailored academic support structures. While ad-
ditional adult support is necessary and vital for
many types of needs, the committee agreed that
academic support should come primarily from the
teaching and intervention staff. These students
needed additional support in learning the core
content areas from a core content teacher. We
could not shift paraprofessional assignments away

djusting practices,

however, would require
more than simply
creating criteria and managing
assignments centrally—it called
for a new understanding of how
to support students based on
their needs.

from academic needs, however, unless we were able
to establish these appropriate academic supports.
At the elementary level, a plethora of intervention
and remediation supports were underway. Staff
were able to develop more tailored support for
students with academic needs and shift away from
providing full-day paraprofessional support. For
students with behavioral or health needs, scheduling
was examined to identify when exactly students
required adult support and when they would be
able to support themselves with the teacher’s
guidance. This shift in scheduling had the effect of
promoting greater skill-building and self-reliance
and redirected paraprofessionals to other students
who needed direct support.

Secondary Math and English

Remediation and Intervention

Taking its cue from the paraprofessional committee,
the fourth committee focused on how best to create
the necessary tailored academic support to raise
the achievement of students with disabilities. The
committee found that the need of most students
with mild to moderate disabilities is very similar

to the need of struggling peers without disabilities.
Both groups of struggling students needed re-teaching
and remediation in core subjects. Elementary
schools had already worked to develop significant
general-education remediation programs to serve
students both with and without disabilities in
mastering core content. Where the achievement >
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gap was greatest, at the high school, was the first

area to be addressed. Our high school principal
quickly jumped to implement a model devised by
the group that provided double the time on task
for all students who struggled in math. Struggling
students were identified by a set of criteria and
then rescheduled to receive two periods of math
instruction. The principal focused his efforts at the
ninth-grade level, where the need was most acute.

efore we even knew the
solution, | wanted to
prepare everyone for change.

Now every ninth-grade student who struggled in
math received two periods of core instruction from
an expert math teacher. The classes comprised
students both with and without IEPs, and typically
had about one-third fewer students to better support
differentiation. During this process, the committee
continued to meet to examine lessons learned and
to support the implementation. This coming school
year, the middle schools are implementing a similar
model for both reading and math and the high
school is expanding the model to tenth grade.

E

ez -',- =3

Timing and Results

The four focus areas progressed from understanding
to implementation at different rates (Exhibit 3).
Some of the target areas required more time for the
team to fully comprehend the impact of changing
practices and to reach agreement that we would be
pursuing the right path. When a solution requires
changing the way things are done, implementation
can and should take much longer. To make change
stick, that time is essential.

I would say that we are at the midpoint of our work
and still have some ways to go in order to embed
the changes within the district. However, we have
already seen a number of improvements. We have
instituted a best-practice-based academic program at
the high school level and will soon do the same at the
middle school level. We have increased equity in the
provision of paraprofessional and speech and language
services for students with disabilities. We have met
the needs of more students within the district and
reduced out-of-district placements. And we have
saved over $4 million in two years.

To ensure lasting change in the district, we are
working to put in place concrete tools and proce-
dures including staffing and scheduling protocols
for secondary math and English; explicit, written
criteria for paraprofessionals and speech and language
services; and monitoring the frequency of out-of-
district placements by need in order to identify new
potential programs that could be created in-district.
These tools will allow us to continuously monitor
the efforts of each committee as well as to transfer
the full ownership of these efforts to district cham-
pions and responsible staff members.

Lessons Learned

There are three aspects of this process of rethink-
ing our special education practices which I believe
continue to contribute to our success.

First, as superintendent, I did not define exactly
what type of change needed to happen. Our district
has an incredible resource in its staff and in its
community. We have innovative teachers, expe-
rienced administrators, and a supportive parent
community that keep our district pushing forward.
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A top-down reform process would have stymied the
potential of this human capital. Each committee

of administrators and staff worked through the data
and research to develop its own action plan for
how to meet the vision and objectives I had laid
out. The amount of time it took for each committee
to implement a plan varied significantly, but that

variance in time was necessary to ensure that

EXHIBIT 3

everyone developed the capacity to understand

why change was necessary. Each committee mem-
ber had to understand and embrace the rationale

for change and eventually had to communicate the
change to parents and students. A common pitfall
of implementation is moving too quickly and not
bringing enough people on board: this approach
results in the great rise and dramatic fall of school >

Year 1
2009-2010

Initiatives
Providing equity

in speech Buy-in
and language and change
services

Providing more
programs to
serve students
in-district

Buy-in
and change

Rethinking
the role and
schedule
of para-
professionals

Raising
achievement
of students
with special
needs

Source: DMC and Montclair Public Schools

Year 2
2010-2011

Small-scale
change

The Process of Implementing Change

Year 3
2011-2012

Outcomes

* Data-driven assignment of

staff in each building

Systemic change ) o
* More consistent eligibility

and exit criteria

= ~ $170,000 in savings in
first two years alone

* Nearly a third of students out
of district were brought back

Systemic change or did not have to leave

* Greater community satisfaction

» ~$700,000 in savings in
first two years alone

* Systematic, data-driven

heduli
Systemic scheduling

change * Greater student independence

* ~ $3.3 million in savings in
first two years alone

* Double the learning time

from content-strong teachers
Small-scale

change * Increased achievement

* Greater integration with
general education
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EXHIBIT 4

Top-down
implementation

Faster

Limited
sustainability

Source: DMC

Change management and timing: Finding the right balance

Slower
Embedded

within
culture

Bottom-up
implementation

district initiatives (Exhibit 4). To prevent the
demise of all of its efforts, each of our committees

was empowered to take the necessary time to care-

fully understand the challenge and plan for change.

nstead of outlining the path to

change, | set a focused vision

and consistently reinforced our
commitment to that vision.

Secondly, critical to success was that my role was
centered on creating a vision and communicating
a consistent message. The goal was increased
achievement for our students with disabilities.

The message can get lost in the details of all the
activities that stem from new initiatives, and

I knew it was imperative that I communicate
regularly and broadly to all stakeholders. I wanted
to be sure that every stakeholder—from parents

and students to school staff and board members—

was aware of the initiative and would be prepared
for the outcomes of each committee’s work. I per-
sonally scheduled meetings and attended sessions
with school staff, the Montclair Special Education
Parent Advisory Committee, and the school board
to bring them up to speed on what the district
was undertaking and why. The message that we
delivered to these stakeholders was the same
one that guided the committees’ work: we must
increase the achievement of students with
disabilities. All the work that would be done
revolved around improving outcomes for these
students. We also communicated that many of
the efforts would identify inefficiencies in current
practices and would likely result in savings, but
the primary motive was and had to be achieve-
ment. [ stress the importance of this personal
touch because visiting with each of these groups
grounded not only the importance of the project
but also the commitment of the district to supporting
the work.

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, we made
sure to include in the planning process the people
who would have to change. It would not have been
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effective, for example, to create criteria for speech
and language therapists without including those
professionals in the discussion. They brought critical
insight and often shared nuances that needed to be
addressed before changes could occur. Ensuring
principals were members of each committee was
also vital. While principals’ support is necessary,
principals’ ownership of projects is critical to
making sure the initiative is fully implemented at
the school level and is sustained. In order to shift
program offerings, schedules needed to be shifted
and staffing redone. Without principals’ buy-in, that
level of implementation may not have been possible.
Although the committees are eagerly looking
forward to our achievement data to see the results
of the changes made, I personally feel that the
greatest effect this work has had is the change in
mindset in our district. | am eager to see the team
at MPS continue to address challenges head-on
with the same commitment and honesty with
which they undertook this process. This process—
from early reflection to the three-year planning
and implementation—has been a great example of
making difficult decisions and sustaining improve-
ments. Now that we have created the environment
for change to happen and have
shown ourselves that we can

succeed, the team in
Montclair can confidently
continue to improve
services for all our
students.

common pitfall of

implementation is moving
too quickly and not bringing

enough people on board: this approach

results in the great rise and dramatic
fall of school district initiatives.
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DMC CASE STUDY

Improving Related Services through
Scheduling: Joint School District No. 2 (ID)

Dr. Linda Clark, superintendent of Joint School District No. 2 in Boise, Idaho, had already taken

aggressive action in confronting fiscal crisis in one of the lowest-spending states. Yet, the

imperative of budget cuts persisted. Dr. Clark’s breakthrough was to invert the conventional

wisdom of budget cuts: when directed in a careful and constructive way, the need for cuts did not

necessarily have to represent a no-win proposition but could instead galvanize an examination of

where things could be done differently in the service of continuous improvement and change.

| JAMES C. SMITH

pecial education was in many ways the
most apt candidate for such an examination:
special education costs were rising, but the
achievement of students with disabilities
was not increasing commensurately. No
one questioned the hard work, passion, and commit-
ment demonstrated by the district’s special education
staff members. They had implemented an ambitious
Response to Intervention (RTI) program and had
made great strides in using data to inform and improve
instruction. Nonetheless, special education students
remained subject to a large and widening achievement
gap that, by 10th grade, stood at almost 50 points in
reading and almost 60 points in math despite the
rising costs.

Dr. Clark was determined to find some solutions to
these challenges. The process of inquiry led by Dr. Clark
resulted in some surprising findings for the district and
culminated in identifying staffing and scheduling changes
that would improve services for students and would save
the district approximately $1.5 million over the next
three school years.

Defining the Issues
Examining Current Practice

Determined to better understand the challenge,
Dr. Clark undertook a benchmarking analysis with
the help of the District Management Council (DMC).

Joint School District No. 2 (Boise, ID)
Fast Facts

Number of Students: 35,131 (2011-2012)
Number of Schools: 49
Per Pupil Spending: $4,820* (2011-2012)

Total District Staff: 3,339** (2010-2011)

*General fund expenditures per pupil in average
daily attendance.

**Total district staff is based on the most recent information
certified by the state of Idaho.

Source: Joint School District No. 2
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The analysis focused equally on the academic
achievement of students with special needs and on
the cost-effective use of limited financial resources.
In the face of budget constraints, districts have a
tendency to focus on general education for savings
because they assume that special education changes
cannot be made. Dr. Clark saw the need to challenge
this common assumption and to examine special
education to try to find solutions that would serve
students well. The district saw the importance of
construing this review not as a way of determining
good or bad, but rather as a project to move the
district to the next level of performance.

An unexpected finding emerged from this bench-
marking review that provided focus for how the district
could create a roadmap toward continuous improvement:

Benchmarking Study Finding

The district had higher numbers of speech and language staff
than other districts with similar poverty and spending levels.
Specifically, the district learned that they had about three
speech and language professionals for every two speech and
language professionals in similar districts.

[t was clear from the benchmarking study that speech
and language pathologists and assistants in the district
were hard-working and deeply committed to ensuring
that students with special needs achieve academi-
cally, socially, and emotionally. However, discovering
that the district had many more speech and language
professionals than other similar districts was very
surprising. Indeed, before the benchmarking research
was conducted, common district wisdom had suggested
just the opposite. Everyone knew or at least thought
they knew that the speech and language department
was understaffed. While ascertaining that the speech
and language department was overstaffed was helpful in
identifying the problem area, more detective work was
needed. How was it possible to have such caring, hard-
working staff and, at the same time, be overstaffed?

To investigate this dilemma, Dr. Clark applied a
technology solution developed by DMC to record and
analyze the district’s speech and language professionals’
schedules. Knowing exactly how each member of the
speech and language department currently spends his
or her time became invaluable in better understanding
why the district had more speech and language staff

DMC CASE STUDY

than other similar districts. Two additional findings
helped to better understand the first finding:

Schedule Analysis—Finding No. 1

Speech and language pathologists across the nation
spend about 28 hours a week with students (Exhibit 1).
At Joint District No. 2, pathologists were spending only
13 hours a week with students. This meant that the
district was losing three hours per day, 15 hours a week,
and 540 hours per year of precious student service time
for each pathologist.

Schedule Analysis—Finding No. 2

The analysis further showed that the amount of time
each individual speech and language pathologist was
spending with students was not fairly distributed. Some
pathologists were spending more time with students than
others (Exhibit 2). In fact, the pathologist spending the
most time with students was providing three hours of
direct service to students for every one hour provided

by the pathologist spending the least amount of time
with students.

Gaining this clear understanding of current scheduling
inefficiencies affirmed that solving the staffing problem
would require focusing on schedules. The reason that
the district was overstaffed had nothing to do with the
caring, hard-working pathologists and had everything
to do with inefficient scheduling practices. >

EXHIBIT1

Speech and Language Pathologists'
Time with Students (hours per week)
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Source: DMC and the American Speech-Language-Hearing Association
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EXHIBIT 2

teachers can give a quick and accurate

Speech and Language Pathologist Direct Service

(% of Contract Week)

Pathologist 1
Pathologist 2
Pathologist 3

Pathologist 5
Pathologist 6
Pathologist 7
Pathologist 8
Pathologist 9

Pathologist 11 I 34%
Pathologist 12 [ N 34%
Pathologist 13 I 34%
Pathologist 14 [ 33%
Pathologist 15 [ 31%
Pathologist 16 [N 30%
Pathologist 17 [ 30%
Pathologist 18 N  29%
Pathologist 19 [ 28%
Pathologist 20 N 28%
Pathologist 21 [N 27%

Pathologist 22 [INNENEGE  21%

Pathologist 23 [INININEGE ENE 19%

Pathologist 24 [INNEGTNNEENE 19%

Pathologist 25 [ INEGERGE 13%

Source: DMC

N 42%
R 42%
R 42%
Pathologist 4 I 41%
R 40%
I 20%
I 39%
I 35%
I 35%
Pathologist 10 I 37%

answer. The number of elementary teachers
each school needs is then a mathematical
exercise that considers student enrollment
by grade and the desired teacher-to-student
ratio. Asking the same straightforward
questions about speech and language profes-
sionals’ time and staffing, however, leads to
a complex, confusing answer. Sometimes,
the answer simply is not known.

Joint School District No. 2’s singular
context compounded the challenge. As
Idaho’s fastest-growing district, Joint School
District No. 2 has seen student enrollment
increase by over 50% in the last 10 years.!
The next decade is projected to bring an
additional 15,000 students to the district.
As the district itself has acknowledged,
“enrollment growth has placed tremendous
demands on our schools.” Getting a handle
on staffing in such a dynamic setting requires
stepping back and looking at a district as a
whole, taking the kind of systemic perspec-
tive that Dr. Clark realized was needed.

Solutions to Improve
Staffing, Scheduling,
and the Delivery

of Services

The benchmarking and schedule analyses

How Does This Happen?

This situation is, in fact, quite prevalent. There are
understandable reasons that the scheduling of speech
and language services eludes firm comprehension and
clear tracking. In addition to spending time directly
with students, speech and language professionals test
students to determine services, write reports, and travel
between school buildings. Further, the complexity of
student needs that trigger such services and the various
configurations in which these services are rendered
make workloads inherently opaque. If you go to any
district and ask how much time an elementary class-
room teacher spends with students, central office
leadership, elementary administrators, and elementary

clearly indicated that the district had
opportunities to address scheduling and
staffing efficiencies. Perhaps even more exciting was

the fact that by scheduling and staffing more strategi-
cally, services to students would improve. More efficient
staffing and scheduling could ensure that students
would receive more time with specialists, that more
thoughtful groupings of students would take place, and
that all services specified by the students’ Individualized
Education Program (IEP) would be delivered.

Three Steps to Build a Better Schedule

To tackle the two connected issues of the relatively
low amount of pathologist time spent with students
and the variability among pathologists of hours spent
with students, Dr. Clark knew that she needed to
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set a service standard for speech and language professionals,
determine how to enforce it consistently across the
district, and employ a measured yet sustained phase-in.
She realized that successful implementation of new
schedules would require not only solving the technical
challenge of building better schedules but also making
sure that staff believed that the new schedules were fair,
credible, and in the best interest of the students.

Step 1: Dewvelop Staffing Guidelines

To set staffing guidelines, Dr. Clark looked to the
leadership of Cathy Thornton, director of special
programs, and Karel Olsen, supervisor of speech and
language services. Tapping Ms. Thornton and Ms. Olsen
for this role demonstrated Dr. Clark’s confidence in
their leadership abilities. Delegating the staffing guide-
lines to two expert professionals in the field also created
confidence among staff and parents that changes would
happen with thought, care, knowledge, and experience.

Ms. Thornton and Ms. Olsen made two crucial
management decisions when they started to develop
staffing guidelines. First, they made sure that the right
people were involved in the decision, and second, they
defined clear and achievable goals.

Involving the right people was critical to developing
credible schedules. The committee included elementary
principals, elementary classroom teachers, speech
and language professionals, and other related service
providers. Speech and language professionals were
included because the new schedules would directly
impact how they spent their day. Elementary principals
and classroom teachers were included because they
work with speech and language professionals to set up
schedules and are impacted when students are pulled
out of class for services. Other related service providers
were included with the thought that if schedules
could be made more efficient for speech and language
professionals, all other related service providers could
potentially benefit from the new scheduling approach
at a later date.

Setting a clear goal was equally important to move
the work forward. Developing staffing guidelines would
require deciding how much time speech and language
staff would spend directly serving students and when
students receiving speech and language services should
be grouped together. Both of these decisions could not
only greatly increase scheduling efficiency but also

DMC CASE STUDY

improve services for students. Increasing a pathologist’s
direct service time with students from 15 to 30 hours
per week doubles efficiency. Similarly, simply grouping
together two students who were previously seen one-
on-one also doubles efficiency. Putting workload and
grouping efficiencies together could increase efficiency
fourfold. Beyond efficiency gains, students would
benefit. More student time with pathologists benefits
students, and grouping students more thoughtfully so
that they are in groups with other students with
similar needs creates greater learning opportunities.

he reason that the district was

overstaffed had nothing to do

with the caring, hard-working
pathologists and had everything to do
with inefficient scheduling practices.

Setting Workload Guidelines: Caseload versus
Hours Spent with Students

The committee started their discussions by agreeing
that workload guidelines should be based on how much
time a speech and language professional was spending
directly with students and not on the size of his or her
caseload. Each committee member offered stories and
anecdotes that supported the perspective that each
student has different needs and thus looking only at
caseload size avoids the primary goal of putting students
first. A better workload guideline was to set a reasonable
amount of time that a speech and language professional
would be expected to spend with students, being mind-
ful of the time required to attend to other important
responsibilities like testing and report writing that are
done when students are not being served directly.

To determine direct service workload guidelines,
the committee had to decide what to use as a bench-
mark. An internal benchmark involved looking at the
current, actual levels of direct service provided by the
staff. The committee reasoned that using an internal
benchmark would ensure reasonableness: in short,
the workload can be handled in the district because

someone is already doing it. The external benchmark >
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involved looking to national averages, similar com-
munities, and expert opinions to determine what is
reasonable. The external approach had the advantage
of looking beyond district practice. After wrestling with
the decision, an elementary principal spoke for the
group in stating, “We need to look at what is possible
in other districts and what is happening in our district.
Using both internal and external benchmarks seems to
be the best way to move forward.”

utting workload and grouping
efficiencies together could
increase efficiency fourfold.

Beyond efficiency gains, students

would benefit.

EXHIBIT 3

Setting Staffing Mix and Defining Roles

After reviewing the benchmark information, the com-
mittee decided that workload guidelines for speech

and language pathologists should differ from those for
speech and language assistants because pathologists
need more time to test, write reports, and conduct
other activities that are important for students but
that do not involve direct time spent with students.
Ms. Thornton and Ms. Olsen used data from current
practices to determine exactly how much time patholo-
gists would need to test, write reports, and perform other
duties. By thoughtfully accounting for all the time
pathologists needed to perform activities outside of
directly serving students, Ms. Thornton and Ms. Olsen
were able to reach an informed expectation of the
amount of time pathologists could spend with students.
The committee also started to rethink the staffing mix
of speech and language pathologists and speech and
language assistants. They discovered that they could
continue serving students well with more assistants and
fewer pathologists. From a cost perspective, this change
was beneficial because pathologists received salary and
benefits that were about two times greater than those of
assistants. Savings could be achieved not only through
improving scheduling, but in part through staffing more
cost-effectively (Exhibit 3).

Improving Student Outcomes More Cost-Effectively and Efficiently

Staff more cost-effectively

Improve student outcomes
more cost-effectively
and efficiently

Source: DMC

Staff more efficiently

Serve students through speech
and language assistants

Spend more time
with students

Streamline non-student time

Group students with
similar needs together
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Setting Grouping Guidelines

The committee followed a similar approach of
examining both internal and external benchmarks
when they set guidelines for grouping students. The
speech and language practitioners’ perspective proved
to be the most valuable to this committee discussion.
The practitioners’ perspective was that students
benefited from being grouped together as long as the
grouping was based on the student’s area of need. The
committee codified this decision further by setting a
maximum number of students who could be grouped
together in each area of need. The committee’s

decisions gained quick consensus due to the credibility
of the speech and language practitioners and validation

by external sources and expert opinion.

Step 2: Discover What Is Possible

With staffing guidelines in place, the next step was
to discover what these guidelines would mean when
applied to the speech and language department’s
schedules. Figuring this out by hand was a daunting
and time-consuming task. For help, the district used
DMC’s scheduling software, called dmStaffing.

With this technology, the district could set staffing
and scheduling guidelines district-wide and quickly
generate optimized schedules, all while ensuring full
compliance with students’ IEP requirements. This
scheduling software would reveal how many speech
and language professionals and assistants would be
required. Based on the results, the district realized
that they could generate schedules that were twice
as efficient as the schedules that the speech and
language staff had created by hand. These scheduling
efficiencies were estimated to save the district
approximately $1.5 million over the next three school
years (Exhibit 4). This entire savings was possible by
using the criteria that the committee had developed
to best serve students.

Step 3: Consider Realities and the Situation
of the District

The committee’s satisfaction about saving the district
money and improving student outcomes quickly gave
way to the realization of what the findings really
meant: a significant reduction of speech and language
staff. As Dr. Clark had the foresight to understand,

a sudden large change in the speech and language

department, while possible on paper, would ultimately
not be the right decision for students or staff.
Knowing that it was possible to generate schedules
that were twice as efficient did not necessarily mean
that it was wise to move forward with the decision in
a single school year. The district thoughtfully decided
to phase in the changes over three years to allow the
speech and language department to adjust to doing
their work differently. >

e need to look at what is
possible in other districts

and what is happening in our
district. Using both internal and external
benchmarks seems to be the best way to
move forward."

EXHIBIT 4

Cumulative Three-Year Staffing Costs and
Potential Savings

54 $4.7 million $1.5 million (est.)
4 —
$3.2 million
%) 3 ]
C
S
=
2 —
’I —
O _
Current Cumulative Projected
cumulative 3-year budget cumulative
3-year cost savings 3-year cost

Source: Joint School District No. 2
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Talking Points

Joint School District No. 2's work developing schedules did not
happen in a vacuum. The speech and language staff wanted to
know what was happening along the way. Ms. Thornton and
Ms. Olsen crafted talking points to respond to staff questions
thoughtfully and consistently. The talking points emphasized
concerns that were on staff members' minds, such as fairness,
efficiency, and timing.

® Fairness: “We are examining scheduling practices among
all speech and language staff to ensure workload fairness
from pathologist to pathologist and assistant to assistant.
Moving from a caseload approach to a workload approach
acknowledges that student needs are different.”

» Efficiency: "We are looking for ways to improve our
scheduling practices. Creating schedules by hand is
time-consuming and complex.”

® Timing: “There will be no scheduling changes this school
year. Next school year we will use technology to help us
schedule. The technology will provide draft schedules, and
we will be able to rely on your professional judgment to
finalize schedules.”

Staff reductions are always a challenge to both the
individuals who lose their positions and the staff who
survive the reduction. Phasing in changes over time
would allow the district to use attrition to limit the
number of speech and language staff that would lose
their positions. Scheduling changes would also require
work to be done differently. While working differently
clearly entails changes for the speech and language
staff, it also impacts principals and teachers, who
need to adjust to the new way of scheduling in their
buildings. For the district, staffing reductions also
needed to be considered within the context of the
demographic changes in the area. Boise, Idaho
represents an area of the country that is experiencing
population growth, leading to growth in student enroll-
ment. Joint School District No. 2 has seen student
enrollment increase by over 50% in the last 10 years,
with the next decade projected to bring an additional
15,000 students to the district. Phasing in changes over
time allows the district to maintain a level of staffing

flexibility. Dr. Clark realized the importance of making
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a decision that would serve the district’s students well
not only during the next school year but also into the
future. By not reducing staff too much or too quickly,
the district is better equipped to respond to student
enrollment increases over the next three years.

WHAT'S NEXT?

Over the summer, scheduling software will be rolled
out district-wide to generate schedules for all of the
district’s speech and language staff for the 2012-2013
school year. A national first-mover in gaining such
tight and comprehensive control of its staffing, Joint
School District No. 2 will certainly confront unexpected
findings and have to navigate practical challenges as

it continues to forge new ground. Already the district
has gleaned three lessons that have helped it to resolve
key questions; these lessons will guide implementation

going forward:

1. Scheduling will never be a one-time, entirely
mechanical exercise.

Because this is the first year of implementation, the
district knows it must continue to learn what works
and what does not work with the new schedules and
to support speech and language staff through the
transition. Learning will happen through a feedback
process that will provide staff opportunities to share
their thoughts and perspectives about the new schedules
multiple times throughout the beginning of the school
year. Schedules will continue to be revised through-
out the early part of the year based on practitioners’
feedback. The scheduling software allows staff to tailor
and make adjustments to the schedules, and using this
iterative process will lead to the best schedules for
students and staff.

2. New scheduling norms need to get
embedded at each school.

Principals will have to play an important role in
ensuring that implementation is a success. One of

the reasons that speech and language staff schedules
were inefficient in the past is that their services were
provided at the most convenient time for the classroom
teacher. More efficient scheduling will require classroom
teachers to be more flexible about the time when

students are pulled out of class for speech and language



services. Knowing that principals support the scheduling
change will go a long way in helping pathologists to
navigate these new conversations with teachers.

3. Thoughtful scheduling brings strategic
abandonment.

One of the important transitions for speech and
language staff is figuring out what activities not to
do. Preliminary thinking indicates that RTI meetings
are the most likely blocks of time that can be repur-
posed. Two possible new protocols help to illustrate
the potential in this area. One would be to decree
that a speech and language staff member should
attend an RTI meeting only when a student he or
she works with is being discussed. Additionally, rather
than joining the full meeting, the speech and language
staff member could attend only the critical point in
the discussion when the pathologist’s perspective on a
student is valuable. These suggested reforms and their
full implications need to be explored further. To help
work through this approach comprehensively, the
district is planning to conduct an observation study
to make practical suggestions on determining which
blocks of time not spent with students could be reduced
and which could potentially be eliminated altogether.
Such outstanding strategic questions about which
activities to abandon help to place the new approach
to scheduling speech and language services in its
proper context. The introduction of technology has not
obviated the need for the nuance of human judgment.
Instead, the district’s review of current staffing practices
and their adoption of a software solution provided
the information and the tool that the district used to
yield and operationalize insight. The transformation
in scheduling speech and language services has been a
way to more thoughtfully deploy rather than supplant
the expertise of the district’s professionals and their
intimate knowledge of student needs.

Moving Forward

Dr. Clark boldly took on the challenge of examining
special education practices, and questioned the com-
mon assumption that changes to special education

are too complex to be undertaken. The somewhat
surprising findings that resulted from the benchmarking
study and the scheduling analysis provided elucidating
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information that enabled Dr. Clark and her team to
more strategically and more effectively manage special
education services. Changing staffing mix, staffing
more efficiently, and grouping students can result in
significant cost savings for the district. And, most
importantly, these efficiencies have significant benefits
for students: staffing and scheduling more efficiently
means that more practitioner time can be spent with

he transformation in

scheduling speech and language

services has been a way to
more thoughtfully deploy rather than
supplant the expertise of the district's
professionals and their intimate
knowledge of student needs.

students, groupings of students can have instructional
benefits, and IEPs can be fully met as they were
intended. Dr. Clark and her team’s thoughtful and
skillful management—engaging a committee of staff to
design criteria, creating mechanisms for feedback and
continuous improvement, and wisely creating time for
staff to absorb the changes—is enabling the new prac-
tices to be effectively embedded into the system.

! Tessa Schweigert, “Managing Growth,” Idaho Issues, Boise State
University, Spring 2007, http://www.boisestate.edu/research/history/
issuesonline/2007spring/p3_people_clark.-html; Joint School District No. 2,
http://www.meridianschools.org/Schools/Pages/SchoolsOfOurDistrict.aspx.

Joint School District No. 2 website.
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Systems-Thinking Can Ensure
All Students Can Read

Ed reform approaches come and go, but perhaps the only area of lasting, near-universal

agreement is that the ability to read and comprehend is critical. Despite this broad consensus,

NAEP (National Assessment of Educational Progress) reading scores have seen few gains, only

a handful of districts have fully implemented the much-lauded recommendation of the National

Reading Panel published twelve years ago, and few district leaders seem satisfied with the number

of children who are reading at grade level. Insufficient time, money, and training are often cited

as barriers, but it may well be that the real obstacles are embedded in the very design of how

districts are organized, how decisions are made, and how staffing is managed.

ost districts have a focus on literacy
and many have made significant
investments in materials, software,
training, and coaching; yet, two-
thirds of fourth graders still struggle
to read.! While each of these components is valuable,
individually they are insufficient for the task. Only
by applying a systems-thinking approach—building a
comprehensive approach for reading instruction and
support, where all the parts work together as a coherent,
reinforcing system—can districts ensure that all students
will master reading. Bold and strategic leadership and
management are required to reshape the existing system
to implement a systems-thinking approach.

What Is Systems-Thinking?

Systems-thinking is a simple concept. It means that

all the components of a plan work in concert toward
achieving an overarching vision or master plan.

A systems-thinking approach means (1) all the non-
negotiables, by which we mean the objectives, are clearly
articulated early in the process; (2) every part of the
system knows what and how to change to support the
non-negotiables; and (3) each component of the plan
magnifies and reinforces the others, creating a “force

multiplier” which dramatically accelerates the
achievement of the stated objective.

Systems-thinking demands that non-negotiables
remain true and uncompromised, and that it is the
system that bends, changes, and restructures in service
of the non-negotiables. Strong leadership, skillful
management, and careful planning are essential.
Making a system adapt to the non-negotiables starts
with a cross-departmental, silo-free look at all the parts
of the district that are impacted by the plan. Adjusting
or changing schedules, staffing, training, hiring, funding,
policies, procedures, customs, and incentives is often
required. A comprehensive list of touchpoints and
obstacles helps guide the implementation. When a district
has this list in hand, the key steps to implementation
become clear. This list of steps is not the typical
approach of buying materials, training staff, and
monitoring activities. Such an approach holds the
current context in place, whereas systems-thinking
requires taking sometimes dramatic actions to ensure
the system will support success.

Applying systems-thinking demands strong leader-
ship and solid management. Only a leader can see over
the walls that create the organizational silos; only a
leader can bring the disparate parts of an organization
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together; and only a leader has the clout to change the
system to support the non-negotiables. Strong manage-
ment skills are also critical. A deep understanding of
day-to-day operations can help identify practices that
undermine key elements of a plan. The ability to plan,
schedule, coordinate, and organize can make seemingly
impossible obstacles disappear.

Examples of how systems-thinking can create powerful
results are all around us. Toyota and Southwest Airlines
are two classic case studies. To create high-quality cars
at low prices, Toyota changed the very way cars were
designed and manufactured. In the past, the process was
siloed. The creative team sketched the design, engineers
detailed it, purchasing bought the parts, manufacturing
assembled them, quality control inspected the cars,
and dealers sold them. The process seemed logical,
and everyone did his or her part. Unfortunately, the
creative team didn’t know their design was hard to
manufacture; purchasing bought what was specified,
but not what was actually needed; and when customers
complained to the dealer (in America), no one at
Toyota in Japan heard about the problems. As a result,
Japanese cars were shunned. Toyota then created a

DMC SPOTLIGHT

better system, which led to a better car. Many of

the various departments were merged to ensure they
worked together as a team. Parts suppliers set up shop
inside the production line and inspected the quality
of their parts, and customer satisfaction data became
critical components of performance reviews for all
managers. In short, everyone involved in the process
contributed to creating a great car. Today, Toyota is
the largest car manufacturer in the world.

Southwest Airlines provides another example of
the application of systems-thinking. Anyone who has
flown Southwest Airlines has experienced a system
designed to provide reasonably priced travel and
an enjoyable experience. To fit in more flights a day
(a key driver of cost), the airline doesn’t assign seating,
which speeds boarding; and flight attendants start
cleaning the cabin after just a few rows of passengers
have deplaned. Every plane in the fleet is the same in
order to lower maintenance costs, and very progressive
human-capital policies keep the staff upbeat, non-union,
and multitasking. No one element of Southwest
Alirline’s success is a silver bullet, but each reinforces
the other, and collectively they have created the >
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most consistently profitable airline with high rates
of customer satisfaction.

When a comprehensive plan is implemented in a
setting that was designed to make it successful, frustra-
tions and obstacles are replaced with the joy of the
force multiplier. Many district leaders have looked back
on a good idea that failed to raise achievement and see
with the clarity of hindsight why results were lackluster.
“We collected data, but never gave staff time to review
it,” or “We bought the new materials, but few of the
staff had mastered the content and concepts them-
selves,” or the perennial “We needed more time, but
the day just isn’t long enough.” By contrast, districts

old and strategic leadership
and management are
required to reshape the

existing system to implement a
systems-thinking approach.

that have raised achievement through a systems-
thinking approach often extol the way each element
makes the other parts more effective. Training has more
impact when the staff already has skills in the topics,
the data drive instruction because the reports separate
scores by skill, or the calendar ensures students have
sufficient time on task and teachers can plan. Systems-
thinking is what makes the difference between great
gains and just great effort.

Existing Structures and Practices
Are Often the Obstacles

Based on the work of the National Reading Panel
(NRP), the What Works Clearinghouse, and the
experience of best-practice districts, the District
Management Council has codified the key elements
that are common to effective reading programs
(Exhibit 1). It is important to note that all eight
elements must be implemented in order to ensure
success. All together, they collectively reinforce one
another and raise achievement.

But, when many district leaders review the list of
best practices, we often hear, “This is common sense,
and we do many of these already.” These practices may
resonate as common sense, but, in our work with more
than 50 districts across the country, we have found
that faithfully implementing all eight of these practices
isn’t very common. Although most districts want to do
“whatever it takes” to help struggling students, in many
districts, the reading instruction offered is in direct
conflict with these best practices. This is not because
districts disagree with the plan or think they have
something better, but because preserving the traditional
schedule, maintaining staffing patterns, or maintaining
teacher independence takes precedence. The reading
practices bend and twist to fit the district rather
than the context changing to allow the reading
best practices to exist in their pure, effective form.

A DMC review of school districts across the country
reveals that many districts embrace the non-negotiables,
but the system distorts and undermines them. For example:

e Silos, rather than systems-thinking, too often drive
reading instruction. One of the most striking examples
is that a single school might have seven different
reading programs, materials, and staff—one program
for general education and separate programs for
remediation, special education, ELL, Title I, and the
language part of speech and language, as well as pro-
grams required by a specific grant. In short, the systems
in the district actually prevent the district from
providing what they know to be needed.

¢ Reading remediation is rarely integrated with daily
classroom instruction because time for collaboration
between classroom teachers, reading teachers, and special
education teachers to integrate curricula, assessments, and
programs isn’t scheduled regularly during the week, and
each group is assigned different professional development.

e Although districts often assess reading at the secondary
level and know that many students in those grades
can’t read well, they maintain traditional course
offerings that don’t include reading instruction.

e Perhaps the greatest variance from systems-thinking
occurs in districts that know and often state that
teacher quality is the key driver to student learning but
assign almost anyone to teach reading. Many veteran
classroom teachers have no formal training in how to
teach reading. Even fewer special education teachers,
who often provide reading intervention, have any
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training in the teaching of reading. In many districts,
reading support isn’t even provided by a teacher but

is delegated to a paraprofessional or parent volunteer.

Districts that have made large gains in student
achievement have embraced a systems-thinking
approach that cuts across and connects multiple
departments, funding sources, grade levels, scheduling
priorities, and data systems. Ensuring that all students
can read becomes the guiding light, and all aspects of
the district bend and conform to support it, rather than
the reading effort twisting and turning to navigate the
current structures, schedules, and staff.

Keys to Success: Four Districts
That Model Systems-Thinking

Four districts exemplify the systems-thinking approach
to reading and provide valuable lessons—Montgomery
County Public Schools (VA), Arlington Public Schools
(MA), Simsbury Public Schools (CT), and the School
District of Lancaster (PA). In Montgomery County, the
approach reduced the third-grade reading gap by 29%;

in Arlington, the number of struggling readers has been
reduced by 68% since the district was redesigned to sup-
port their reading non-negotiable; in Simsbury, over a
third of struggling readers reached grade-level proficiency
in just one year; and in Lancaster, plans are being rolled
out to provide direct, intensive reading support to over
50% of secondary students during a time of deep budget
cuts. Although each of these districts faced its own set of
obstacles during implementation, their leadership made
the objective of improving reading a non-negotiable,
and took difficult and bold steps to implement changes
to the existing system. They exemplify the adoption of

a systems-thinking mindset, and below, we highlight six
commonalities that led to their success.

1- Strong leadership from the top is critical.

All four exemplary districts had very strong support
from the superintendent. Whether the leadership is
hands-on or hands-off, in all cases the superintendent
and the assistant superintendent forced the system

to align with the reading best practices, rather than
allowing existing structures to water them down.
Leadership from the top is essential because, in most
districts, only the superintendent and/or the assistant
superintendent has decision-making powers that >
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EXHIBIT 1
Best Practices for Effective Reading Programs:
Is your district doing all of these?
These eight best practices are common elements Q
to effective reading programs. However, all eight ¢}
must be implemented, and implemented well, in order
to ensure success. Accomplishing even seven of the

eight practices yields little benefit. All together, they
collectively reinforce one another and raise achievement.

1 m Set clear and rigorous grade-level expectations
for reading proficiency. Define in unambiguous terms
what constitutes grade-level proficiency.

2 m Conduct frequent measurement of student achievement
and growth, and adjust instruction accordingly. Assessments
should take place three or four times a year for all students, and
much more often for struggling students. If progress slows, new
strategies must be quickly deployed.

3- Identify struggling readers starting in kindergarten. Waiting
until the end of first grade or until the first state tests at the end of
third grade is much too late.

4l Ensure balanced core instruction in the five areas of
reading (phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and
comprehension) as part of a 90-minute literacy block each day.
All five components are critical and cannot be covered in less time.

5 m Provide immediate and intensive additional instruction for
struggling readers, averaging 30 minutes a day and using more
than one pedagogical strategy. Some students will need more time
to learn, and a few extra periods a week is not sufficient.

6- Explicitly teach phonics in the early grades and comprehension
in the later grades. Many students master sounds and understanding
through practice, but struggling students need direct instruction in
these topics.

7- Connect remediation and intervention seamlessly to each
day's core instruction. Extra help is more helpful when it connects
to the core instruction.

8- Don't settle for anything less than a highly skilled teacher
of reading. The teacher’s expertise has more influence on student

outcomes than any other item in this list.
Source: DMC
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transcend building and departmental lines and can
remove the structural barriers.

Jerry Weast, former superintendent of Montgomery
County Public Schools (MCPS), personally champi-
oned the effort, often stating, “It’s not a program, it’s
a system of thinking. You have to take the same old
bottle of time and resources and put in new wine of a
clear and compelling goal-aligned people, systems and
structures, and innovation and monitoring.”

In Simsbury Public Schools, Superintendent Diane
Ullman’s unwavering support for the literacy initiative
also proved to be critical. Whether it was getting
stakeholder buy-in or rethinking staffing, she never
hesitated to communicate tough messages or make
tough decisions, as long as it meant that her students
would learn to be good readers. She would allow no

past practices to get in the way.

2- Human-capital decisions and strategy
must be based on student needs, not history.

What seems obvious—that the neediest students need
the most talented teachers—can be a high hurdle in
many districts. According to this non-negotiable, regard-
less of teachers’ job title or certification, only skilled
teachers of reading should deliver reading instruction.
This standard required the exemplary districts to honestly
review the skill sets of all teachers and paraprofessionals

across the district and make sweeping changes.

ystems-thinking demands
that non-negotiables remain
true and uncompromised, and

that it is the system that bends,
changes, and restructures in service
of the non-negotiables.

When Simsbury Public Schools decided that it would
assign only teachers skilled in the teaching of reading
to give reading instruction, it was a bit surprised by
what its review revealed. The Early Literacy Interven-
tion Program, its largest reading effort in grades 1-3,

was being delivered primarily by paraprofessionals, most
of whom did not possess any training in the instruction
of reading. Students with special needs, most of whom
had reading challenges, received support from special
education teachers, who also had limited training in
teaching reading. Simsbury Public Schools conducted
detailed inventories and rigorous interviews of teachers
across the district. An elite group of reading experts
was then built from general education teachers, special
education teachers, speech and language pathologists,
reading specialists, and new hires. This new team would
provide all remediation instruction and coaching

of classroom teachers. The district did not rely on
certification as proof of skill but rather used detailed
interviews, observations, and the teaching of model
lessons. To make room in its roster for additional reading
teachers, the district had to reduce or reassign staff
who were not skilled enough to teach struggling readers.
The willingness to move staff based on the best way

to serve students separates the exemplary districts

from the rest.

In the School District of Lancaster, approximately
50% of secondary students struggled to read, and the
district decided to provide intensive new reading classes.
Systems-thinking kept this bold idea from failure. The
likely teachers—English teachers and special education
teachers—had no training or experience in teaching
reading. Some of the planning team rushed to an age-
old solution to addressing skill gaps in existing teachers:
“Let’s provide professional development.” The idea was
to train the existing staff to become reading teachers.
While expedient and less painful than the alternatives,
this approach is a perfect example of distorting a good
idea to fit the status quo. The reading experts the
district wanted for their most needy readers would
ideally have a passion for teaching reading, a master’s
degree in reading, and/or extensive experience successfully
teaching reading. These types of training and skills take
years to acquire, but in the best of cases, the district
could provide only a few days of training in the summer
and a few afternoons during the school year. They realized
that if a candidate with the background of many of the
existing staff applied for the new positions, he or she
wouldn’t even be interviewed, let alone hired. The
district decided to cut existing staff through attrition
and reassignment, and hire teachers who already had
the needed skills. Although this change is one that
many districts typically avoid, the superintendent
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insisted, “In all our efforts, we had one over-arching
non-negotiable: all students should be able to read.
Nothing can get in the way of this.”

3- Districts must be the master of the
schedule, not its servant.

Finding the time for the core literacy block and extra
help five days a week is a common challenge and
finding any time for reading at the secondary level
can be an obstacle. Rarely will the existing schedule
provide for such a large commitment of time.

In the School District of Lancaster, providing time
to teach reading at the secondary level almost killed
the effort. At first glance, it seemed impossible to create
time without jeopardizing the middle schools’ commit-
ment to a team-teaching structure and team meetings.
To foster a sense of community, the middle schools
had traditionally built their schedules to allow a team
of teachers to serve the same group of students and to
minimize the students’ transitions between classes. How
could an extra 45 minutes of intervention be scheduled?
How could the reading teacher be a part of the student’s
team of teachers? To tackle this question, the district
first had to commit to the belief that the needs of
students should drive the schedule, instead of letting
the schedule drive what is offered.

Grounded in this belief, the middle school principals
sat down together to hash out a schedule that allowed
for extra time on task while preserving a team-teaching
philosophy. Many times, the goal seemed impossible,
but it was non-negotiable. When one principal, a very
talented scheduler, created a model that both preserved
the teams and provided the extra time at his school,
the momentum shifted. Eventually, all the middle
schools opted to mirror the exact same schedule,
which made possible for the first time middle school
teams that could actually cross multiple schools,
because all team members could have the same free
periods to meet.

In the Arlington Public Schools, incorporating extra
reading time in elementary classrooms meant rethinking
dozens of programs that had claims on students’ schedules.
Health, gifted and talented, fire safety, bullying preven-
tion, the science guy, Mr. Owl, speech and language
services, and many other small programs were scheduled
by principals and central office throughout the day,
which seldom left large blocks of time for reading.

In reality, reading was taught in the space unscheduled
by all the other programs.

The district reversed the process. Core reading and
reading intervention was scheduled first, and every-
thing else had to fit around it. The reading time was
sacrosanct. This was technically easy, but politically
difficult. The many small programs and assemblies
all had strong and vocal champions. They often
complained that it seemed that reading was more
important than their program, to which the superin-
tendent replied, “Yes, reading is job one for the district,
and our schedule will reflect this.”

he reading practices bend and

twist to fit the district rather than

the context changing to allow the
reading best practices to exist in their
pure, effective form.

In addition to the students’ daily schedules, the
district also changed the school year calendar to
reinforce its commitment to reading. Every year, each
elementary building explicitly set aside two days for
“data and service review meetings” dedicated to review-
ing reading data and deciding on reading intervention
groupings. On these days, the students would operate
on a special schedule to free all teachers in each grade
to meet with the principal for the data reviews. Over
time, some schools even created tightly aligned grade-
level schedules so that students could switch core
teachers for targeted instruction, which was possible
because all teachers in the same grade taught reading
at the same time.

4- Consistency of implementation matters
more than the materials or curriculum.

Many districts start the process of improving reading
outcomes by asking, “What are the best programs and
materials we can buy?” The exemplary districts down-
played that question. They recognized that nearly all
of the available materials are decent, and knew from

firsthand experience that past purchases of curricula >
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didn’t often lead to big gains in learning. They knew that
a systems-thinking approach mattered more than which
publisher they purchased from. But they also recog-
nized that it would be too difficult to align the district’s
context, policies, and structures if the reading programs
varied by school. If the system is going to bend to meet
the needs of the reading program, it can’t twist in 20
different ways to accommodate many different programs;
and if the central office is going to support the effort, it
can’t support multiple efforts—one is hard enough! The
best approach is to use the same reading program from
teacher to teacher and from building to building.

he willingness to move staff
based on the best way to serve
students separates the exemplary
districts from the rest.

The Montgomery County Public Schools strongly
believed that consistency matters. It recognized that
learning gains are maximized if students experience
minimal transitions between grades and schools. Thus,
a consistent curriculum and a system of common assess-
ments were instituted across the district. The MCPS
Curriculum Framework was developed to define a single
curriculum that would be taught, learned, and assessed
for every grade.

In the Arlington Public Schools, there were six
separate reading programs before the district unified
the reading curriculum. Depending on the student’s
profile, a given student could be participating in three
to four different reading programs at the same time.

To eliminate this lack of consistency and coherence,
the district consolidated the six reading programs under
a single reading director and department, which was
created specifically for this purpose. Having a single
program allowed for extensive training of all reading
staff in the same chosen program. Classroom reading
materials and approaches were rewritten to match the
new intervention curriculum. Curricula across reading
levels and intervention tiers were integrated so that
there would be consistency in the language used in all
reading instruction.

For Arlington, an unforeseen benefit of a single,
consistent approach was the ease with which the
reading effort could be fine-tuned. If some teachers had
difficulty with one aspect or another, or if some students
failed to benefit, improvements could quickly be
rolled out across the district, even before other staff or
students experienced the problem. Better yet, as some
teachers or schools mastered implementation, they
could teach and share with others in the district. Pockets
of success quickly became success district-wide. The

force multiplier of systems-thinking was in full effect.

5- Collecting and using data is part of
every aspect, not a separate activity.

All four exemplary districts emphasized the use of

data and deployed data effectively. The last 5 to 10
years have seen an explosion of districts collecting lots
of data, but often it is isolated from everything else.
Many teachers lament, “Today we give the assessments,
then we look at the results; then I can finally get back
to what I was doing before all these interruptions.”
The exemplary districts collected modest amounts of
student data but acted more deliberately. Data is used
to inform practice.

In Simsbury Public Schools, the number of assess-
ments dropped by more than half, but the data had more
power. Before the new program, teachers constantly
assessed students by using many tools, but each teacher
then interpreted the results at his or her discretion.
There was no uniform measure of students being on
grade level or not, and no automatic intervention based
on assessment results. Both changed in the new model.

Montgomery County had a laser-like focus on using
data to drive instruction, create a system of account-
ability, and set higher goals. Teachers were expected to
analyze students’ progress on standards and benchmarks
during regular school team meetings. They kept records
and created reports that were color-coded and aggregated
so that weaknesses and trends could easily be identi-
fied and acted upon. At the school level, principals
expected to have easy access to every teacher’s class
data-monitoring sheets during every classroom visit
and to find evidence of data-driven instruction
at any time of the day. At the district and community
levels, data reports were publicly published to track
whether or not progress was being made.
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6- Shifting funds from existing or
unrelated efforts eliminates the need

for “new money"” and provides long-term
sustainability.

In today’s difficult financial environment, it is

unlikely that districts will be able to institute a

new reading program that requires additional money.
Three of the exemplary districts, however, implemented
best-practice reading efforts during times of deep
budget cuts or frozen spending, even though significant
increases in the number of skilled reading teachers
were required.

At first, many in the leadership team in Simsbury
doubted they could afford a large increase in reading
teachers and that the program could ever happen
absent a large grant. However, the superintendent
believed that if reading was a top priority for student
learning, it also had to be a top priority for the district’s
limited funds. Based on the number of struggling
elementary readers identified (about 17%) and the
desired caseload per reading teacher (35 students),
the district determined the necessary number of
reading teachers. This number became a non-negotiable
even though the budget it required was large and
seemed impossible.

The district then inventoried all of its current
spending that targeted academic support to elementary
students. This included coaches, tutors, speech therapists
(only those working with mild language issues), para-
professionals (only those providing academic support),
and special education inclusion teachers. What they
learned was shocking—current spending on elementary
academic support was five times greater than what the
reading program would cost!

Taking systems-thinking to its fullest, the district
also redesigned its behavior support program to fund
its reading efforts. What is the connection between
behavior and reading? A very inefficient and only

modestly effective approach to behavior management
reduced funds available for everything else, including
reading support. With fixed budgets, every expense is
related to every other expense.

In the Arlington Public Schools, hiring additional
reading teachers also required a systems-thinking
approach to funding and prioritization. The district
raised athletic fees, reduced the number of central
office administrators, and more tightly managed high
school class sizes. With more efficient use of funds
elsewhere, the district was able to provide students
with a dramatically expanded reading effort.

All Students Can Read and Systems-
Thinking Makes It Possible

As seen from the examples, effective reading programs
can be realized only when districts start thinking about
reading as a part of the whole system, instead of in
isolation. Moreover, these districts allowed reading-
related decisions to change other parts of the system,
rather than watering them down to fit the existing
system. Teaching reading was declared to be one of
the most important roles for each district, and they
matched bold words with bold deeds by shaping the
district to support what they knew was needed.

As these examples demonstrate, it is bold, strategic,
and strong leadership and management that allowed the
necessary changes to the existing systems to take place
so that best practices could be applied. The systems-
thinking approach unleashed the force multiplier, with
each component of the plan magnifying and reinforcing
the other, which dramatically accelerated achievement
of the stated objective. Overcoming the obstacles posed
by the status quo can require dramatic actions, but it is
only by taking a systems-thinking approach and breaking
down the silos that success can take hold.

' Annie E. Casey Foundation, Early Warning! Why Reading by the End of Third Grade Matters, 2010, http://www.aecf.org/~/media/Pubs/Initiatives/KIDS%20
COUNT/123/2010KCSpecReport/Special %20Report%20Executive%20Summary.pdf.

? Geoff Marietta, Foundation for Child Development, Lessons for PreK-3rd from Montgomery County Public Schools, 2010, http://fcd-us.org/resources/

lessons-prek-3rd-montgomery-county-public-schools.

> Ibid.
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Can Systems-Thinking Improve Your
District’'s Reading Program?

Take this test to see whether reading achievement can increase without
more funds, a longer school day, or extensive professional development.

Few districts question the importance of all children reading and comprehending at grade level.
The common core standards will raise the bar even higher. Despite its importance, few districts
are content with their results. This quiz will gauge how great an impact applying a systems-thinking
approach to reading instruction, intervention, and programming can have in your district.

Completely | Somewhat
Do you agree with the following statements? Agree Agree Disagree

Senior leadership of the district can clearly articulate
the non-negotiables for an effective reading program.

Our human-capital practices ensure that only highly
skilled staff teach struggling readers.

The school schedule has been specially tailored to
meet the needs of struggling readers.

Our middle schools and high schools have required
courses in reading taught by skilled reading teachers
for all struggling readers.

The district can identify which teacher’s students
gained a year's growth in reading.

We have identified the policies and practices that
undermine effective reading instruction and have
changed them.

All staff who teach reading (such as classroom

teachers, special educators, and reading
interventionists) report to a single leader.

The critical importance of students’ reading at
grade level drives most decisions in the district.

The superintendent is engaged in leading and
monitoring the district's reading efforts.

The district provides all the funds needed for a
best-practice, successful reading program.
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Score Your Results
How big an opportunity exists to improve your district’s reading program

by adopting a systems-thinking approach?

Give yourself TPOINT for every time you answered COMPLETELY AGREE
Give yourself 5 POINTS for every time you answered SOMEWHAT AGREE
Give yourself 10 POINTS for every time you answered DISAGREE

Give yourself 15 POINTS for every time you answered DON'T KNOW

TOTAL SCORE

Your Opportunity to Reduce Costs

0-25 You are doing almost everything right. Keep it up!

26-50 You have many key elements in place. Adding a few missing pieces might make
a very big difference.

51-75 Some important pieces are in place, reflecting that a high value is placed on
reading, but the parts may not reinforce and strengthen each other.

75 plus As in many districts, the on-the-ground reality may not match the importance
you place on reading.

Why does answering “Don't know" count so much? If senior leaders don’t know the answers to these
questions, it indicates that they are not involved in the day-to-day or key decisions to support reading.
When leaders are not involved, conflicting priorities for time and money greatly reduce the effective-
ness of a district’s reading efforts.
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An Excerpt from

Smarter Budgets, Smarter Schools
How to Survive and Thrive in Tight Times

| NATHAN LEVENSON

CHAPTER ONE

The New Normal: Old Approaches Won't Work Anymore

As funding for education declines and student needs rise, public school

systems can no longer rely on the strategies of the past. Four new

overarching approaches must govern future budget deliberations.

his is the tightest budget I have
l l experienced in thirty years of school
administration,” said the superinten-
dent. “We are long past cutting fat,
we are cutting meat to the bone,” a
school board member added, and another concluded,
more graphically, “It feels like we are cutting off our
own arm, fat, flesh, and bone alike.”

There is nothing surprising about this interaction
given the funding shortfalls brought about by the great
recession and the end of the funds from the American
Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009 (ARRA).

The surprise is that this conversation took place in 2005,
the good old days, when this school system was wrestling
with just a 3 percent increase in spending.

Historically, a tight school budget meant that the
increase in spending didn’t cover the rising cost of
wages and benefits, nor the expanding services required
for students learning English or with disabilities.
Districts got more funds, just not enough more. The
budget crisis of the next five to ten years will be different.
Many districts will experience true cuts to total fund-
ing, compounded by escalating health, pension, and
special education costs, putting enormous pressure on
what’s available for teaching and learning.

The well-tested strategies of reducing administrators,
trimming supplies, turning down the heat, delaying
maintenance, or forgoing a cost-of-living wage increase
won’t balance future budgets. Rather, new approaches,
mind-sets, and tools will stock the budget survival kit

Excerpted with permission from Smarter Budgets, Smarter Schools: How to Survive and Thrive in Tight Times by Nathan Levenson
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard Education Press, 2012). For more information, please visit http.//www.hepg.org/hep/book/163/SmarterBudgets

SmarterSchools or call 1-888-437-1437.
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Smarter Budgets
Smarter Schools ’

7N/

How t? Survive and Thrive
In Tight Times

of superintendents and school board members for
years to come.

The situation isn’t all bad news. Experience, research,
and best practices can create a path to higher student
achievement, despite lower spending. In every state,
there are districts that outperform higher-spending systems
with students from similar socioeconomic backgrounds.

By studying what’s worked elsewhere, by drawing on

approaches used by nonprofits and the private sector,

and by shifting our mind-set from the typical to the

possible, students can weather this financial storm
unscathed. If the current budget crunch forces districts

to start planning from a blank slate, then students can
actually benefit from the new approaches to K-12 educa-
tion. Superintendents, school board members, education
reformers, and anyone worried about educating our
children in a time of declining resources will find
practical, actionable advice and even a bit of hope in

the pages that follow. I've also provided more than a

INSIDE DMC

few self-proclaimed “crazy ideas” to push the
conversation outside the box.

Few gains come without pain and suffer-
ing, however. Just as Orbitz eased buying a
plane ticket and ATMs lowered the cost of
banking, travel agents and bank tellers were
hurt. Since school budgets typically comprise
90 percent personnel expenses, smarter

budgets can lead to smarter schools, but
they will, unfortunately, have a human cost

as well as a financial one.
Education has long suffered from clever ideas

that turned out to be not that clever. Whole
language, classroom technology, and zillions of
hours of professional development, for example,
haven’t always delivered on their lofty promises.
Smarter Budgets, Smarter Schools draws upon
proven, successful practices that really have
worked in the complex setting of twenty-first-
century school districts. The ideas are drawn
from many sources. As a business executive turned
superintendent, I applied firsthand many of these
approaches to the tight budgets of the Arlington,
Massachusetts, public schools. Despite declining
resources, our district significantly expanded our
elementary reading program, enhanced our science
and technology offerings, provided travel opportuni-
ties to the far corners of the world, upgraded college

hen the details are
collected, analyzed,

and shared, opportunities
to reduce costs by a third or more
jump from the page.

counseling services, made more parents of children with
special needs happier, and enacted lots of other good
things not typically associated with declining resources.
Equally important, more kids learned more. The number
of students reading below grade level dropped by 65
percent, English language learners (ELLs) surpassed the
state target set for the district by more than 40 percent, >
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and the special education achievement gap narrowed
by two-thirds at the high school level over four years.

Beyond personal experiences, | have traveled the
country looking for other districts that figured out
how to do more with less. Over the last few years,
my work as managing director of the District Manage-
ment Council—a consulting, research, and technology
company with a network of the most forward-thinking
school districts in the country—has also provided a
unique look under the hood of more than fifty districts
from coast to coast, ranging from small suburban
districts with just a few thousand students to large
urban districts with more than 150,000 students.

For the bold or desperate, I also offer a few “crazy
ideas” that are untested, but might dramatically bend
the cost curve. These ruminations are clearly marked,
so there’s no chance that you’ll confuse the uncommon
but proven with the potentially crazy.

What is a good budget? It’s a basic question for a
book on school finance, but as a country we haven’t
answered this question for the new era of fiscal fragility. In

the more flush past, a good budget was one that ensured

that kids learned, all the existing staff returned, the books

Nathan Levenson

reflects funding realities. Perhaps a good budget for the
years to come will also be one in which struggling students
reach grade level, high school graduates are ready for
college or work, the arts and athletics are part of every
school day, and school employees are treated as fairly as
how most taxpayers are treated at their workplaces. This
isn’t the same definition as in the past, but it is possible.

If school districts are going to thrive in tight eco-
nomic times, then four guiding principles will lead the
way—and getting comfortable with the seemingly odd

f the focus stays firmly on students,
and the odd becomes commonplace,
then this era of economic

scarcity needn't be a step backward

for America's children.

is the most important.

Embrace “Crazy" Ideas, Like Sushi at the 7-11

Public schools have, in my experience, tended to cling
to a set of operating principles and assumptions, and

anything that strays too far from the norm is deemed

and maps stayed current, schools had enough secretaries
so principals didn’t do their own filing, facilities were
gleaming modern buildings, four computers lived in every
room, and a few interesting electives like ceramics,
Mandarin, or afterschool robotics were offered. It also
assumed that teachers got cost-of-living raises, earned
pay bumps for taking college classes, and could stay in
their same school each year. And finally, albeit a bit
grudgingly, it meant generous health and pension ben-
efits for all. By their actions, most communities thought
any budget that could do all this was a good budget.
Few, if any, districts can imagine this scenario returning

anytime soon. So a good budget today is one that at least

wild and impossible. But it’s time and place, not cold
logic, that define what’s outlandish and what’s not. In
the 1960s, when I was a child, no one ate raw fish, or
even knew anyone who did—at least not in suburban
Massachusetts. That was crazy! Unbeknownst to me, it
was commonplace in Tokyo. Move ahead forty years,
and my children devour sushi and think it is as normal
as a cheeseburger. Raw fish is still raw fish, but it has
passed from odd to being available at the convenience
store down the street.

Nearly every budget planning meeting [ have
attended—and I’ve been to enough for a lifetime—
has assumed that the school day will begin and end as
it always has, that kids all go to school about 180 days,
and that each classroom will have a teacher (or two) in >
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AN EXCERPT FROM CHAPTER 4

RAISING PRODUCTIVITY: ENSURING MORE LEARNING WITH LESS TEACHER EXPENSE

INSIDE DMC

How About One Hundred Students in a Class?

This chapter has pressed the point
that class size has a big impact on
the budget. Most class size discus-
sions focus on whether twenty-two
or twenty-six students is OK for
elementary schools and whether
thirty in high school would be out of
control. What about one hundred
students in a high school class?

| know the idea seems crazy, but
nearly everyone who attends college
will have some classes of one hundred
students or more. Whether it is
freshman calculus, Economics 101,
or Intro to Biology, some college
classes are huge. This is true at
Harvard and state colleges alike.
Could high school seniors take
college-style classes? Would this
prepare them for what comes next?

My own children’s education is a
telling example. When my older son
took AP calculus, his class had nearly
thirty students. Because of a highly
effective teacher, he (and most of
his peers) did very well on the AP
exam. My younger son, attending
a different school that prized small
classes, had an AP class with half as
many students, but nearly no one in
the class did well on the exam. The
point is simple: the teacher matters
more than how many desks are in the
room. The irony is that the students
at my younger son'’s school will retake
the same course in college in a class
of one hundred students or more. A
class of one hundred would, of course,
require a different teaching style, small
group discussions, and tutoring.

While a class of one hundred is
radical, an AP class of forty just
requires ten more desks. It also
lowers the costs for this class by
25-50 percent, and could increase
learning. In a world of unlimited
funds and unlimited great teachers,
there isn't a good reason to consider
mega-classes. Given our real-world
constraints, however, there are a
few benefits that make the idea
worth considering:

Improving college readiness.

Nearly all college freshmen will have
lecture hall-style classes, and they
would benefit from experiencing this
environment while still in high school.

Leveraging outstanding teachers.
Outstanding, highly effective teach-
ers are sometimes in short supply,
especially in math and science. Large
classes allow many more students to
experience high-performing instruc-
tors. Some great teachers teach
mostly small sections of honors

and AP, working with no more than
eighty students a year. Imagine if they
worked with two hundred students
each year.

Facilitating dramatic pay

increases for teachers.

When | first met the president of the
Arlington teacher’s union, he asked
me, “Hey, Nate, what would you
choose for your children? Option
one—you pick the teacher, any
teacher you want, but thirty kids in
the class; or option two—a randomly
assigned teacher with fifteen students?”

Since | believed that the teacher
matters more than class size, | chose
option one. The union head told me
most everyone does. He wanted
bigger classes so that the district
could afford higher wages. A district
can afford to pay a teacher who
serves 180 students a day 50 percent
more than a teacher who serves 120.

If they're structured thoughtfully,
large AP and honors classes can be
better than smaller ones. So what
does class size have to do with
teacher quality? Potentially, a lot.
Large classes leverage great teachers,
but large classes might also attract
great teachers as well. Much has
been made of the fact that teachers
in many high-performing countries
come from the top third of college
grads, which is not the case in the
United States. If a district moved its
average class size from twenty-five
students to thirty-five students, it
could raise all teacher salaries by
$30,000 with no net impact on
the budget. If, by implementing a
combination of online learning (see
chapter 7) and college-style lectures,
a district had every teacher oversee
the education of 200 students rather
than the current typical 125, the
average secondary teacher could
earn $120,000 a year and the top
of the pay scale could be nearly
$150,000, without the district raising
the overall teacher salary budget.
Could this attract and retain more
top talent to teaching? | don't know,
but it might be worth a try.
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the front and about twenty-five students at desks. This
arrangement costs, on average, about $12,000-$13,000
per student each year. Unfortunately, the cost to main-
tain this structure grows 5-6 percent each year. Many
districts won'’t be able to afford this anymore. Many will
miss its passing, but it hasn’t always met the needs of
students, and something that looks very different may
very well replace and surpass it.

Make Better-Informed Decisions:
The Angel Is in the Details

The current system of educating students, staffing
schools, and building thoughtful budgets needn’t be
scrapped completely anytime soon, but it will benefit
greatly from decisions based on much more detailed
information than is typically available in most districts.

Budget documents often run to a hundred pages or
more, but despite their heft, they often lack the most
basic information for those charged with managing the
budget. Most superintendents know off the top of their
heads how many first-grade teachers work in the district,
and many instantly know how many art teachers and
librarians there are as well. In district after district,
virtually none know how many special education
teachers or speech and language therapists they employ.
Most striking, a majority of the districts struggle to
know the head count of special education staff, for
example, even when they have their budgets in front
of them. Those same superintendents know that high
school math teachers have five classes a day, but almost
none knows (or can find out) how many hours a week
special education or ELL staff spend actually teaching
children versus being in meetings.

Management guru Peter Drucker said, “What gets
measured gets managed,” and this is also true in
schools. When the details are collected, analyzed,
and shared, opportunities to reduce costs by a third
or more jump from the page.

Duh! Spend Only on What Works

It’s happened to most of us. We are thirsty, but the
four quarters we just shoved into the vending machine
didn’t release the can of soda or give back our dollar.
After pondering and debating with ourselves, we
decide to try one more quarter—maybe pushed in a bit
harder and straighter. No one would come back every



day for 180 days and deposit a dollar into the broken
vending machine without ever getting a Coke. Many
school districts, however, are unknowingly doing
something similar.

The kindest cut of all is to stop a program, practice,
or pedagogy that isn’t helping students learn. Not
only does it reduce the budget, but it also removes the
student from an ineffective situation. It’s hard to know
what'’s working or not, but the last twenty years have
seen a steady rise in teachers, technology, curriculum,
software, and support staff, with only modest gains in
NAEP (National Assessment of Educational Progress)
scores, the nation’s report card. Ineffective practices
and programs lead to costly remediation and interven-
tion. Certainly, some schools and districts have made
big gains in student achievement. If all districts weeded
out what doesn’t work and expanded what does, then
students and the budget would both benefit.

Align Interests—A Cheeseburger Is Good,
but Not for the Cow

Alfred Hitchcock’s classic movie Lifeboat opens with the
passengers of a sinking ship eagerly helping survivors into
the one remaining lifeboat. Camaraderie and joy over their
shared good fortune at reaching safety begin to dissipate as
food and water run short. The analogy may seem melodra-
matic, but the anguish that superintendents, school boards,
and others experience over cutting dedicated staff can make
it feel like an equally desperate situation.

Principals worry about the children (and staff) in
their building. The special education director worries
about children with disabilities (and their teachers),
and the math department head ... well, the pattern is
clear. These parochial interests make it very difficult
to find efficiencies and to thoughtfully discuss options.
Smarter budgets will take teamwork, and teamwork
requires putting the good of the whole ahead of
individual concerns.

Many a good idea has been held hostage to the desire
to protect the current staff. Online learning is seldom
embraced for fear of cutting teaching positions, and
therefore, many online learning programs are staffed
with full-time teachers, thus raising, not lowering, the
cost of the class. When more cost-effective special
education service-delivery models have been adopted
by school districts, many roll them out only as fast as
staff turnover. In other words, as teachers leave, the
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new plan is implemented for the new hires, thus
protecting existing staff.

These four guiding principles—embracing “crazy
ideas,” analyzing details to make informed decisions,
spending on what works, and aligning interests—can
allow school districts to look at budgets in a new way.

marter budgets will take

teamwork, and teamwork

requires putting the good of the
whole ahead of individual concerns.

If the focus stays firmly on students, and the odd
becomes commonplace, then this era of economic
scarcity needn’t be a step backward for America’s
children. I worry, however, that districts will simply
do less of the same, rather than more of something
different. I hope this book will provide district leaders
and others big ideas and small details to ensure that
tight finances don’t hurt our children’s future. As a
veteran of years of budget battles, I know this will not
be easy or painless, and good people will be displaced,
but the alternative just isn’t acceptable. The ideas in
the following chapters will guide district leaders and
school boards through a new, challenging reality.
Good luck—I hope it helps.

If you have more good ideas to share, please
e-mail them to me at ideas@SmarterBudgets.com.
On my website at www.SmarterBudgets.com,
readers will also find a number of interactive tools
to help simplify some of the class-size and staffing
calculations in this book.

NATHAN LEVENSON IS A MANAGING DIRECTOR OF THE
DISTRICT MANAGEMENT COUNCIL. HE IS THE AUTHOR

OF SMARTER BUDGETS, SMARTER SCHOOLS. HOW TO SURVIVE
AND THRIVE IN TIGHT TIMES (HARVARD EDUCATION PRESS, 2012).
HE CAN BE REACHED AT NLEVENSON(@DMCOUNCIL.ORG.
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Congratulations to our DMC members!

James G. Merrill Selected as Virginia Superintendent of the Year

Jim Merrill, Virginia Beach City Public Schools superintendent and
longtime DMC member, was selected Virginia Superintendent of the
Year by the Virginia Association of School Superintendents. Merrill was
cited for his creation and implementation of a groundbreaking strategic
plan, Compass to 2015: A Strategic Plan for Student Success, which focuses
on teaching 21st-century skills essential to students’ success as lifelong
learners, citizens, and workers. “There were many well-deserving candi-
dates, but Jim stood out because of his focus on strategic planning and
all he has done in Virginia Beach to raise academic achievement while
also promoting career-readiness skills,” said State Superintendent of
Public Instruction Patricia I. Wright.

It is the first time in the history of the award that a superintendent from Virginia Beach, the third-largest
school division in the state, has been recognized. For Jim Merrill, this is the second time in his career to
receive statewide recognition for his visionary leadership. In 2005, when he was superintendent of the
Alamance-Burlington School System, he was named North Carolina Superintendent of the Year by the
North Carolina School Boards Association and the North Carolina Association of School Administrators.

Dr. Diane Ullman Appointed Chief Talent Officer of the Connecticut
State Department of Education

Dr. Diane Ullman, former superintendent of Simsbury Public Schools
(CT) and a longtime DMC member, was appointed chief talent officer

of the State Department of Education. As head of the new Talent

Office, Dr. Ullman will work to develop teacher and principal evaluation
structures and support systems, find ways to attract first-rate educators
into classrooms and offices, and expand professional development policies
with a focus on preparing teachers for new Common Core Standards.

Dr. Ullman'’s appointment follows eight years of success as superintendent
of the Simsbury Public Schools. In 2012 she was named Superintendent
of the Year by the Connecticut Association of Public School Superinten-
dents. Under Dr. Ullman'’s leadership, Simsbury Public Schools instituted
a new teacher evaluation system that received overwhelming support from both teachers' unions and
school board groups, and developed a theory of action and a strategic plan that have created a culture
of continuous improvement throughout the district. Dr. Ullman also reorganized the district’s special
education program to develop a comprehensive reading intervention program. Simsbury Public

Schools serves approximately 5,000 students and is well known as a high-achieving school district

that consistently ranks among the top-performing districts in the state.
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Raising Achievement Despite Shrinking Budgets
Leadership Development Meeting 2012

Despite fewer resources, districts must continue their commitment to raising
student achievement. Proven practices, innovative approaches, and a new mindset
can become the catalyst for accelerated gains.

November 9, 2012 | The Marriott Long Wharf, Boston, MA
With optional session and reception on November 8

The Three Rs: Roles, Responsibilities, and Results
10*" Annual Superintendents’ Strategy Summit

At this superintendents-only event, we will focus on how these three R's can be
leveraged to raise student achievement and improve the organization.

January 17-18, 2013 | Le Parker Meridien, New York City, NY
With optional session and reception on January 16




