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EXECUTTIVWVE S UMMARY

Two years ago, WPRI undertook a broad examination of our quality of life in

Wisconsin. One of the primary threats to our quality of life is the quality of

our schools. Milwaukee schools are especially problematic. Almost three

generations can't remember the time when the K-12 schools in Wisconsin's

first class city were first class. And so, WPRI has once again turned its focus

to the schools in Milwaukee — all schools including public, charter and private

voucher schools.

What you will find in the pages of this book
is not an indictment of Milwaukee schools but
rather a blueprint for some of the changes that
would begin the turnaround. It lays out the
steps needed to return a culture of excellence
to Milwaukee schools. In addition, this volume
will also unveil our most profound discovery;
we discovered the reason why achieving this
turnaround will be really, really challenging.
Since its founding in 1987, WPRI has been
researching and writing about Milwaukee
schools. Over those twenty-six years, WPRI re-
search has supported many reforms to Milwau-
kee schools; school choice being the most fa-
miliar. During that time, other researchers with
other perspectives have supported other reforms
such as reduced class size. The list of reforms
that have been tried in Milwaukee is a long one.
But, in spite of the breadth of reforms, even the
most ardent supporters on either the liberal or
conservative side of the school debate would be
hard-pressed to make the case that the education
picture in Milwaukee is in its ascendency.
While overall school performance is disap-
pointing, things have changed. Today, fully
40% of Milwaukee’s children attend something
other than a traditional Milwaukee public
school. Some attend private schools, some

attend charter schools and some have chosen

to attend public schools in the suburbs. Yet

by another measure, really the only measure
that matters, the Milwaukee education scene is
indeed unchanged. It is at least as disappoint-
ing today as it was in the late 1980s. Somewhat
telling is that by the most optimistic measure,
28% of MPS students don’t graduate from high
school (26% for students using vouchers to
attend private schools). As for performance,
only ten percent of Milwaukee’s eighth graders
are proficient in reading or math. This explains
why their average ACT score is 15.9 (the aver-
age college student has an ACT score of 22) and
why 73% of MPS students who attend UW-
Milwaukee are placed in remedial courses.

Of course, not all is negative. Milwaukee
schools can point proudly to pockets of success.
However, widespread success remains a goal,
not a reality. In spite of the billions of dollars
spent, the myriad of reforms and the will of the
community to improve, overall student perfor-
mance is nowhere near where it should be. Why
is that? This simple question is the basis for the
ambitious volume. WPRI set out to learn what
it will take for Milwaukee schools of all kind to
elevate student performance on a grand scale.
What is the blueprint for success?



THE PERSPECTIVE OF NATIONAL

EXPERTS

This project has divided the task into two major
components. First, we sought the input of a
wide range of national education experts to train
their expertise on Milwaukee. You will read
their thoughts about what must change in Mil-
waukee schools. The most important message
is that small, comfortable changes will yield
small, isolated improvement. As Rick Hess and
Carolyn Sattin-Bajaj note in the opening chap-
ter, Milwaukee’s educational ecosystem, and its
various component systems simply do not sup-
port enough instructional excellence—and that
sometimes they even impede it. Understanding
that we are tackling systemic reform is a crucial
first step. For Milwaukee schools to experience
widespread improvement, fundamental changes
must be made from top to bottom. The most
impactful changes are not big, sweeping policy
changes but rather practical changes that affect
what goes on inside Milwaukee classrooms.
Among the many observations from this distin-
guished panel of experts, two stand out.

* First, schools must be laboratories of inno-
vation, not implementers of rigid rules and
regulation. Too often, policy makers have
exerted too much control and have ended
up squashing the entrepreneurial energy in
schools. The regulation of inputs and pro-
cesses has been public education’s primary
quality-control strategy for 100 years and
it will take a herculean effort to move away
from that well-worn model.

» Second, schools must empower their teach-
ers to maximize their impact on students. Of
course teachers are at the core of Milwau-
kee’s ability to deliver high quality education
throughout the city. In the pages of this vol-

ume you will find recommendations to pro-
vide teachers with much more input into their
professional development and a larger input
into the curriculum they teach. The national
experts who write on these pages have a high
regard for the capabilities of urban teachers
and have very specific ideas about how that
capability can be maximized.

This volume contains eight thought-provoking
essays. Each include specific actionable

items. If the totality of the recommendations
was implemented, Milwaukee schools would
undoubtedly show improved test scores the likes
of which we have not seen in several decades.

MILWAUKEE’S WILL TO CHANGE
However, our research found an inexorable
power prevalent in Milwaukee that is prevent-
ing the kind of changes recommended by
national experts. The power to block reform
does not wrest with the unions or the educa-
tional bureaucracy or even with state and local
politicians. While the unions, the bureaucracy
and the politicians each plays an important role
in shaping the condition of Milwaukee schools,
we have identified a power more influential than
any of these. The ultimate power shaping the
condition of Milwaukee schools is in the hands
of the public.

Professor William Howell from the Univer-
sity of Chicago conducted two ground-breaking
surveys of the Milwaukee public on questions
related to education. He found that the condi-
tion of Milwaukee schools is what it is because
that is what the public wants. Stated differently,
the Milwaukee public is unwilling or at least
reluctant to support a change in the basic way
education is provided. You will see in Howell’s
analysis of Milwaukee public opinion polling



il

a complex, nuanced picture. Whereas most
advocates (and there is no shortage of advocates
in education) would have us reduce education
issues to easy to understand black and white
issues, the reality is far less tidy.

Polling shows that the public does under-
stand the deficiency of Milwaukee education
performance. Not surprising, most people
say they support a “major overhaul” of public
schools. We also found more support than op-
position to charter schools and for vouchers.

However, when asked about specific
changes, their enthusiasm wanes. For example,
polling showed little support for either a longer
school day or a longer school year. The public
also thinks the school district, not school prin-
cipals, should make teacher hiring decisions.
Less than half of the public supports the idea of
students taking on-line classes. Moreover, the
public is supportive of two institutions that edu-
cation reformers have long had in their sights;
the public school board and the teachers’ union.
Finally, the only thing the Milwaukee public can
coalesce around is spending more money. In
Milwaukee, the concept that more spending will
fix what ails schools runs deep.

So while Milwaukee says it supports a major
overhaul of schools, the public really supports a
very traditional approach to schools. We can’t
help but notice how our panel of experts and the
Milwaukee public are on an altogether different
page with respect to their thoughts on schools.
The Milwaukee public has little enthusiasm for
creating the “laboratories of innovation” our
experts recommended.

Two things are clear. First, when there is a
disagreement between what research tells us
and what the public believes, public sentiment
will almost always prevail. This explains why

cautious, incremental change is all that will
garner public support. Second, one reason the
public does not support specific reforms such

as a longer school day, is because they have not
heard a persuasive case made for why more
time on task will improve student performance.
Reformers have not done a very good job of
translating research into a message that reso-
nates with the public. Of course this communi-
cation challenge is exacerbated by the advocates
of the status quo whose message — that without
more money performance cannot be expected to
improve.

To better understand the poll results, Howell
conducted focus groups with Milwaukee parents
and separately with Milwaukee teachers. He
found something that, quite frankly, he had not
been searching for. What he heard from parents
of children in charter and private voucher
schools was that they were much more satis-
fied with their children’s education than were
the parents of children in MPS. Similarly, the
teachers in charter and private choice schools
were more satisfied and fulfilled than their MPS
counterparts.

We are cautious to over interpret this finding.
We are just beginning to understand the source
of satisfaction with charter and voucher schools.
However, we have seen two critical elements
present that our panel of experts highlighted:

a lightly but smartly regulated environment

that encourages school innovation and, an
atmosphere of teacher empowerment. The ele-
ments that are present in these schools should
be imbedded in every school in Milwaukee,
including traditional public schools. All schools
should listen carefully to the message we heard
from the two most important constituencies in
Milwaukee: parents and teachers.



Blueprint for Improving
Milwaukee Schools
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ROADMAP FOR
EDUCATION REFORM

FREDERICK M. HESS AND CAROLYN SATTIN-BAJAJ

As much as any city in America, Milwaukee has earned a reputation for being a

pioneer when it comes to educational choice. Since the launch of the Milwaukee
Parental Choice Program in 1990, Milwaukee has been at the forefront of
efforts to expand options for families and radically rethink conventional school
delivery. Today, Milwaukee is filled with schools of all stripes, including

traditional public schools, private schools supported by public funding and a

wide array of charter schools.

Yet all of this activity has yet to deliver on its
promise. Overall, test scores and graduation
rates have not moved as reformers had once
hoped, while the performance of low-income
students continues to languish. Meanwhile,
other cities have overtaken Milwaukee: New
Orleans is now the nation’s iconic choice-
based environment, while cities like Houston,
Denver, and Washington, DC are more likely
to be mentioned as hotbeds of system reform.

If Milwaukee does not act to reclaim the
mantle of reform, it will find itself outpaced
by districts better able to recruit talent, attract
top-shelf providers, garner foundation support,
and push school improvement forward. Indeed,
in a 2010 study led by one of the current au-
thors, Milwaukee came in 19th out of 25 cities
ranked when examining the nation’s best and
worst cities for school reform.

At the same time, there are developments in

Milwaukee schooling that suggest the city has
an opportunity to build a dynamic, quality-
focused ecosystem that provides for both an
array of high-quality choices and a commit-
ment to system improvement within Milwau-
kee Public Schools (MPS). Milwaukee’s three
active charter school authorizers have all dem-
onstrated a willingness to hold low-performing
schools accountable, schools in the Milwaukee
Parental Choice Program (MPCP) have in-
creasingly embraced accountability measures,
MPS has shown a newfound willingness to
address longstanding fiscal challenges, and an
array of community organizations have dem-
onstrated their commitment to improving the
academic quality of Milwaukee’s schools.

And there are high-performing schools
across the city proving that even Milwaukee’s
most challenged pupils can excel. In practice,
though, success stories like Rufus King, St.
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Marcus, and Milwaukee College Prep, are the
exception rather than the rule. On balance the
statistics tell a grim story. According to the
2011 Urban NAEP exam, only 10 percent of
Milwaukee 8th graders are proficient in math,
and only 12 percent are proficient in read-

ing. In addition, the percentage of Milwaukee
pupils scoring proficient on the Wisconsin
Knowledge and Concept Exam trails state
averages by 23 and 29 percentage points in
reading and math respectively. Most troubling,
the vast majority of private and public high
school graduates in the City that go onto attend
the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee do not
graduate.

Yet another obstacle in Milwaukee is the
state of public opinion. Polling by the Wis-
consin Policy Research Institute shows that
Milwaukee citizens are, at best, hesitant to
embrace reforms like online learning, school-
based hiring of teachers, and the closing of
low-performing schools. Indeed, particu-
larly disconcerting, is that many Milwaukee
residents question the ability of low-income
children to learn at the same level as their
middle- and upper-income peers. These are
the challenges that confront would-be reform-
ers.

But reform is possible. Today, there are
new opportunities to revisit old assumptions.
For better or worse, the legislature’s 2011
decision to pass Act 10 ensured that Wiscon-
sin’s school systems would have the chance
to rethink old rules governing schools and
classrooms. It freed up hundreds of millions in
funds that need no longer go to health care and
pension obligations, creating a windfall that
can support schools, classrooms, instruction,
and teachers. And Act 10 is not the only big

change. The highly-touted Rocketship Acad-
emies have named Milwaukee as one of the
first places that its cutting-edge hybrid school
will serve children outside of California. Wis-
consin recently received a waiver from many
of the unduly burdensome requirements of No
Child Left Behind. There is the opportunity
for a fresh start—the question is what to do
with it.

THE CENTRAL CHALLENGE

Let us be clear. We see the central challenge
of school reform in Milwaukee as systemic
rather than instructional. Now, don’t get us
wrong: schools are ultimately judged by the
quality of teaching and learning, and these are
about instruction. But we’re suggesting that
Milwaukee’s educational ecosystem, and its
various component systems, are such that they
do not support instructional excellence—and
that they can even impede it. In this sense,
tackling systemic reform is a crucial first step.

Milwaukee needs to create an environment
that invites new solutions and provides the
infrastructure necessary for them to succeed.
Thus, readers will note the emphasis on poli-
cies that give educators the room they need
to better serve kids and to make smart use of
data and technology, while encouraging MPS
to adopt a “portfolio management system”
that allows the district to welcome a variety of
more autonomous school models.

In the past, the Milwaukee education
ecosystem has too often grafted innovative ap-
proaches onto antiquated systems. Rather than
rethinking and redesigning human resources,
budgeting, data, or quality control systems to
meet the opportunities of a new era, it has too
often left outdated systems intact. The result
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is an MPS where even terrific school leaders
and teachers are forced to negotiate a balky,
frustrating system, and a community where
potential synergies across the district, charter,
and private school sectors are largely unex-
plored.

The role for state and local policy makers
(including the MPS board) is, first and fore-
most, to strip away outmod-

In this blueprint, we start from a simple
premise. The heavily hyped school reforms
of recent decades have disappointed. Those
critical of reform efforts make a valid point
when they note that champions of test-based
accountability, mayoral control, and charter
schooling have overpromised and naively
imagined that these structural measures could

“fix” our education woes.

ed policies, regulations,
and routines that now serve
to hinder educators when
trying to design schools
and practices that can best
serve kids. They need to

“There is the opportunity
for a fresh start—the
question is what to do

with it.”

However, critics are too
quick to label attempts

to rethink governance,
educational delivery, ac-
countability, operations, or
incentives as “attacks” on

couple that focus on true
educational empowerment,
however, with equally scrupulous attention to
quality control and accountability systems and
to helping ensure that schools are able to ac-
cess the talent, technology, data, and expertise
they need to excel.

EDUCATION UNBOUND
“The definition of insanity is doing the same
thing over and over again and expecting differ-
ent results.”

—Albert Einstein

Apocryphal or not, Einstein’s quote stands as
a damning indictment of decades’ worth of
school reform efforts. There is widespread
recognition that Milwaukee needs to do much
better by its children. This begins, as many
have come to recognize over the past two
decades, by eschewing old fights about educa-
tional choice in order to ask how Milwaukee
can cultivate an array of terrific educational
options for all children.

public schooling.

This leaves us wedded
to arrangements that may have made sense a
century ago, but that are often poorly suited
to the needs of today’s students and that fail
to make the best use of 21st-century tools and
resources. If our goals and tools have changed
from a half-century ago, and they have, it’s
only sensible to expect that we ought to rethink
yesterday’s routines and decisions.

Too many would-be reformers—even those
heralded (or castigated) as “radical” for their
support of school choice—casually swallow
the familiar assumptions of schools, age-
graded classrooms, Carnegie units, and teacher
job descriptions. Indeed, they seem to imagine
that we can keep all of this familiar architec-
ture intact, and that merely adding merit pay,
value-added evaluation, more parental choice,
or fanciful turnaround plans will be enough to
set matters right.

Thus we wind up, time and again, in
disheartening reruns. On the one hand are
self-impressed “reformers” who promise that
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this or that policy is the key to “fixing” our
schools. On the other are those who bleat that
the only viable path to improvement is more
money and professional development.

The result is a wild pendulum swing, be-
tween grand policies and a slew of profession-
ally sanctioned changes—all of which seem to
disappoint. That’s no great surprise.

After all, it took
more than three
centuries after the first
statutory education
laws were adopted in
the Massachusetts Bay
Colony, in the middle
of the 17th century,
until we actually got 90
percent of American
students to show up in school every day in the
late 20th century. It’s hardly surprising that a
system which spent centuries struggling to get
students off the street and into schools, where
they would be provided with minimal instruc-
tion, wasn’t built to educate every student to a
high level.

This problem isn’t unique to education.
Plenty of once-dominant private ventures—
from Pan Am to Bethlehem Steel—have
struggled to reinvent themselves when labor
markets, technology, and customer demands
have changed. Milwaukeeans are well aware
of how these developments play out, from
long experience in the worlds of industry and
commerce. Unable to refashion themselves,
many have given way to younger, more agile
competitors. Because that Darwinian pro-
cess does not play out by itself in schooling,
structural reform is essential to empowering
problem-solvers—but those opportunities need

to be matched with smart effort to provide the
kinds of quality control and support that will
help excellence to thrive.

It should be self-evident that we need to re-
think K-12 schooling. Yet, we often seemingly
fail to appreciate how much has changed since
yesterday’s reformers designed our schools for
yesterday’s needs. Since the Progressive Era
ended more than three
generations ago, our
expectations have sky-
rocketed, with policy-
makers today insisting
that all students need
to master skills once
thought the province of
the elite.

The expectation that
our schools would mold students into “repub-
lican machines” has given way to an emphasis
on diversity and tolerance, reducing the pre-
mium on homogeneity. The pool of available
careerist teachers has dramatically shrunk as
new opportunities have opened to women,
even as professional mobility increased and
the pool of educated professionals interested in
teaching grew. And the ability of new tech-
nologies to assess student mastery, facilitate
instruction, and enable virtual schooling has
undergone a revolutionary expansion.

We’re hardly the first to be uncomfortable
with change. While skeptics of technology
today fret about the fate of the book, it was
once books and the printing press that were
feared by educators who worried that students
would learn the wrong things, if left to read
on their own. It was Sir Roger L’Estrange who
wondered in the 17th century “whether more
mischief than advantage were not occasion’d
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to the Christian world by the invention of
typography.”

Faced with this profound shift, however,
reformers can too easily get swept up in en-
thusiasms and manias rather than in problem-
solving. Reformers wax enthusiastic about
merit pay, while leaving intact notions of the
teacher’s job description, school staffing, and
the organization of in-

effective versions of themselves.

These transformative gains have generally
not been a product of doing the same things
in the same way, only “better” or with more
elbow grease. Rather, they have been the result
of rethinking the way the work is done. Rather
than one doctor serving as general practitioner,
surgeon, ophthalmologist, and pharmacist, the

profession (in concert with

struction. Indeed, today’s
“cutting edge” merit-pay
strategies depend utterly
on teachers’ retaining sole
instructional responsibility
for a group of students in a
tested subject for 180 days.

“Today, schooling
and teaching look
remarkably like they did
a century ago”

training and technology)
evolved to permit these
functions to be unbundled
and then reassembled in
smarter ways. This makes
it possible to take fuller
advantage of expertise and

Rather than viewing pay
reform as a tool for rethink-
ing teaching, reformers wind up layering merit
pay atop industrial-era pay scales.

Reformers celebrate alternative teacher cer-
tification and extended learning time, yet seem
to take for granted the primacy of colleges
of education and the notion that all students
necessarily require a standardized school year
with a bureaucratically specified number of
days and hours. Such assumptions learn noth-
ing from promising ventures like San Diego’s
High-Tech High School or New York City’s
School of One.

Today, schooling and teaching look remark-
ably like they did a century ago. One would
not say that about medicine, engineering,
farming, or air travel. In each of these cases,
dramatic shifts in the labor force, management
practices, technology, and communications
transformed familiar institutions and comfort-
able routines into more efficient and more

technological advances.

If we think of schools
and systems as evolving institutions charged
with helping to provide students with school-
ing—rather than as inviolate and immutable
places charged with the entirety of teaching
and learning—we create vast opportunities to
unbundle the components of that package and
customize them to better suit student needs.

The years ahead ought to loom as a dy-
namic and creative era for addressing Milwau-
kee’s educational challenges. State and local
leaders have set bold goals, have access to
remarkable tools, and possess the opportunity
to rethink the very shape of teaching, learning,
and schooling.

We don’t need “innovation” or to “pro-
tect” public schools. The truth is far simpler,
and more frustrating, than that. Yesterday’s
structures are ill-suited for today’s ambitions.
Rethinking them is not an attack or a solution;
it is just the inevitable precursor to crafting
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better answers to today’s challenges.

A QUESTION OF SYSTEMWIDE RE-
FORM

What we have sought to provide here is a blue-
print for improving K-12 schooling in Milwau-
kee, regardless of sector. Some of these ideas
apply just to MPS,
some just to charter
schooling, and others
just to the MPCP,

but the vast majority
sketch actions that can
benefit teaching and
learning across these
disparate sectors.

MPS has seen its
share of superinten-
dents and piecemeal reform agendas come and
go in the past decade. As in so many other
urban systems, well-intentioned efforts to over-
haul instruction, curriculum, or system rou-
tines have been greeted with high hopes, only
to ultimately disappoint. What we have sought
to offer here is something more fundamental
and more likely to deliver on the promise of
transformational change. The analyses and
recommendations sketched by the contributors
offer a vision of how Milwaukee can organize,
support, deliver, and ensure quality schooling
in fundamentally smarter ways in the decade
ahead.

When it comes to parental choice, critics
have charged the champions, sometimes fairly,
with failing to help ensure that choice options
are of high quality. Choice proponents spent
much of the first decade after the introduction
of MPCP and charter schooling hoping and
expecting that these developments would drive

systemwide improvement. In recent years,

as it has become clear that more is needed,
would-be reformers have found it challenging
to articulate a coherent, comprehensive agenda
for transformation. Here, we have sought to
provide a series of interlocking efforts that
takes the framework of choice, innovation,
and reform already
present in Milwaukee,
and then builds upon
them in a way that
increases the likeli-
hood that excellent
teaching and learning
will flourish in MPS,
in charter schools, and
in Milwaukee’s private
schools.

Now, let’s be clear. We do not believe that
policy, governance, choice, accountability, and
reform alone can make schools great. Rather,
these things can enable educators, families,
and civic leaders to build and deliver great
schooling. There are no shortcuts. But bad or
inept policy and governance can hinder educa-
tors, while smart, forward-looking leadership
can empower and encourage them. Milwaukee
needs reform that positions its educators and
school leaders, in district, charter, and choice
schools, to serve students better. We believe
that the recommendations that follow create
the opportunity to do just that.

In this venture, we have tapped an elite
group of national experts to offer analysis and
strategic guidance for dramatically improving
the quality of schooling in Milwaukee. Taken
as a whole, this collection of esteemed think-
ers and doers sketch a blueprint for creating a
transformative agenda for improving the qual-



ity of schooling in Milwaukee. They don’t just

offer a few pet proposals; rather, they explain
how to reform the city’s educational ecosys-
tem, including human capital, professional
development, resource allocation, choice and
innovation, and research and development.
This exercise is distinctive in its ambition and
scope, offering Milwaukee’s citizens, parents,
and leaders the kind of thinking that busy ex-
perts are too rarely able to provide to a single
locale.

The contributors address three discrete as-
pects of the complex process of designing and
launching a transformational system reform
strategy. In each chapter, authors diagnose
current challenges and obstacles to progress in
low-performing school districts. They present
in detail one of the pillars for creating an edu-
cation reform ecosystem. They then discuss
what legislative changes, advocacy efforts,
and other actions need to take place to follow
through on their suggestions and address the
barriers that might hinder such efforts.

In the pages that follow, the authors tackle
eight pillars of reform:

* new schools and innovative delivery

* rigorous quality control measures

* opportunities for creating a recovery school
district

* a comprehensive approach to talent manage-
ment

* human capital strategy

« efficient management of financial capital

* arobust research and development effort

« effective governance and central manage-
ment

For families and residents in Milwaukee, one
of the most promising elements of this project
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is the line-up of contributors eager and willing
to consider how Milwaukee might be best able
to reclaim the mantle of school reform leader.
The contributors (often collaborating with col-
leagues) include many of the sharpest minds
tackling school reform today.

* Michael Horn is the coauthor of Disrupt-
ing Class: How Disruptive Innovation Will
Change the Way the World Learns and co-
founder and executive director of Innosight
Institute—The Clayton Christensen Institure
for Disruptive Innovation.

» Michael Petrilli is vice president at the
Thomas B. Fordham Institute, coauthor of
No Child Left Behind and author of The
Diverse Schools Dilemma, and a former of-
ficial at the U.S. Department of Education’s
Office of Innovation and Improvement.

* Neerav Kingsland is the chief executive
officer at New Schools for New Orleans, an
organization that works closely with Louisi-
ana’s Recovery School District—the nation’s
first such district.

* Doug Lemov is author of the nationally-
recognized educational sensation 7each Like
a Champion and a founder of Uncommon
Schools, a charter management organization
overseeing more than 30 schools in Massa-
chusetts, New Jersey, and New York.

 Ranjit Nair has served as a human resources
executive at two Fortune 500 companies,
Bank of America and Honeywell Interna-
tional. He has advised school districts on
improving their human resources strategy.

» Karen Hawley Miles is president and execu-
tive director of Education Resource Strate-
gies, a non-profit dedicated to helping urban
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districts redesign their funding systems. She
co-authored The Strategic School: Making
Most of People, Time and Money.

* Jon Fullerton is the executive director of
Harvard University’s Center for Education
Policy Research, which is home to Harvard’s
Strategic Data Project (SDP). SDP partners
with school systems and states to inform
management and policy decisions.

& Failure H ” Success >

» Heather Zavadsky, author of Building School
Reform to Scale: Five Exemplary Urban
Districts and School Turnarounds: The
Essential Role of Districts, consults with
districts and education reform organizations
on program evaluation and improvement
documentation.

A ROADMAP TO GET MILWAUKEE

MOVING

The analyses surfaced a wealth of recommen-
dations as to steps that MPS officials, civic
leaders, private citizens, and state officials
might take to help drive system transforma-
tion in Milwaukee. Some of the ideas require
statutory action or formal changes to policy,
but many require nothing more than a willing-
ness to act boldly. In their totality, covering

questions from new school formation to talent
management to teacher preparation to data

to spending to accountability, the measures
provide a blueprint for educational renewal in
Milwaukee.

Creating new schools and supplying new
delivery models are critical components of sys-
tem improvement. Allowing for these requires
a “portfolio mindset,” in which MPS sees
its role as manager of a diverse collection of
school types and purveyor of support services
rather than a direct operator of a raft of identi-
cal schools. Michael Horn and Megan Evans
suggest the following actions for Wisconsin’s
education leaders and policy-makers:

* District leadership should ensure that
the current eight percent cap on district-
authorized non-union school enrollment
disappears when the current teachers’ union
contract expires in July 2013. This will
allow for greater development of a diverse
ecosystem of choice for Milwaukee students
through expanded charter and choice school
enrollment.

» MPS leadership or local charter authorizing
bodies should offer umbrella charters (ap-
proval to open multiple charter schools) to
charter management organizations (CMO’s)
with successful track records so Milwaukee
is viewed as an attractive place to open new
charter schools.

» The Wisconsin legislature should follow the
lead of Florida and Utah by creating mecha-
nisms through which to pay online learning
providers in part based on student outcomes.
This could include paying half of the funds
up front for serving students but holding
back the remainder until a student success-



fully completes a course or other payment
schemes.

e MPS, charter and choice school leader-
ship should also pursue performance-based
contracts without waiting for the legislature
to act by negotiating directly with online
providers, textbook publishers, and other
vendors. Schools could be given direct
authority to enter into
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Instruction should work to continuously
improve and insist that all schools enrolling
publicly funded pupils use straightforward
standardized school report cards so that
education consumers can have easy access to
clear data on school performance, size, and
other information to make educational deci-
sions including about choice.

* The WDPI, MPS leader-

agreements with different
vendors.

A vital challenge in any
community’s reform ef-
forts, and especially in a
locale as plagued by un-
even results as Milwaukee,
is the need to promote and
police quality. Mike Petrilli
of the Thomas B. Fordham
Institute sketches a plan

“Despite billions of
dollars of expenditures
on teacher professional
development each year,

there is little evidence that

much good for students or
for teachers.”

ship and charter man-
agement organizations
should be required to
intervene more quickly
than they currently do
when schools demon-
strate evidence of failure.

these investments are doing  * MPS administrators as

well as charter school
directors serving Mil-
waukee students should

for how the three main
quality control tools used
by policy-makers today—input and process
regulation; outcome-based accountability; and
market-based signals can be appropriately em-
ployed in the Milwaukee context. He identifies
a number of actions required of State, local,
and philanthropic leaders to put this plan into
effect including those summarized below:

» The Wisconsin Department of Public
Instruction should follow through on their
efforts to introduce more rigorous assess-
ments and higher cut scores vis-a-vis the
Common Core State Standards Initiative to
raise academic standards and ensure high
levels of student proficiency.

» The Wisconsin Department of Public

hire school inspectors to
monitor quality and rigor.

» Community leaders and philanthropists
should support education in Milwaukee by
funding organizations such as GreatSchools
that provide free, publicly-available informa-
tion about school performance, building the
capacity of charter school authorizers, and
developing locally-grown charter schools.

One model for rethinking school governance
is the Recovery School District (RSD), an idea
borne in Louisiana and made famous in New
Orleans during the aftermath of Hurricane
Katrina. Neerav Kingsland describes the es-
sential features of the RSD and charts a path
for Milwaukee to emulate such a model that
includes the following key steps:
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« State- and city-level sponsors of the idea of
a Wisconsin RSD should first articulate a
common vision for the entity—be it turn-
ing around the lowest performing schools or
attracting high quality charter management
organizations—prior to pursuing legislative
action or waging a public relations campaign
to garner support.

* Once a general
vision and goal for
the Wisconsin RSD
is established, key
sponsors as well as
opponents, includ-
ing education and
community lead-
ers should go on
“learning visits” to
Louisiana, Tennes-
see and Michigan
see first-hand how
different formats work and can produce suc-
cessful outcomes.

» The Wisconsin legislators who sponsor the
RSD, in conjunction with school district
leaders and accountability experts, should
develop clear language, procedures, and
rules for how and when the RSD entity can
intervene in district matters and ensure that
these rules are formally inserted into state-
wide accountability measures.

» The Wisconsin legislators who sponsor the
RSD should include growth measures in the
state accountability system to guarantee that
RSD is both turning around the most under-
performing schools and being rewarded for
the gains it makes with struggling schools.
School improvement rests on the talent that

staffs classrooms, the central office, and pro-
vides technical support to school personnel
working directly with students.

Despite billions of dollars of expenditures on
teacher professional development each year,
there is little evidence that these investments are
doing much good for students or for teachers.

Doug Lemov outlines an alternative model,

SKy

what he calls “profes-
sional practice,” that
relies on school leaders
to identify their best
teachers, study what
they do to differentiate
themselves, and lever-
age this information

to help other teachers
improve their practice.
Lemov enumerates the
steps needed to pursue a
strategy of professional
development based on shared practice which
include the following:

* District administrators and Charter Manage-
ment Organizations should provide flexible
funds to principals in order for professional
development to reflect and be embedded in
the school culture.

« City and state officials should support the
development of a shared data pool among
district, choice and charter schools within
and outside of Milwaukee since data provide
greater insight when more people use them
to inform professional development.

» The Wisconsin Department of Public
Instruction should develop additional as-
sessments in content areas with insufficient



outcomes data (e.g. science, social studies)
in order to produce more information about
all teachers. Similarly, the WDPI should
develop shared diagnostic assessments to be
conducted periodically across all schools at
several points during the school year to ex-
pand the data driving professional develop-
ment decisions.

* MPS leadership should give high perform-
ing teachers course release time or provide
additional pay to work in
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* MPS leadership, in conjunction with hu-
man resources experts, should develop a
customized district-wide teacher identifica-
tion model based on a well-defined, shared
understanding what successful teaching
looks like. This teacher identification model
should be used to inform all hiring, promo-
tion, and dismissal decisions as well as
coaching and professional development.

* The Wisconsin Department of Public In-
struction should develop a

teams to develop materi-
als such as videos and
model lesson plans that
could be used for training
across the district.

e MPS leadership should
convene a team of lead-
ers (school and central
administration-based)
to consider ways to give
teachers more time to

“School improvement
rests on the talent that
staffs classrooms, the
central office, and provides
technical support to school
personnel working directly
with students”

state-run system for teacher
examination, selection,

and evaluation before
candidates even begin
teacher training programs.
Evidence from successful
systems in other countries
shows that this helps to
ensure that the people with
the necessary competencies
and motivation are put into

practice and train during
the school day.

* District funds should be allocated toward
the purchase of video cameras that would
be distributed to schools to facilitate taping
and study of top performing teachers in an
informal and day-to-day capacity.

Ranyjit Nair sketches a strategy for strengthen-
ing Milwaukee-area human capital management
that incorporates enhanced recruitment tech-
niques, increased rigor in performance manage-
ment, and strategically aligned compensation
schemes. He points to the following steps that
Wisconsin and MPS leadership could take to
improve and expand human capital management
in Milwaukee:

the teaching pipeline.

* Human resource managers in all schools
educating Milwaukee students, from MPS
to charters to choice schools, should hire
personnel from the business sector with
experience in world-class talent acquisition
strategies as a means to accelerate and instill
a culture of performance.

» MPS leadership, charter, and choice school
leaders in Milwaukee should institute an
employee referral programs similar to those
successfully in place in the private sector in
order to attract administrators, faculty, and
staff with skills and competencies identified
as necessary for educational success.

* MPS, charter and choice school leadership
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should consider developing strategic com-
pensation initiatives combined with rigor-
ous evaluation and ongoing professional
development to attract and retain talented
teachers.

Schools in Milwaukee, across Wisconsin, and
across the nation are wrestling with the reali-
ties of tight budgets and limited resources.
Within this educational context, Jonathan
Travers, Karen Hawley
Miles and Genevieve
Green identify four
restructuring priorities
that comprise an ac-
tionable blueprint for
education leaders and
funders seeking guid-
ance on how to launch
meaningful reforms.
The blueprint includes
following the action
items for school, dis-
trict, city and state leadership that are needed

to achieve real progress in educational reform:

e MPS administrators should evaluate how
the weights are assigned to specific student
populations in the Weighted Student Fund-
ing formula and ensure that the different
weights accurately reflect students’ relative
needs.

* District administrators and outside evalua-
tors should review the district’s total budget
and account for the resources held outside
the Weighted Student Funding model to
ensure maximum equity, flexibility and
transparency in budgeting.

 WDPI and district-level administrators

should review the funding restrictions in
place to determine how existing restrictions
limit the school-level flexibility needed to
reallocate dollars to where they are most
needed.

 Teacher compensation models based on
longevity and the accumulation of educa-
tion credits should be replaced with one
grounded in accurate data on individual
effectiveness and
contribution. To move
toward that transition,
budget administrators
should first determine
how much is being
spent on education
credits and longev-
ity payments and how
these dollars are being
distributed across the
current workforce.

» State and district leaders should lift class-
size mandates to allow for alternative class
structures such as pooling elementary
classes across special subjects, shifting some
non-core classes to be single semester and
making their teachers itinerant over multiple
schools at the middle school level. This
will reduce cost for non-core classes while
preserving the breadth of offering.

» MPS leadership should review special
education assignments to prevent exces-
sively restrictive learning environments and
overstaffing and instead increase the share
of special education students served by the
most effective staff.

Although states, districts, charter school
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networks, and individual private and public
schools today collect vast amounts of data,
they are rarely organized or analyzed in ways
that strengthen strategic decision-making,
policy decisions, or curriculum development.
Jon Fullerton lays out instructions for building
a serious and useful research and develop-
ment system that empowers states, districts,
networks, and schools to increase collaboration
and data-sharing and improve their practices
and outcomes. Fullerton sketches a series of
steps that state and local

savings across systems.

» The MPS superintendent should prioritize
hiring employees with the training and skills
needed to conduct sophisticated data analy-
ses and communicate results to educators.
When necessary, MPS should partner with
local business leaders and philanthropies to
obtain this type of talent and receive finan-
cial support for these positions initially.

* City officials, MPS leadership, and local
researchers should consider

officials should take to
promote the strategic use of
data and enhance the flow
of information to parents
and others selecting educa-
tional services, to agencies
to improve decision making
and ongoing management,
and to state and local policy
makers to inform decisions

“A decade ago, Milwaukee
was regarded as one of the
nation s iconic cities when
it came to school reform.
Today, that is not the case.
But it can be.”

establishing a research con-
sortium to allow knowledge
about school providers to
be built up over time and
made available to poli-
cymakers, providers, and
the public. This entails
creating linkages with
universities and research
institutions and developing

about accountability and
other education matters:

* The WDPI should develop and maintain
rich longitudinal data on all schools serv-
ing students in the state including indepen-
dent schools to allow for fair comparisons.
Required data collection should include
academic achievement and growth of stu-
dents, program offerings, and school-level
approaches to education.

» The Wisconsin legislature should pass a bill
allocating funds to support sophisticated
information systems, data warehouses,
and analytical engines that could replace
individually purchased district information
systems entirely and result in substantial

procedures and processes
for sharing data, conducting studies, and dis-
seminating results.

Each of the seven pillars of ecosystem reform
elaborated in the papers can function as a
spoke in a wheel propelling a school district or
city toward greater educational coherence and
improvement. Heather Zadavsky draws on les-
sons learned from successful superintendents
and districts undergoing transformation to
develop a straightforward framework for how
to organize a rational approach to systemic
reform. Focusing on the role of the district
leader, be it a superintendent or state-appoint-
ed supervisor, she presents concrete steps,
including those discussed below, that should
be taken during three distinct phases of reform
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work—assessment and planning; implementa-
tion; and evaluation and revision—to achieve
sustained success.

* Prior to engaging in any reform efforts,
the MPS superintendent or other appointed
leadership should
engage in a thorough
system assessment
in order to develop
a deep understand-
ing of the existing
challenges, strengths
and possibilities for
executing a plan.

* Once current condi-
tions and target
outcomes are well
understood, the MPS
superintendent should build a clear strategic
plan and identify the tools and strategies
necessary to achieve it. The plan should be
concise, thoughtful, and manageable and
should include focused goals, strategies
and guidelines for holding district admin-
istrators, school leaders, teachers and staff
accountable for implementation and evalu-
ation.

* The MPS superintendent should engage in
frequent, consistent communication with
students, faculty, staff as well as parents and
the larger Milwaukee community to inform
them about the goals of the reform strategy
and progress achieved. Messages should be
uniform, should publicize specific oppor-
tunities for direct participation in reform
efforts, and should solicit feedback from
stakeholders.

A FINAL WORD

Surveys tell us that Milwaukee’s citizens are
skeptical of most proposals to reform local
schools. Who can blame them? Years of grand
promises and disappointing results have soured
many a community
on overhyped visions
of reform. What’s
notable (and differ-
ent) about this effort,
we’d suggest, is that
we are offering nei-
ther an airy vision or
sugarplum promises.
The recommenda-
tions here will not
deliver miracle cures.
Period. But they will
help to create the kind
of system in which great educators can thrive,
can get the kind of support they need, and are
held accountable in more sensible and appro-
priate ways. We believe this will create the
circumstances where more conventional efforts
will prove more likely to deliver.

A decade ago, Milwaukee was regarded as
one of the nation’s iconic cities when it came
to school reform. Today, that is not the case.
But it can be. And, we are firmly convinced,
that embracing the blueprint sketched here can
create the conditions that will enable a renais-
sance in local schooling.

'Frederick M. Hess, Stafford Palmieri, and Janie Scull.
“America’s Best (and Worst) Cities for School Reform:
Attracting Entrepreneurs and Change Agents.” The
Thomas B. Fordham Institute. August 24, 2010. http:/
www.edexcellence.net/publications/americas-best-and-
worst.html
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NEW SCHOOLS AND
INNOVATIVE DELIVERY

MICHAEL B. HORN AND MEG EVANS

The past several decades have seen technology transform industry after

industry. Nearly every sector in America has used new technologies to innovate

in ways nearly unimaginable a generation ago. By the term technology, we refer

to the processes by which an organization transforms labor, capital, materials

and information into products and services of greater value. The notion is not

limited to things like microprocessors and other electronics. Innovation in this

context refers to a change in one of these technologies.’

One sector, however, has remained nearly the
same as it was a century ago. The American
school system has continued to rely on an
anachronistic factory-based model, even as

so much of society has transformed around

it. To the extent that it has employed technol-
ogy, it has done so to sustain and reinforce its
factory-model processes, not to fundamentally
change them.

That urban school districts in particular
have long struggled to innovate beyond their
factory-based model is not news. School prin-
cipals and teachers complain frequently of top-
down control from the district central office,
which fosters a culture of compliance rather
than one of innovation and pursuing different
strategies for different student populations.
Many district administrators have historically
worried that if they give more autonomy to
schools, only chaos will result and students

will not be served well.

Milwaukee provides a case study with
which to understand the tensions around
welcoming innovation — or even making
basic progress — that are so common in urban
school districts around the nation. District
teachers complain about wanting to imple-
ment various new ideas, such as offering new
curricula to serve certain students or creat-
ing after-school programs, but being blocked
for reasons having to do with central control.
According to focus group interviews with Mil-
waukee teachers, receiving a mid-year mandate
from the district staff to implement a specific
curriculum or a district wide order to switch to
48-minute periods from 80-minute periods —
regardless of what the school itself sees as best
for its students — is not out of the ordinary.?
Innovation hardly enters the conversation.

Milwaukee does have a relatively long his-
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tory of school choice and a variety of autono-
mous schools from which students can choose.
This creates the context for an innovative
model that offers a suite of options to best fit
individual student needs. However, the district
itself has not adopted a mindset of viewing
these and its own traditional schools as a port-
folio of options for students. As in many urban
districts, a top-down mindset seems to have
prevailed. Although some of Milwaukee’s past
superintendents have seen technology — in the
form of computers and e-learning, for ex-

ample — as a critical part of their strategy and
invested accordingly, others have come in and

let the investments wane. Neither consistency

nor individual school autonomy appears to be

in long supply.

Complaints of heavy bureaucracies stifling
innovation in education are, of course, nothing
new. The culture that has squelched innovation
in urban school districts — embedded in both
explicit and implicit processes — should not
come as a surprise.’ A series of accompany-
ing policies, regulations and agreements to

EDITOR’S NOTE

In 1912, Henry Ford was just developing the fac-
tory assembly line, the motion picture industry
was located in New York and had not yet pro-
duced a full length feature film and there was no
passenger aviation, radio, television or computer.
One-hundred years later, all of these industries
have radically evolved. But in spite of vast chasm
between 1912 and 2012, the model and adminis-
tration of the Milwaukee Public School System

— which was developed for and in a different world
— has barely changed at all.

The largest school system in the state of
Wisconsin still maintains a one-size-fits all ap-
proach with a central administration overseeing
all schools. This may have made sense a century
ago, but today, the world has obviously changed
and the student population is vastly more diverse.
Teachers deal with problems in 2012 that were
unthinkable one hundred years ago.

Perhaps worst of all, just when education des-
perately needs to innovate, this antiquated system
can stifle innovation. When different students
require different ways of learning, the system in
place is more focused on compliance.

The first path to the innovation that is needed
is for school districts to radically change their
model. Instead of running the old factory system

for everyone, the centralized system must, instead,
become managers of portfolios of different types
of schools.

If some students can learn their lessons in a
matter of weeks, they should not be forced to sit in
a classroom for months. A greater effort towards
the use of technology should be employed, specifi-
cally on-line learning. When students are involved
with a panoply of technology outside of school -
from texting to Xboxes - it makes no that schools
should be downplaying what has already taken
over society.

There should be a portfolio of schools with
a diversity of different types of schools and all
should focus on student outcomes. Example: Utah
uses an on-line learning provider that receives 50
percent of funds up front but only receives the
other 50 percent when the student successfully
completes the course.

Education should use models of industry.
There should be wider use of the internet, engag-
ing the community for broader support and more
flexibility from administrators, teachers and public
officials. When a teacher, parent or even student
comes up with a better idea, it should be given a
chance to grow. Remember, the Mustang would
not have been developed if Ford had stuck to the
Model-T.
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govern and manage today’s education system
has emerged over the last several decades
that, until more recently, has focused largely
on controlling inputs as opposed to student
outcomes.

These inputs control both the resources
and the processes inside schools. They include
things like teacher certification laws, which in
essence dictate the popula-

MOVING BEYOND A MONOLITHIC
EDUCATION SYSTEM
The systems in place in urban school districts
around the country were created in the early
1900s to serve a different time with different
needs. Only 50 percent of 5- to 19-year olds
were enrolled in school in 1900. One-third of
children enrolled in first grade made it to high
school and of those, only

tion from which schools
can hire teachers, and
categorical funding that

in urban school districts

locks in place the things

on which schools can

and cannot spend money.
Managing an urban school
district through such inputs
threatens to restrict and
block innovation. If one

“The systems in place

around the country were
created in the early 1900s
to serve a different time
with different needs”

one-third graduated.’
Competition with a fast-
rising industrial Germany
changed that as Americans
asked public education
to prepare everyone for a
vocation in the Industrial
Age of factories. To do this,
the school system changed
gears and adopted a facto-

were to specify all of the

inputs into a meal in advance, for example
— the ingredients and what to do with them
— the odds of someone creating something
different and innovative would be low, as the
solution would have been essentially defined
beforehand.*

The same principle is at work in places like
Milwaukee and many urban school districts
around the nation. Focusing on inputs has the
effect of locking a system into a set way of do-
ing things and inhibiting innovation. Focusing
on outcomes, on the other hand, encourages
continuous improvement against an overall set
of goals.

None of this would be quite so problematic
were it not for the fact that the school system
we have was not built to deliver for society’s
needs today.

ry-model that allowed it to
extend high school to everyone in an efficient,
affordable manner. In just one generation,
America built a comprehensive high school
system that enrolled 75 percent of the students
who had started in first grade and graduated 45
percent of them.

That number continued to rise throughout
most of the 20th century, although in the na-
tion’s largest 50 cities, it has remained stuck
just above 50 percent. Milwaukee fits the bill,
as it graduated 50 percent of its students in
1997,% a number that rose to 62.8 percent by
2011, although the rate of growth has slowed
as of late.”

The factory-model system that educa-
tors adopted created schools that in essence
monolithically processed students in batches.
By instituting grades and having a teacher
focus on just one set of students of the same
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academic proficiency, the theory went, teachers
could teach “the same subjects, in the same
way and at the same pace” to all children in
the classroom.® This created a school system
that is built to standardize the way students are
taught and tested.

When most students would grow up to
work in a factory or an industrial job of some
sort, this standardization worked just fine. But
now that we ask increasingly more students to
master higher-order knowledge and skills —
in 1900, only 17 percent of all jobs required
so-called knowledge workers, whereas over
60 percent do today — this arrangement falls
short.’

Wisconsin and Milwaukee have felt this
pressure acutely. Between 2011 and 2012 Wis-
consin had the biggest six-month decline in
manufacturing jobs in the nation after Califor-
nia.'” According to a Milwaukee Journal Sen-
tinel special report, the city’s pool of college-
educated adults ranks among the lowest of
the country’s 50 biggest cities.!" To become
an average city among the top 50, Milwaukee
would need another 36,000 adults with college
degrees. Since 1990, it has added fewer than
1,000 a year. And Milwaukee is not alone in
facing such a formidable gap between supply
and demand for highly educated professionals.

The reason the factory-model education
system that standardizes will not work given
these new needs is, to put it simply, because
everyone has different learning needs at dif-
ferent times. We learn at different paces, have
different aptitudes and enter classes with dif-
ferent experiences and background knowledge.
Because of this, each child needs a different,
customized learning approach to maximize his

or her potential.

This need for customization clashes directly
with today’s factory-model school system,
which was built to standardize. When a class
or teacher is ready to move on to a new con-
cept today, all students move on, regardless of
how many have mastered the previous concept
(even if it is a prerequisite for learning what is
next). On the other hand, if some students are
able to master a course in just a few weeks,
they remain in the class for the whole semes-
ter. Both the bored and the bewildered see their
opportunity to achieve shredded by the system.

To customize in the monolithic education
system we have today is prohibitively expen-
sive. Just witness how much more it costs
to educate a special-needs student with an
individualized learning plan — two to three
times, on average. As a result, over the last
three decades, special education has sucked
up more and more funds and made the overall
system more and more unaffordable without
the overall results to show for it.'* In many
districts, special education now accounts for
over a third of the spending."® In Milwaukee,
for example, 19.7 percent of students were
classified as special education in 2011-"12.1
In the FY 13 proposed budget, special educa-
tion services to schools account for roughly 20
percent of the operating funds and 16 percent
of the total budget.'

Milwaukee and urban school districts
across the nation must embrace innovation to
break out of this monolithic education system.
There are several innovations that many urban
districts have begun to put in place that hold
promise, and there are many more that they
should implement in the years ahead.



INNOVATING TOWARD A STUDENT-
CENTRIC EDUCATION SYSTEM
Urban school districts must innovate across
two parallel paths: with new whole-school
models and within schools.

Innovating With New Whole-School Models
The first path of innovation requires that
districts adopt a mindset in which they see
themselves as overseeing a portfolio of dif-
ferent types of schools, rather than running

a set of similar “one-size-fits-all”” schools.!®

A growing number of urban school districts,
including New York, Los Angeles and Denver,
have begun to adopt this portfolio approach.
In many ways, the city of Milwaukee has also
operated with a portfolio of school types for
students for many years, as it has a variety

of autonomous schools from which students
can choose, including charter schools under
the purview of different authorizers, magnet
schools, private choice schools funded through
vouchers, and traditional district schools.

But the district itself has not traditionally
viewed these, along with its own traditional
schools, as a portfolio of options for students.
Instead, historically speaking, the district
seems to have viewed choice schools of nearly
all stripes as threats to its existing business
model, as its share of per-pupil funds decline
with students attending non-district choice
schools. Judging from focus groups with
parents, having this perspective has only sown
seeds of confusion and created a series of
systems that have frustrated students’ ability to
find the education that is right for them. Par-
ents receive only a simple booklet at the start
of the year listing all of the district schools
with brief descriptions and test score metrics,
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and they struggle to understand which school
might be the best fit for their child.

Having different school types available for
different students is critical, as not all school
architectures can serve all students with dif-
fering needs. Just because two students live a
block apart does not mean they automatically
have the same needs, and yet the geographic
categorization in use in many urban school
districts suggests that we think they do.

The success of charter schools like KIPP
helps reveal this: KIPP has created a school
that works well for certain types of students,
many of whom have struggled in traditional
schools, but it is unlikely that KIPP is the right
fit for all students. This is one critical reason to
move toward a portfolio of school options and
to allow for innovation in creating and wel-
coming new school architectures designed to
serve different student needs.

Moving to this portfolio mindset requires
significant business model innovation for
both the district and individual schools, as
it requires the district to shift from running
schools to instead seeing itself as an authorizer
of schools and purveyor of supporting school
services.!” Operationally, this means allowing
schools to control their own budgets, hiring
and curriculum planning. This shift from top-
down choices to ground-level control returns
the decisions about what’s best for students
to those closest to the classroom. Rather than
viewing their charge as preserving the public
schools in their geographical jurisdiction,
public school boards and superintendents must
view their mission as educating well all the
students within that area.

A critical function in this new model is that
the district move beyond input-based standards
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that seek to dictate how schools teach students,
which are anathema to innovation, and instead
create outcome-based student growth standards
to give innovators a common target toward
which to improve. For example, rather than
mandating on the district-level that a school or
teacher uses a particular literacy curriculum,
the state should instead require students to
make, at minimum, a one

Milwaukee. Although the city has experienced
the job of shutting down poor schools already,
this experience does not largely reside inside
the district, as reports indicate that it is the
choice schools outside of the district’s manage-
ment that have been held to a higher standard
and closed more quickly than their district
school counterparts. Indeed, the district and
the various organizations

grade level gain in read-
ing level over the course
of the year and then let the
teacher decide the best way
to facilitate that growth.
Much as in a Recovery
School District of the type
Neerav Kingsland proposes
(this volume), the district’s
job would be both to shut
down schools over time
that do not perform up to
par and to help parents
and students find the right

“ Districts have long
defended and made excuses
for failing neighborhood
schools; instead they ought
to hold all of the schools in
their purview — magnet,
charter, traditional and
alternative — to the same
standards and review

processes”’

and associations tied into
its operations have instead
created caps on nonunion-
ized district schools —
non-MPS providers are
allowed to serve only 8
percent of the district’s
total enrollment — which
blocks innovation and does
not foster an ecosystem of
continuous improvement
around student outcomes. "’
This also requires
schools to rethink their

school for their needs,
thereby framing the creation of new schools
as a constant chance for innovation to learn
which types of schools serve which types of
students best — and to acknowledge that no
school will likely serve all students well.'® This
shift is dramatic. Districts have long defended
and made excuses for failing neighborhood
schools; instead they ought to hold all of the
schools in their purview — magnet, charter,
traditional and alternative — to the same
standards and review processes. If any school
is continuously failing students, the district
should take swift action.

That this will be a significant shift in busi-
ness model is evident in what has played out in

business model, as, increas-
ingly, rather than being operating units within
the district, they will be autonomous business
models themselves. For this to work, rather
than have dollars flow to districts that make
decisions as to their allocation, dollars must
follow students down to the school — or better
yet, follow students to the educational experi-
ence — of their choice.

In other words, the school-level leadership
must have the ability to make financial, human
resource, curricular and other operational
decisions on its own.?® The choice and charter
schools in Milwaukee have some experience
with this already, as they have significantly
more flexibility than the traditional district



schools in making curricular and architectural
choices for their students, creating ways to
work with parents, and establishing new pro-
cesses to work one-on-one with students.?!
The district should also embrace the power
of disruptive innovation in seeding new school
models. A disruptive innovation is an innova-
tion that transforms a sector that was once
characterized by complicated, expensive and
inaccessible products and
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school models to their district as well.

Driving Innovation Within Schools
Urban districts must also embrace the use of
technology to transform the learning environ-
ments within schools themselves and allow for
a much finer grain of educational customiza-
tion for students than is possible at the whole
school level.?? For far too long, urban districts
have deployed technology

services into one where the
products and services are
more affordable, simple
and convenient. There are
two critical enablers of
disruptive innovations: a
business-model innovation
and a technology enabler
that allows the innovation
to carry a low-cost business
model up-market to serve

“Milwaukee has spent
roughly I percent of its
operating budget on
technology over the last
decade, but it is not clear
that those investments have
resulted in learning gains
for students”

by simply cramming it into
their existing schools and
classrooms as an add-on or
small supplement — and
spent not insignificant
sums in doing so. For
example, Milwaukee has
spent roughly 1 percent

of its operating budget on
technology over the last
decade, but it is not clear
that those investments have

more and more demanding
users.

Blended-learning, or hybrid, schools that
combine online learning with elements of a
brick-and-mortar experience have the potential
to serve this purpose and be disruptive relative
to the first generation of “no excuses” charter
schools, for example, by being lower in cost
and therefore theoretically easier to scale.
Milwaukee has a few blended-learning schools
and pilot programs in operation, and the com-
munity has welcomed Rocketship Education,

a charter management organization that runs
blended-learning schools disruptive relative

to first-generation charter schools. As urban
districts around the country move to a portfolio
model, they should seek to bring Rocketship
and other similar disruptive blended-learning

resulted in learning gains

for students. Too many districts have histori-
cally mistaken an investment in technology for
a thoughtful and strategic focus on innovation.

Instead, the district must use technology,
specifically online learning, to disrupt the
factory-model of schooling and customize
for students’ different learning needs. Online
learning appears to be a classic disruptive
innovation, and it has the potential to not just
help reform education but to transform it. Be-
cause it is inherently modular, it can more eas-
ily be customized for different student learning
needs than can the traditional classroom. It can
also create near real-time feedback loops to
bolster the interactions with both the teacher
and the content itself. The technology underly-
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ing it is beginning to improve year after year,
and it has gained traction by targeting classic
areas of non-consumption, that is, where the
alternative is literally nothing at all and where
disruptive innovations get their start.

Milwaukee, like many urban districts, has
some experience deploying online learning
in these areas of non-consumption — such as
to offer advanced courses or extracurricular
courses to students
where the alternative
in the home school has
been nothing at all,
or — most popularly
— for credit recovery.
But the schools and
the district have not
made as strategic use of
these resources as they
could to drive student
learning.

Milwaukee, for example, had historically
used online learning well in a handful of
partnership or alternative schools to help serve
students who had dropped out or were on the
verge of doing so. More recently, the district
has begun phasing these schools out — from
21 schools down to six — to the detriment
of the students who now have no option to
continue their schooling.” Furthermore, many
urban districts like Milwaukee have ignored
the potential to use online learning to imple-
ment blended-learning rotation models* in
elementary school classrooms. Such models
generally do not require significant redesign
but can bolster student learning by creating
better targeted individualized pathways for
each student as well as better uses of time and
richer student-teacher interactions.

PRACTICAL IMPLICATIONS
To move toward an urban school district that
uses innovation to improve student learning,
districts and the states in which they operate
should take several concrete steps.

Creating a Diverse Ecosystem

Urban districts must move toward a system of
operating a portfolio of schools with a diver-
sity of school types and a focus on student
outcomes, not man-
dating how schools
should best serve their
students. Many urban
districts across the
country are moving in
this direction.

Steps like Wis-
consin’s Act 114, a
statewide bill that
provided parents with
an expanded window
to take advantage of open enrollment and send
their children to schools outside their districts,
are important. A lesser-known aspect of this
legislation also makes transferring possible
mid-year if there is evidence that a student
feels unsafe in her home school. Additionally,
the current Milwaukee teachers union contract
contains a cap on district-authorized, nonunion
school enrollment. When this contract expires
in July 2013, the cap will disappear with it.
This presents an excellent opportunity to
continue to develop the diverse ecosystem of
choice for Milwaukee students with an expan-
sion of charter and choice enrollment.

Urban districts moving into an authoriz-
ing role should also think about opening up
umbrella charters to those organizations with
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a successful track record, so that innovative
charter management organizations looking to
expand, such as Rocketship Education, will
find these locales attractive places to put down
roots.

Performance-Based

the mandating of inputs at all levels and al-
lowing funds to follow students down to the
educational experience are critical. For urban
districts coping with increasing budget cuts,
allowing schools to have both more flexibil-
ity and the ability to opt

Procurement

States like Florida and
Utah have already created
mechanisms through which
to pay online learning
providers in part based
on student outcomes. For
example, in Utah, an online
learning provider receives

“States like Florida and
Utah have already created
mechanisms through which

to pay online learning
providers in part based on

student outcomes”

in to performance-based
contracts or other services
that the district provides
can help provide a gateway
to innovative schooling
arrangements. Such ar-
rangements are more cost-
effective and can achieve
success for students, as

50 percent of funds up

front for serving students but only receives the
other 50 percent when a student successfully
completes a course. This helps align incen-
tives around actual student learning. Wisconsin
should move forward with this type of policy
— and where possible define successful stu-
dent learning based on their passing objective,
on-demand performance assessments.

But urban districts can themselves enter
into performance-based contracts now with-
out waiting for the legislature to act. Recently
McGraw-Hill announced that it had entered
into a performance-based contract with
Western Governors University for its higher
education content, which suggests that even
traditional textbook publishers might be open
to these sorts of innovative contracts. Districts
could offer the schools they authorize the op-
portunity to enter into different sorts of these
arrangements with different vendors.

Funding Ecosystem
Lifting categorical funding requirements and

several blended-learning
proof points have shown
across the nation.

In Milwaukee for example, almost a quarter
of MPS’s 9,300 employees are eligible for
retirement, and the district estimates that more
than 1,400 employees will retire by 2015.%
This presents an ideal opportunity to not
mandate that the district and its schools hire
precise replacements, but to instead allow
schools to create innovative staffing models
and create blended-learning models that make
sense for their needs.

Internet Connectivity

To support a move to blended learning,
districts will also have to help schools have
the proper Internet connectivity, as well as
work with cities to ensure that students have
adequate Internet access. Currently, most
schools do not have adequate infrastructure to
support Internet access, and many low-income
residents do not have access to high-speed
Internet. For example, according to interviews,
in Milwaukee, Time-Warner Cable’s monopoly
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has created expensive service that has limited
student Internet access. Districts and states
should use their potential scale to negotiate
good contracts that schools can opt into and
provide expertise to help schools implement
and maintain their infrastructure wisely.

Building Broad-Based Community Support
Although structural changes are important, it
is also important to gain buy-in from educators
on the front lines who will be working directly
with students — and to help educators see that
the move to online and blended learning is

not motivated by a desire to replace teachers
with technology. Recently, the Rhode Island
Department of Education held a large meeting
for the district teachers, principals, parents and
administrators to establish a common lan-
guage, understanding and strategies for growth
of digital learning in the state to spur educators
on the front lines to lead the innovation.?

As urban districts move to a portfolio
model of schooling, they ought to move into
this educational role for educators as well
and hold similar sessions. In many cases, this
should spur immediate action, as educators in
elementary schools in particular can establish
blended-learning rotation models within their
existing classrooms to better serve students. In
addition, as Rhode Island did, urban districts
ought to partner with interested foundations to
establish competitive grants for educators and
schools that create innovative school designs to
bolster student outcomes.

Given that the teachers in Milwaukee were
not even familiar with Wisconsin’s plans on
how to move to the Common Core standards or
to adopt the SMARTER Balanced Assessment
Consortium’s new assessments, the importance
of playing this educational role and holding ses-

sions where appropriate cannot be overstated.

Move Away from Seat Time to a
Competency-Based System

To bolster the likelihood that as educators
adopt blended learning, this does not merely
maintain the current factory-model system
but in fact transforms it into a student-centric
one, it is imperative that the state move beyond
seat-time policies and create room for compe-
tency-based learning ones in which students
make progress based on actual mastery of
learning objectives.

In Milwaukee, blended-learning schools
such as Milwaukee Community Cyber High
School have managed to skirt seat-time
requirements by chartering as virtual schools
with the district — a clever way around the
regulations but also far from ideal given
that the Milwaukee Community Cyber High
School is not in fact a full-time virtual school.
Wisconsin ought to lift its existing seat-time
requirements so that district schools that are
not chartered as virtual schools can take ad-
vantage of competency-based learning as well.
All states should have this mindset. This
change requires state-level legislative action to
change the educational code, but without com-
munity and thought leaders behind the change,
there will likely be little impetus for legislators
to take up the cause. For example, Utah passed
a far-reaching bill to boost online learning
in 2011 and allow it to escape the traditional
seat-time metrics. To engineer this, a group of
parents became active in lobbying for change,
briefing each state senator, testifying at the
committee level and even hosting ice cream
socials at the state Capitol to raise awareness
about the issue. The parents group also found
it particularly helpful to have a couple of close



allies in the Senate who stood as legislative
champions of the cause.

Similarly, districts and states should move
toward adopting or utilizing data and assess-
ment systems that focus on individual student
growth and allow students to move seamlessly
between educational experiences, rather than
treating students who enroll in different types
of schools, for example, as separate silos
of data. This practice, which is prevalent in
Milwaukee, only creates complications for
students and educators.?’

CONCLUSION
Although urban school districts have struggled
to innovate in the past, there is an opportunity
to move beyond these struggles. With the rise
of digital learning, there is a chance to trans-
form the urban school district from its factory-
model past into a student-centric system that
can customize for each student’s distinct learn-
ing needs and bolster each student’s achieve-
ment.

Despite challenges that stand in the way
of this change, there are concrete steps that
state-level actors and district leaders can take
to move toward this reality. From the low-
hanging fruit of moving elementary schools to
a station-rotation model and offering a wide
range of individual online course options for
high school students to the critical steps of re-
moving seat-time requirements and focusing as
a district on individual student-growth metrics,
Milwaukee and other cities can begin to stand
as models for the nation on how to capture the
potential of online and blended learning.

Increasing numbers of charter networks and
districts are grasping the promise of digital
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learning, but few have yet to re-imagine and
rebuild systematically with disruptive in-
novation in mind. Following the suggestions
above, as well as engaging educators and the
larger community, can begin a process of
transformation that sets urban districts on a
path to creating an education system markedly
different from the one that has dominated the
past century of education — and can help each
child realize her fullest potential.
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QUALITY CONTROL IN A
LOCAL MARKETPLACE

MICHAEL J. PETRILLI

Quality control is the sine qua non of education reform. If this enterprise isn't

about creating high-quality learning environments for students, what'’s the

point? And in one sense, all of the topics covered in this volume — from funding

to replication to governance and beyond — are about quality control: How to

make it likelier that a communitys portfolio of schools will be high-performing

and lead to strong student outcomes?

Quality control is the sine qua non of
education reform. If this enterprise isn’t about
creating high-quality learning environments for
students, what’s the point? And in one sense,
all of the topics covered in this volume — from
funding to replication to governance and beyond
— are about quality control: How to make it
likelier that a community’s portfolio of schools
will be high-performing and lead to strong
student outcomes?

This chapter can’t cover all of that ground,
so its focus will be somewhat narrower: What
mix of policies, regulations and organizational
capacity can increase the likelihood that a local
educational marketplace will be dominated by
high-quality educational providers?

Quality control in an entrepreneurial sector
presents special challenges. Our underlying
premise is that competition and a significant
degree of freedom can unleash innovation,
creative problem-solving, and greater efficiency

and effectiveness. (For more on unleashing
innovation, see Horn and Evans, this volume.)
Overdo the “control” part of “quality control,”
and policymakers can squash this entrepreneur-
ial energy. But simply “let a thousand flowers
bloom” and leaders are unlikely to end up with
the results they seek, as we learned in the early
years of the national charter schools movement.
As Frederick M. Hess put it in Revolution at the
Margins, “Markets can be immensely powerful
engines of social change, but they do not always
produce the hoped-for outcomes.”!

How, then, can policymakers, philanthropists
and others involved in the design of educational
marketplaces strike the right balance? And how
is Milwaukee, in particular, doing on this score?

This chapter will argue that designers should
be aiming for a thoughtful combination of input
regulation, accountability for results, and robust
market signals, as well as supply-side support
for schools and other providers. It will explore
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what that looks like for the district, charter

and private school sectors, and will examine
Milwaukee’s strengths and weaknesses against
that framework. Then it will explain how lead-
ers — in Milwaukee and elsewhere — can move
toward a robust quality-control environment.

QUALITY CONTROL IN AN
ENTREPRENEURIAL EDUCATION
MARKETPLACE

In a recent paper for the Thomas B. Fordham
Institute, Hess argued that policymakers in any
domain have three main “quality control” tools

in their toolboxes: Input and process regulation;
outcome-based accountability; and market-
based signals.

Input regulation entails policymakers
prescribing what entities must do to qualify as
legitimate providers. Outcome-based account-
ability relies on setting performance targets that
providers must meet. And market-based quality
control permits the universe of users to choose
their preferred providers — and then trusts that
market pressures will reward good providers
and eventually shutter lousy ones.>

Input and process regulation has been public

EDITOR’S NOTE

For the past 100 years, school boards set up
certain standards that made sense: teachers need
a license and a college degree, there should be a
certain number of hours and class days, even class
size was regulated. But in 2013, none of this is
linked to teacher effectiveness and many of these
regulations constrain innovation and cost savings.
What if uncertified teachers can get better
results? What if some students can learn the lesson
in 80 days rather than 170? And how can you get
educators to figure out more innovative ways to
educate without stifling them with bureaucracy?

Here’s a radical idea: restrict the front office’s
quality control to just four areas:

1. Health and safety of the students

2. No discrimination.

3. Decide what subjects must be taught.

4. Financial - someone’s got to check the books.

Now Dump:

1. Teacher and administration certification
2. Seat time

3. Class size

4. The use of technology

5. The use of external contractors.

And, instead, set up five elements for

accountability:

1. Rigorous standards — it sounds obvious, but
today most state standards are ridiculously
low. Common Core State Standards have been
adopted by 46 states and although it’s confined
to just English and math, it’s a start.

2. High quality assessments — most states don’t
use state-of-the-art assessments and set their
standards too low.

3. School report cards — No Child Left Behind
gave us a ton of information that no one under-
stands. Use it and grade schools like student
with A,B,C,D and F and make that available for
everyone to see.

4. School inspectors — use these monitors to check
the schools and eliminate state tests. Make their
grades available to the public on as well.

5. Interventions — The only solution to a terrible
school — shut it down and start over with new
management and governance structure.

Finally, perhaps the best thing coming out of
charter schools is their system of oversight. Those
charged with watching these schools obsess with
getting things right. School districts should listen
and learn from this. And they need to get more
community support — both financial and cultural.
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education’s primary quality-control strategy for
100 years. We are all familiar with its hall-
marks: requiring teachers to possess college
degrees and licenses in the subjects they teach;
requiring administrators to have advanced de-
grees and their own specialized licenses as well;
mandating a prescribed number of hours or days

the mousetrap-central-office?

Outcome-based accountability, then, has
many desirable features. Educators can be held
accountable for the ultimate aim of the educa-
tion enterprise: More student learning. By
focusing on the ends, it allows for all sorts of
innovation around the means. And it’s inspir-

of instructional time (overall
and for particular subjects);
setting limits on the number
of students in each class;
and so forth. These items
— and more — are also the
sorts of things that private
accrediting bodies examine
when doing their reviews.
Regulating inputs has
certain advantages. It’s a
task well-suited for large

“ Regulating inputs has
certain advantages. It'’s a
task well-suited for large

bureaucracies, which thrive
on counting things and
enforcing clear mandates
without shades of gray.

ing: It allows for the sort
of professional autonomy
that studies show most
workers to crave. But it has
its imperfections too, as
the No Child Left Behind
era has demonstrated. As
stated by Campbell’s Law,
holding people account-
able for improving certain
measures tends to warp
behavior in unintended and

bureaucracies, which thrive

on counting things and enforcing clear man-
dates without shades of gray. It’s familiar. And it
smacks of objectivity.

But there are real drawbacks too, as pro-
ponents of “Reinventing Government” and
outcomes-based accountability have argued
for at least 20 years. First, the relationship
between inputs and results is tenuous. Teacher
or administrator certification, for example, is
hardly, if at all, linked to teacher or administra-
tor effectiveness, making these poor proxies
for quality. Second, these sorts of regulations
constrain innovation and cost efficiency. What
if a school can get the job done with 170 days
of instruction instead of 180? What if uncerti-
fied teachers can get better results than certified
ones? More broadly, what if on-the-ground
educators think up myriad ways to build a better
mousetrap, only to be snarled in red tape from

often perverse ways. Teach-
ers teach to the test, or cheat. Administrators
narrow the curriculum. Energy is spent on the
“bubble kids” right above or below proficiency
cut scores, leaving low-performers and high-
performers to fend for themselves.

Addressing these problems is difficult and
expensive, and it carries additional risks. For ex-
ample, one solution to the narrowing of the cur-
riculum is to introduce testing in more subjects,
but that only ramps up the time students spend
preparing for and taking exams. Or policymak-
ers propose better tests — so teaching to them
isn’t such a crime — but balk at the additional
expense.

What about market-based quality control? In
many industries, “crowd-sourcing” websites like
Trip Advisor gather the “wisdom of crowds” to
provide quality-control feedback to potential
consumers. Sites like GreatSchools.org are
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attempting to bring this technology to educa-
tion. Parents, with direct experience in schools,
can offer a more comprehensive picture of a
school’s culture, approach and environment than
any set of standardized tests ever could. And
assuming that parents care about more than a
school’s latest test scores — and much research
indicates that they do — this could be a source
of widely desired information.

Yet again, there are drawbacks. Crowd-
sourcing sites can be gamed — in this case,
by school administrators, who might post faux
positive reviews. (It’s not hard to imagine kids
posting fake reviews, too.) Parents might not
be discerning enough consumers, loyal as they
are to their chosen school. Alternatively, only
disgruntled parents might take the time to post
comments and feedback. Figuring out “quality
control” for this quality-control metric is dif-
ficult in its own right.

So what’s a quality-control hawk to do? Is all
hope lost? As Hess argues, the best, if imper-
fect, approach is to use a smart combination of
all three tools. Below we’ll take a close look
at how that could work in education’s district,
charter and private school sectors.

Which raises a key question: Should quality
control work any differently in education’s dif-
ferent sectors? Particularly when public funding
is involved? Why not use the same tools for
district, charter and private schools?

The reason comes down to money: District
and charter schools receive virtually all of their
funding from public sources, and therefore pub-
lic accountability should play a large role. (This
is a version of the Golden Rule: He who has
the gold makes the rules.) Most private schools
that participate in school voucher programs,
however, receive relatively little public sup-

port, for most of their enrollment is made up of
tuition-paying students. (The handful of private
schools that do receive all or most of their fund-
ing via vouchers, on the other hand, should be
treated essentially like public schools. More on
that below.)

So the public has less of a right to demand
certain outcomes for those schools writ large.
And more importantly, if policymakers attempt
to exercise too much control of those private
schools, the schools will simply refuse to
participate in voucher programs, making them
inoperative.

QUALITY CONTROL FOR PUBLIC
SCHOOLS: DISTRICT AND CHARTER
Back to district and charter schools. Is there any
reason to treat them differently from a quality-
control perspective? Once upon a time, it was
believed that charter schools deserved to be
subject to less input-regulation because they
were subject to more outcome-based account-
ability: They could be shuttered if they didn’t
deliver on results. But two recent developments
change the picture. First, we’ve learned that
closing a low-performing charter school is
incredibly difficult and happens rarely.’ Second,
federal and state policies have made the closure
of district schools more feasible (if still chal-
lenging) than ever before. As a result, one could
argue, outcome-based accountability is now vir-
tually the same in both the district and charter
sectors. And if minimal input regulations make
sense for charter schools, why not extend that
same approach to district schools?

So the ideal quality-control framework for
public schools — both the district and charter
variety — entails a handful of input/process
regulations, a heavy dose of outcomes-based
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accountability, and the thoughtful use of market
signals. And the framework is the same for both
sectors.

Input Regulations for Public Schools

As explained above, the connection between
most of public education’s myriad input regula-
tions and student achieve-

working on school campuses.

e Nondiscrimination. Public schools should

be expected to take all comers, except with
carefully delineated exceptions. (For gifted-
and-talented magnets, for example, or special
schools for talented artists.) Public regula-
tions should govern how

ment results is quite weak.

schools select students

In fact, in many cases these “Ifa ‘ligh t touch’is ideal when they are over capac-

regulations impede achieve-
ment. Teacher and principal

when it comes to input

ity. (Lotteries are gener-
ally best, but allowances

certification requirements, regulation, an aggressive should also be made for
in particular, make it dif- approach is best when it schools that want to make

ficult to hire talented people
from nontraditional back-
grounds, such as candidates

and accountability

extra efforts to recruit a
diverse student body.) And
public regulations will, no

comes to transparency

coming through Teach For around results.” doubt, need to govern the

America, New Leaders for

treatment of students with

New Schools, and other

“alternative” programs, forcing them to return
to school to attain paper credentials. Mean-
while, “seat time” mandates — that students
spend 180 days, or 900 hours, per year in school
— make the transition to high-quality online
learning more difficult. If some students can
prove “proficiency” in a shorter amount of time,
why not let them?

The role of input regulations, then, should
be minimal. But that doesn’t mean it should be
non-existent. Some parts of “quality” will not
be encouraged through outcome-based account-
ability and market signals alone. The role of
input regulations, then, is to fill in the miss-
ing pieces. There are four main areas where it
makes sense:

* Health and safety. Buildings should be

disabilities.

* Academic coverage. Policymakers should

tread carefully here, but it’s not unreasonable
for the public to set some parameters around
what a comprehensive school program must
provide. (The public is paying the bills; it has
some right to define what counts as a qual-
ity education.) Mandating that all students
take history, science, physical education, art
and music, for instance, is appropriate. But
such regulations should be crafted carefully
to allow for local innovation. (For example,
they shouldn’t impede an inter-disciplinary
approach.)

Financial propriety. Regular audits should
be mandatory; anti-nepotism rules should be
enforced, and so forth.

designed properly; public health measures
should be enforced; criminal background
checks should be mandatory for all adults

Most notably, this recommendation means leav-
ing many input regulations behind, including
those governing:



PATHWAY TO SUCCESS | A PROJECT OF THE WISCONSIN POLICY RESEARCH INSTITUTE | 33

» Teacher and administration certification
* Seat time

* Class size

» The use of technology

* The use of external contractors

Outcomes-Based Accountability for Public
Schools
If a “light touch” is ideal when it comes to input
regulation, an aggressive approach is best when
it comes to transparency and accountability
around results.

This is hardly a new idea. For over a decade,
the national policy community has debated
the right measures and interventions as a part
of the No Child Left Behind discussion. The
advent of the Common Core State Standards,
the significant federal funds available through
the School Improvement Grants program, and
new flexibility provided by the Obama Admin-
istration’s ESEA waivers have re-energized the
conversation.

A consensus is emerging, among reformers
at least, that an appropriate transparency-and-
accountability system contains five elements:

1. Rigorous standards. This one should be a no-
brainer, but since the dawn of the standards-
based reform movement in the 1990s it’s been
a surprisingly difficult hurdle to clear. Simply
put, most state standards have been of very
low quality: vague, voluminous, and not near-
ly ambitious enough. Thankfully, the Com-
mon Core State Standards, finalized in 2010
and adopted by 46 states plus the District of
Columbia, are clear, rigorous, and teachable.*
Though limited to English language arts and
math, they represent a significant step for-
ward. Great standards are needed in the other
major subjects too — science and history at

the least.

2. High-quality assessments. This has been
another disappointment: States have generally
been unwilling to invest in state-of-the-art
assessments, and they’ve also set “proficiency
cut scores” at incredibly meager levels. The
two federally funded assessment consortia
that are developing tests linked to the Com-
mon Core have promised to change that;
here’s hoping they succeed.

3. School report cards (and related data). No
Child Left Behind unleashed an avalanche of
information, and mandated school-level re-
port cards, with data disaggregated by myriad
subgroups. Unfortunately, in most states these
reports remain inscrutable to parents and the
public. Thankfully, more states are starting to
follow Florida’s lead in giving schools easier-
to-understand labels — often A through
F grades — but much work remains to be
done. (See more on this below under “market

signals.”)

4. School inspectors. This has not been a feature
of most state accountability systems, but it’s
an idea whose time has come.’> The notion is
that even the best standards-testing-and re-
porting systems produce limited information;
much nuance is lost when looking at numbers
alone. School inspectors — hired by state
education agencies or, in the case of charter
schools, authorizers — can get a closer on-
the-ground look and provide reports to public
agencies and to parents that go far beyond
test scores. Using inspectors would help to
mitigate the incentives to focus slavishly on
state tests to the exclusion of all else.

5. Thoughtful interventions. Finally, robust
accountability systems lead to action when



schools are failing to measure up. This is

the activity where reformers must be most
humble, however, as efforts to date have been
largely disappointing. Simply put, we don’t
know which interventions (particularly for
chronically failing schools) are likeliest to re-
sult in real improvements, though the federal
School Improvement Grants program may
start to provide some hints. It’s possible that
in many cases, the only solution to a terrible
school is a fresh start: shutting the school
and starting over with new management and
a new governance structure. But even that
might not work. This is slightly more doable
in the charter sector, where closure for low
performance is supposed to be part and parcel
of the model — but only slightly.®

Market-Based Signals for Public Schools
The third quality-control strategy is the appro-
priate use of market signals. In part, this means
empowering parents with the information col-
lected through a state’s accountability system.
State agencies and charter school authorizers
should develop user-friendly web sites and
school report cards; private entities like Great-
Schools can provide information-packed portals
for parents eager for even more data. (For more
on provision and use of data, see Fullerton, this
volume.)

But crowd-sourcing should be utilized, too.
This is probably a role best played by the private
sector, and it involves parents providing their
own insights and impression about individual
schools. Coupled with reports from profes-
sional school inspectors, this information could
be powerful in shaping consumer behavior and
in encouraging schools to be more responsive
to their clients. Of course, that assumes that
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consumers have a choice, which is the responsi-
bility of state and local policymakers.

QUALITY CONTROL FOR PRIVATE
SCHOOLS

As argued above, quality control will need to
work differently for private schools receiving
publicly financed vouchers — at least those
enrolling just a handful of students. It’s neither
fair nor practical to expect such schools to sub-
mit themselves to the full panoply of process,
outcomes and market-based regulations. They
simply will refuse to participate (especially

if not allowed to use their regular admissions
policies).”

What’s needed, instead, is a “sliding scale”
of accountability. This idea — first floated by
the Fordham Institute three years ago — has re-
cently been adopted in Louisiana.? In that state,
schools that serve at least a minimum threshold
of students are subject to a rating system akin
to the accountability regime for public schools.
Those that serve only a handful of scholarship
students, on the other hand, are exempt. That’s
as it should be, for it balances the public’s need
for accountability with private schools’ need for
autonomy. Let’s take a closer look.

Input Regulations for Private Schools
If loading up on input and process regula-
tions makes little sense for district and charter
schools, it makes even less sense for private
schools. Here, states should tread very lightly
and focus merely on health and safety (rules
which private schools in most states already live
by) and, as is the case in Milwaukee, financial
propriety. The latter should be subject to the
“sliding scale” concept too.

The small number of schools that serve just
a handful of voucher students should be able
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to demonstrate that they spent the public funds
on appropriate educational expenses. Schools
that receive a great deal of public money, on the
other hand, should continue to conduct annual
independent audits, and those audits should
be made more readily available to the public.
Placing the audits on the Department of Public
Instruction website, for example, is a logical
step toward increased transparency.

These minimal regulations can be effec-
tive in weeding out shaky
schools; in Milwaukee,
more than 40 private
schools have become
ineligible to participate in
the choice program because
of violations of its fiscal,
health, and/or accredita-
tion requirements.’ And
the School Choice Demon-
stration Project evaluation
found that many of these schools were academi-
cally low-performing, too.!”

Outcomes-Based Accountability for Private
Schools

The issue of making public the academic
achievement results of individual private
schools has generated a great deal of contro-
versy within the school choice movement, but
the momentum is clearly in the direction of
greater transparency and accountability. The
Milwaukee experience is instructive here. At the
outset of the city’s voucher program, schools
were not required to publish test score results.
They certainly were not held accountable for
them. But over time, additional testing and
transparency requirements have been created,
and the most recent evaluation of the program
indicates that these measures might explain the

recent improvements in voucher schools’ results
in Milwaukee.

As stated above, the country’s most recently
enacted voucher program, in Louisiana, has
also embraced transparency and accountability
for voucher schools — at least those serving a
significant number of students. If Milwaukee’s
experience is any guide, this should result in a
higher-quality program and better results. What
makes sense for voucher schools, then, is the

following:

1. Quality controls on
the front end. As the Insti-
tute for the Transforma-
tion of Learning once did
for Milwaukee, it makes
sense for a respected entity
or entities to screen new

private schools’ entry to
voucher programs. The
organizations currently approved to pre-
accredit schools should be monitored based
on the future success or failure of schools that
they approved. Keeping the pre-accreditation
screen strong can provide a quality-control
check before new schools have the longevity
— and money — to apply for accreditation.

2. A sliding scale of transparency and account-
ability. This would mean substantial public
reporting for schools serving a large number
of voucher students. The small number of
schools serving just a handful of students,
however, might be allowed to choose a
nationally normed test and report only the
results for the voucher students. This would
remove a barrier to participation for new pro-
viders, especially those from newly eligible
suburban private schools likely to take few



students in their early years of participation.
The large number of schools receiving virtu-
ally all of their funds from the public, on the
other hand, should be subject to the state test,
and results should be made public for all of
their students. A recent study found that the
overwhelming majority of
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charter schools accountable have spent 20 years
perfecting an approach to quality control that
moves away from the old system’s command-
and-control instincts and focuses instead on
results.
In particular, a set of larger entities associ-
ated with the National

private schools would not
find such testing require-
ments objectionable.!!

3. Annual program eligi-
bility decisions. States
shouldn’t have the author-
ity to shut down low-per-
forming private schools,
but they can make them
ineligible to receive

“ Cities that want to
attract, replicate and
sustain high-quality
schools need so much
more, high-quality
schools are unlikely to
sprout from barren soil.”

Association of Charter
School Authorizers — what
one leader called Alpha
Authorizers — has devel-
oped the tools and expertise
to strike a better balance
between input regulation
and outcomes-based ac-
countability. They obsess
about getting quality right

public funds. To do this

well, states will need to develop some sort
of “authorizing” capacity, as in the charter
sector. (More on this below.) Ideally, schools
that are at risk of losing eligibility would be
visited by school inspectors, and would also
have access to an appeals process.

Market-Based Signals for Private Schools
As with district and charter schools, whatever
information is collected about voucher school
performance should be made available on state
websites and private ones, like GreatSchools.
Crowd-sourcing strategies should be used for
them, as well.

Charter Authorizing: A Model Worth Emu-
lating in All Sectors

Perhaps the greatest innovation coming out
of the charter school sector isn’t a particular
instructional model or school design, but a
new approach to school oversight: charter
authorizing. The entities charged with holding

from the get-go — putting
new-school applicants through an exhaustive
screening process — and have clear processes
for shutting down low-performing schools when
all else has failed. But they also demonstrate the
discipline not to micromanage their schools, al-
lowing for the professional autonomy that is the
key to the charter sector’s energy and creativ-
ity.'? Several school districts are starting to pick
up on these practices when it comes to their
own traditional schools — especially districts
such as Denver that are embracing the portfolio
(or “diverse providers”) model. (For more on
the portfolio approach, see Horn and Evans, this
volume.) A network of these districts, convened
by the Center for Reinventing Public Education,
is working to build the tools and expertise nec-
essary to transform old-line central offices into
organizations more akin to charter authorizers."
The private school sector could use entities
like charter authorizers, too — organizations
that would screen new private schools that want



PATHWAY TO SUCCESS | A PROJECT OF THE WISCONSIN POLICY RESEARCH INSTITUTE | 37

to participate in publicly funded voucher pro-
grams and could make them ineligible for such
public funds if they fail to produce adequate re-
sults. In states that have introduced more public
accountability into voucher programs — includ-
ing Wisconsin, Indiana and Louisiana — state
education agencies are currently expected to
play this role. Whether they have the right ca-
pacity or will to do so effectively remains to be
seen, but it seems likely that separate organiza-
tions — authorizers for private schools — will
need to be invented.

School Support Organizations

The quality-control framework sketched out
above is more ambitious and comprehensive
than any state has put in place so far. Still,

it’s incomplete without one more element: A
serious effort to incubate high-quality schools.
That’s because even the most perfect policies
aren’t self-implementing. Getting laws, rules
and regulations right is important, but it’s only
the beginning. Cities that want to attract, rep-
licate and sustain high-quality schools need so
much more; high-quality schools are unlikely to
sprout from barren soil.

As Hess argued in his book Education
Unbound, leaders need to pay attention to a
community’s school reform ecosystem: public
policies, yes, but also the web of funders, en-
trepreneurs, networks and culture that makes it
harder or easier for great schools to flourish.!

Perhaps the most concrete ingredient to put
in place is an organization (or multiple organi-
zations) that sees its job as making a city safe
for new supply providers to flourish.

Models include New Schools for New Or-
leans, the New York City Center for Charter Ex-
cellence and Indianapolis’s Mind Trust. Some
explicitly incubate high-quality schools, others

recruit high-performing charter networks, and
others provide direct services and professional
development. But all were born from the insight
that high-quality schools are unlikely to sprout
out of nowhere; the ground must be groomed
and seeded. (For more on this, see Kingsland,
this volume.)

PUTTING THE QUALITY-CONTROL
FRAMEWORK INTO ACTION

So what does this framework look like in a real
place? Below is a rubric that cities can use to
judge themselves against the ideal. We’ll fill it
in for Milwaukee — a city that proves our point
that good policies aren’t enough to guarantee
high quality.

What should be clear from the table is that
while Milwaukee has a few key quality-control
pieces in place, much more remains to be
done. Some of the action is at the state level:
following through with stronger assessments
and cut scores vis-a-vis the Common Core
State Standards Initiative; making good on the
promise to develop easier-to-understand school
report cards; utilizing the Department of Public
Instruction’s new authority (under the Elemen-
tary and Secondary Education Act) to intervene
in Milwaukee’s worst public schools. Adding
school inspectors to the mix would be a hugely
positive — if cost-prohibitive — step.

But much can and should be done locally,
too. Philanthropists and community leaders, in
particular, can dramatically ramp up Milwau-
kee’s quality-control system by:

» Continuing to support GreatSchools’ school
chooser guides and the organization’s efforts
to utilize “crowd-sourcing” much more

extensively.
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Figure 2.1: The Quality-Control Framework, Applied to Milwaukee*

Score for Milwaukee

Element Ver, Ver, Comments
Strogg Strong | Weak Wea}l;

DISTRICT & CHARTER SCHOOLS

OUTCOMES-BASED ACCOUNTABILITY

Rigorous X Wisconsin took a big step forward when it replaced its

standards own academic standards — among the worst in the nation
— with the Common Core. Still, its standards in science
and history are very weak.

High-quality X Until recently, Wisconsin’s “proficiency cut scores” were

assessments set at among the lowest in the nation, but the state recently
raised the bar as part of its ESEA waiver application. The
new Common Core assessments, if done well, should
help, too.

School X The Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction’s entire

report cards website is inscrutable, not to mention its school report
cards. A new and improved version is promised; the jury
is out.

School X As is the case virtually everywhere in the U.S., school

inspectors inspectors are not in use.

Thoughtful X Neither Wisconsin nor Milwaukee Public Schools has

interventions been serious about closing low-performing schools,
though they do have federal SIG money to do turn-
arounds. The state has the authority to intervene in the
very worst schools under ESEA. A few charter authoriz-
ers have been willing to shutter failing charters.

MARKET-BASED SIGNALS

Crowd-sourcing X Milwaukee is one of three cities in the country with a

site “School Chooser” guide published by GreatSchools.

PRIVATE SCHOOLS

OUTCOMES-BASED ACCOUNTABILITY

Screen on X Several entities are authorized by state law to play this

front end role, including the Institute for the Transformation of
Learning, Wisconsin North Central Association, and Wis-
consin Religious and Independent Schools Accreditation.

Sliding X While there’s no “sliding scale,” transparency and ac-

scale countability requirements have been increased. Schools
must release test score results for voucher students.

Program X DPI does not have the authority to make schools ineli-

eligibility gible due to poor performance.

MARKET-BASED SIGNALS

Crowd-sourcing X Private schools are included in the GreatSchools “School

site Chooser” Guide

School X The Institute for the Transformation of Learning does

support some of this for charter schools, as does PAVE for private

schools. MPS does not have much internal capacity on
this front.

*Because the “input regulations” proposed in this chapter (such as health, safety, and nondiscrimination rules)
are unlikely to vary across states, they are not included in the report card.
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* Helping to build the capacity of Milwaukee’s
charter school authorizers, as well as entities
in the private school choice world that play a
similar role (especially those empowered to
pre-screen new schools wanting to partici-
pate in the voucher program). Engaging the
National Association of Charter School
Authorizers to help on both fronts would be a
smart move.

 Launching a bona fide charter school (and
private school) incubator for Milwaukee,
modeled after New Schools for New Orleans
or the Mind Trust’s work in Indianapolis. (For
details on how to do this, see Kingsland, this
volume.)

* Supporting the Milwaukee Public Schools’
participation in the network of portfolio
districts convened by the Center on Reinvent-
ing Public Education. (Milwaukee is already
a member.)

» Making fiscal information for choice, charter,
and MPS schools readily available at a single
digital location.

* Supporting the efforts of the Milwaukee
Metropolitan Association of Commerce to
produce a Milwaukee-specific school report
card that includes information on private,
public and charter schools. Efforts to improve
the usefulness of this report card to parents
and policy makers should be ongoing.

CONCLUSION

Policymakers, school choice advocates, com-
munity organizations, and reformers of every
stripe have come to see quality control as job
number one. By embracing the robust steps
delineated herein, leaders in Milwaukee and na-
tionwide can raise the game of their educational

sectors. They should be careful, however, not

to overdo it. We’ve tried command-and-control
for 100 years, and we know it doesn’t work. For
quality control to be something different — and
something much more effective — designers
need to control their own instincts to microman-
age. Which city is ready to lead the way?
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THE RECOVERY
SCHOOL DISTRICT MODEL

BY NEERAV KINGSLAND

In most economic sectors in the United States monopolistic enterprises are

either illegal, restricted, or tolerated out of necessity. The reasons we choose

to avoid monopolies are multifold: Monopolies reduce innovation, prevent

choice, raise prices and lead to lower productivity. Yet, when it comes to our

nation s most important endeavor — the education of our children — we grant

near-monopolistic power to local school boards. These monopolies, while well-

intentioned, reduce the opportunity for children to receive an excellent education.

This is especially true in urban school districts.” If we expect to significantly

change outcomes for students, we will need to change the system itself.

The specific negative effects of monopolis-
tic governance on urban school districts can
best be described as the governance trap. The
governance trap looks like this:

First, a “reform” school board is elected

because everyone agrees the schools are

failing children. Next, the school board
hires a superintendent who agrees to come
in and “fix” the system. Usually, the super-
intendent must tackle three main issues:
improving dysfunctional labor relations,
increasing the performance of recalcitrant
bureaucracy, and managing a communi-
cations effort with a rightfully frustrated
public. Inevitably, much political, financial
and emotional capital is spent. In most
cases, minor improvements occur. In rare
cases, modest improvements occur. Regard-

less, the progress is slow enough that a new

“reform” school board is eventually elected,

the previous superintendent is fired, and a

new superintendent search begins. Repeat.

Repeat. Repeat.

On average, this process of superintendent
replacement takes over three and a half years
— up from about two years and four months in
1999.2 But more important than the length of
the cycle are the results of the cycles. In part
because of governance, our national student
achievement is stagnating.

The governance trap is very real and very
harmful to children. It is fueled by good inten-
tions and antiquated structures, and it is sus-
tained by the monopolistic nature of the system
itself. Of all its harms, its greatest negative
effects are on human capital and innovation.
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Labor relations decay to a level where great
people avoid entering the system. And the lack
of competition stunts innovation. The data
bear this out: The United States now selects its
teachers from the bottom third of college grad-
uates and has significantly increased spending
without much increase in productivity.?

RECOVERY SCHOOL DISTRICTS: A
WAY OUT OF THE TRAP

Traditionally, reform-minded education leaders
try to get out of the governance trap by utiliz-
ing one of three strategies: securing mayoral

control, initiating a full state takeover, or elect-
ing a reform slate of school board candidates.
The risk in each of these strategies is that one
monopoly will simply replace another. Numer-
ous major governance initiatives — mayoral
control in Chicago and state takeover in New-
ark — have failed to deliver major changes. To
achieve long-term governance improvements,
monopolistic conditions must be reduced.

One promising vehicle for such a change is
a Recovery School District, the first of which
was created in Louisiana in 2003 and ushered
in a wave of improved performance in New Or-

EDITOR’S NOTE

If one thing is clear after 236 years of a free
market economy in the United States, competi-
tion works best for creating innovation, as well as
better and less expensive products for the public.
Monopolies tend to have the opposite effect. And
government monopolies can be even worse. Using
that as a given, how can school districts, which
are the purest form of government monopolies be
turned around when they consistently fail?

The answer comes in the concept of the Re-
covery School District (RSD). Imagine a recovery
team coming into a business after it goes bankrupt
or a group of bank regulators working with a
failed bank. They come in, assess the situation,
figure out what needs to be tossed out, what can be
saved and how to improve it for the future.

An RSD is a statewide school district charged
with turning around failing schools. It is generally
situated within the state department of education
and is led by its own superintendent, who reports
directly to the state superintendent. Because the
RSD is granted certain powers — closing failed
schools, replacing them with charter schools, using
vouchers and hiring and firing — it can inject entre-
preneurship, innovation and new human capital into
a stagnant, monopolistic and failing system.

The RSD does not directly operate schools and
the head of the RSD should plan on coming in,
fixing the situation and then leaving. It is not a job
for life. Finding the right superintendent is, there-
fore, vital. It’s mandate should be clearly defined
and everyone — the RSD and the state government
- should be aligned on a single set of beliefs. The
worst failed schools should be jettisoned and the
rest improved.

To do this, the state should first enact legisla-
tion mandating this and then stand behind it.
Maintain an accountability system and, although
patience is important, there should also be a time
line. An evaluator should be hired to oversee it.

RSDs have already proven themselves. In
New Orleans, an RSD was created in 2000. Over
the past six years, it has cut its achievement gap
with the state of Louisiana by over 70% and the
percentage of students attending failing schools
has been reduced from 78% to 40%. That’s cutting
it in half. Because of RSD, New Orleans has un-
dergone one of the greatest turnarounds in recent
history.

There is no reason why Milwaukee, with the
help of the state government in Madison, shouldn’t
do the same or even better.




leans. Over the past six years, New Orleans has
cut its achievement gap with the state by over
70 percent, and the percentage of students at-
tending failing schools has been reduced from
78 percent to 40 percent. In large part because
of the RSD, New Orleans has undergone one
of the greatest educational turnarounds in our
nation’s recent history.
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dent, who usually reports directly to the state
superintendent. Practically speaking, an RSD
is a vehicle whereby a state can inject entrepre-
neurship, innovation and new human capital
into a stagnant and monopolistic local educa-
tion system. An RSD is thus best understood as
a bridge between a government monopoly and
a liberalized educational

Leslie Jacobs, a promi-
nent New Orleans business
leader and member of the
state Board of Elementary
and Secondary Education,
spearheaded the devel-
opment of the nation’s
first RSD. Modeled after

“An RSD is thus best
understood as a bridge
between a government

monopoly and a liberalized

educational system.”

system.

With three RSDs now in
existence, the highest-value
roles and functions of this
new form of governance
have become clearer. An
RSD has the potential to
transform a state’s educa-

bankruptcy law, RSDs are
charged with turning around failing schools.
However, unlike traditional methods of reform,
the RSD need not operate schools itself. It can
utilize charter schools to overhaul individual
schools as well break up underperforming
school systems.

In Louisiana, the RSD took over its first
school in New Orleans in 2004, and the
program expanded greatly after Hurricane
Katrina. In New Orleans, this has led to the
development of the nation’s first major charter
school district, with over 85 percent of stu-
dents now attending charter schools. In recent
years, two others states have created their
own RSDs: the Achievement School District
in Tennessee and the Education Achievement
Authority in Michigan.

Structurally speaking, an RSD is a state-
wide school district that is charged with
turning around a state’s failing schools. It is
generally situated within a state department
of education and is led by its own superinten-

tional system by serving
three primary functions:

* Market creator. An RSD can break local
government monopolies by utilizing charter
schools, alternative human-capital pipelines,
and vouchers. In short, it can reduce both the
school operation and labor market share of a
local monopoly. If well-executed, this should
lead to increased talent levels, innovation
and entrepreneurship in the system.

» Ambassador and talent recruiter. The RSD
leader can be a legitimate ambassador for a
new way of doing business. She can brand
the RSD around academic excellence, recruit
charter operators and human-capital provid-
ers, and be a leading voice for a state’s most
vulnerable children. The best RSD lead-
ers are able to use their local and national
networks to infuse the new system with the
best educators in the nation. Market systems
without great organizations and great people
will provide limited results. A visionary
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RSD leader understands that people matter
and that talent is a virtuous cycle. The best
attract the best and so on.

* Bankruptcy steward. An RSD’s legislative
mandate is to turn around failing schools.
However, unlike a typical takeover agency,
the RSD’s goal should not be to directly
operate schools. Replacing one government
monopoly with another is a fool’s errand, and
the history of district takeovers is dismal.
Rather, the RSD’s job should be more akin
to that of a traditional banking regulator. If a
bank fails, a banking regulator will intervene
and either sell or rehab the institution, the
key point being that the government does not
operate the bank in perpetuity. It is a tempo-
rary steward, not a replacement operator.

RSDs can improve student achievement by act-
ing as market creators, ambassadors and bank-
ruptcy stewards. Traditional school districts
have been unable to separate educational gov-
ernance from educational delivery, and charter
schools continue to be either marginalized

or viewed as a threat. Under an RSD gover-
nance model, charters can more fully flourish.
Instead of being governed by their competitor
(the district), charter schools can operate in an
entrepreneurial zone where they become the
primary deliverer of educational opportunity. A
well-run RSD can correct the role of govern-
ment in schooling and provide a way of out the
governance trap — a trap that has plagued our
nation’s educational system for decades.

DESIGN PRINCIPLES: HOW TO
CREATE AND LAUNCH A RECOVERY
SCHOOL DISTRICT

Creating a high-performing RSD requires three

major actions: getting the initial conditions
right, hiring the right superintendent, and then
overcoming the inherent and identifiable risks
of decentralization.

Design Principle One: Getting the Prereq-
uisites Right — Belief, Strategic Vision and
Policy Environment

Prerequisites for launching an RSD include
holding a certain set of beliefs about education,
molding these beliefs into a strategic vision,
and developing a suitable policy environment:

» Sharing a belief set. An RSD will only
achieve success if its creators (usually state
governors, legislators and policymakers)
believe that government officials must relin-
quish operational control of schools to edu-
cators and let parents choose which schools
their children should attend. If this is not the
case, at best the new government-run system
will be marginally better than the previous.
At worst, the new government leaders will
create organizational chaos, most useful in-
stitutional knowledge of the old system will
be lost, and schools will be reconstituted so
haphazardly that performance will worsen.
Beliefs matter and should be articulated at
the outset.

* Agreeing on a strategic vision. Aligning on a
set of beliefs is one thing. Translating these
beliefs into a strategic vision is another. Case
in point: Leaders might all believe in educa-
tor empowerment, but they might be divided
on whether this means autonomy within a
governmental system or handing over full
operational control to a nonprofit.

In New Orleans, the RSD is now very clear
on its strategic vision (after operating initially



without such clarity). The RSD intends for
every school it oversees to become a charter
school. When necessary, it will directly oper-
ate schools for a limited amount of time. An
RSD’s strategy should be clear at the outset. It
is impossible to build an aligned culture, or-
ganizational structure and set of goals without
strategic clarity. Most importantly, this strategy
should embrace true autonomy in the form of
third-party management of schools as the long-
term goal.

* Developing a suitable policy environment.
The right laws and policies are necessary but
not sufficient. Specifically, the RSD itself
will often require enabling legislation that
allows for the creation of a sub-unit of the
state to authorize charter schools. Addition-
ally, an RSD’s mandate should be clearly
defined by a high-quality state accountability
system.

For example, in Tennessee the RSD has juris-
diction over the bottom 5 percent of schools in
the state. In many states, even such a narrow
mandate will provide an initial jurisdiction of
over a hundred schools, which could make for
over a decade of work. While it may be tempt-
ing to expand the RSD’s reach outside of fail-
ing schools, such work is best left to traditional
statewide authorizers, which can complement
RSDs by providing another route for charter
school expansion that is separate from failing
school replacement.

Additionally, all schools in the RSD must
also be fully funded, with money following the
child; operate outside of any local collective
bargaining agreements; and have usage rights
of government-owned facilities. Lastly, the
RSD should be structured as an entity within
the state department of education, and the RSD
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superintendent should report directly to the
state superintendent.

In being managed by an education official
rather than an elected board, the RSD superin-
tendent will have more power to make difficult
decisions in closing schools. Ideally, the gov-
ernor and other state officials will also provide
political support to the work of the RSD. (For
example, in Louisiana, both Democratic and
Republican governors have backed the RSD’s
expansion.)

Design Principle Two: Hiring a Humble,
Connected and Expert RSD Superintendent
The leader of a newly minted RSD inherits
ideal conditions for a government educational
post. There is no existing culture to be re-
formed, no existing strategies to be overhauled,
and no unwieldy school system to be corralled.
Rather, the RSD leader can build an institution,
focus her energy on changing the management
of a state’s most underperforming schools, and
slowly build a decentralized statewide school
district that relinquishes power to educators
and parents. But this opportunity will be real-
ized only if the right person at the helm. Some
characteristics include:

* A humble believer. Very few superintendent
candidates believe that the best way to im-
prove student achievement is to let educators
operate schools outside of direct governmen-
tal control. Most superintendents believe that
the system can work if only someone like
them is finally put in charge. In some sense,
this is completely understandable; super-
intendents generally did not construct the
systems they inherited.

But an RSD leader must not succumb to the
temptation to improve schools through better
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direct operation. Rather, the RSD leader must
humbly acknowledge that a marketplace of
school operators will, over the long run, out-
perform even the best direct-run system. In
other words, the superintendent must relin-
quish power to educators rather than try to
effect change through leadership alone.

* A connector. The ambassador function of an
RSD leader should not be underestimated.
Internally, the leader needs to build a high-
quality management team. Externally, the
RSD leader must recruit charter operators,
human-capital providers, and school service
providers. Hiring a leader who has worked
in an entrepreneurial educational reform
organization can pay many dividends. First,
the RSD leader’s professional and social net-

Developing an RSD comes with serious risks.
In Louisiana, the RSD expanded ahead of its
abilities to attract qualified senior staff and
build organizational structures. Its early results
in operating schools were weak, which led to
poor initial student outcomes. Moreover, the
RSD did not fully assume its proper role as
sound regulator until years into its existence.
Some of these mistakes were avoidable. Others
were driven by the necessities of operating in
the wake of one of the worst natural disasters
in our nation’s history.

The risks of launching an RSD mirror those
of most decentralization and deregulation ef-
forts. Across sectors, risks include:

* Oligarchy formation. A government monop-
oly may simply be replaced with a private

work will be a key source of the first wave of
talent. Second, reputation and accompanying
trust go far across looser and more dispersed
networks, which will be key to the success of
the new system.

» Knowledge of excellent schools. Lastly, an
RSD leader should understand how excellent
schools are run, either through experience
operating a high-performing school or work-
ing for an institution that partnered closely
with such schools. Her internal bar must be
high. A leader who does not understand what
great schools look like, feel like and perform
like will be at risk of making flawed deci-
sions at every turn. At the end of the day, the
RSD leader sets the bar for the new system,
and if this bar is low, it may cap the long-
term performance of the system.

monopoly or oligarchy (e.g., natural resourc-
es in Russia post-communism).

* Regulatory capture. Government regulators
may be “captured” by the new elite. The
banking industry’s inability to be regulated
serves as caution.

» Lack of fortitude. Lastly, sometimes things
get worse before they get better (e.g., East-
ern European economies after the breakup of
the Soviet Union). Knowing when to pull the
plug and when to persevere can be exceed-
ingly difficult.

For RSDs specifically, key risks include:

* Poor regulation, passive oversight. Lax
charter authorization, weak accountability
systems and poor oversight will lead to
mediocre student achievement outcomes

Design Principle Three: Preparing
for and Mitigating the Major Risks of
Decentralization

and severe equity issues. The RSD must
take its regulatory responsibilities seriously.
In Louisiana, the RSD utilizes the National



Association of Charter School Authorizers
to make recommendations on approving or
rejecting charter applicants. Additionally,
the RSD has developed “Equity Reports” on
every school in the city to provide transpar-
ency and oversight on issues such as student
retention, expulsion and special education.
Most recently, the RSD instituted a central-
ized enrollment system in New Orleans to
ensure that all parents had equal access to
schools across the city.
The RSD cannot be a passive regulatory agen-
cy. It must determine when system-level issues
trump what should generally be an extreme
deference towards school autonomy.

* Going too slow, going too fast. Creating
markets is hard work. Policy development,
human-capital formation, and new organi-
zation incubation all take significant time
and resource investments. As in democracy
formation, an initial set of laws only goes
so far. While there is no set formula for the
pace of liberalization, a tentative pacing of
moving 5 percent of schools each year from
traditional district public into the charter or
voucher sector seems to be a fairly useful
rule of thumb. But local conditions will
dictate how fast the decentralization efforts
can be responsibly executed. Going too fast
will lead to poor quality. Going too slow
will cause unnecessary harm to students by
keeping them trapped in underperforming
schools.

* Building the right team. The right senior
leadership in the early years of an RSD is
crucial. This initial team will exert heavy
influence on who opens schools, which
schools are closed, and the content of the
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new policy regime. Additionally, the team
will need to build constructive relationships
with charter operators — and these relation-
ships will affect the long-term growth trajec-
tory of operator expansion (who will choose
to expand elsewhere to the extent the RSD is
mismanaged).

Superintendents who do not spend significant
time and resources on building a management
team will soon mirror the underperforming
bureaucracies that the RSD is meant to im-
prove. In some sense, the RSD itself is another
government monopoly. As such, much care
must be exercised in building the team and
culture at the outset. Specifically, attracting the
right blend of entrepreneurial, educational and
management expertise is essential. Traditional
district officials may not thrive in this new
setting.

ACTION STEPS

The section below details specific action steps
that Wisconsin could take to create an RSD.
However, the general actions and principles
could apply in a variety of different state
contexts.

Enacting Legislation

The Walker recall makes clear that educa-
tion reform in Wisconsin is a divisive issue. A
coalition of willing legislators may be difficult
to come by. However, RSDs have now been
created in both blue states (Michigan) and

red states (Louisiana and Tennessee). And the
idea of replacing failing schools with charters
schools is also supported by both parties. Sug-
gestions for building a coalition include:

» Align actors around a common vision. In
Tennessee this was turning around the
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bottom 5 percent of schools in the state. In
Wisconsin, it will be important to align a
coalition that includes the governor, state
superintendent, Metropolitan Milwaukee As-
sociation of Commerce, and, ideally, legisla-
tors who represent the Milwaukee area.

Take learning visits. Bring education and
political leaders to Louisiana to see first-
hand the positive effects of an RSD. Include
schools led by both new and veteran leaders
so as to clearly demonstrate that all educa-
tors can flourish under autonomous condi-
tions. Numerous city and state leaders have
visited New Orleans and had their beliefs
changed by talking to educators on the
ground. This is especially true of those lead-
ers who may view charter schools as a type
of corporate reform that is meant to under-
mine public education.

Connect to the state accountability sys-
tem. Ensure that a statewide accountability
system clearly articulates how and when
the RSD entity can intervene. Louisiana,
Tennessee and Michigan all define RSD
jurisdiction in different manners. Develop
rules that set up the RSD for manageable
and continual impact. Utilizing growth mea-
sures in the state accountability system will
also go far in ensuring that the RSD is both
turning around the most underperforming
schools and being rewarded for the gains it
makes with struggling schools.

Utilize foundation support. Numerous na-
tional foundations have come out in support
of RSD-type entities, and local foundations
often have significant influence over the
political and business community. Securing
philanthropic support can allow the RSD to

staff ahead of growth, ensuring that people
and processes are in place to support expan-
sion.

Additionally, to the extent that philanthropy
is available to support charter expansion and
human-capital development (rather than less
impactful educational programs), the RSD
will be better able to move quickly in its
pursuit of creating new, high-quality options
for students. Specifically, local citywide
intermediaries can be useful in coordinat-
ing philanthropy to support entrepreneurial
reforms. In New Orleans, Tennessee and
Detroit, these organizations have accelerated
local reforms.

Recruit an Exceptional Superintendent
The first superintendent will greatly influence
the future success of the RSD. Some sugges-
tions for recruiting and selecting an excellent
superintendent include:

* Do not make selection a public process.
Stakeholder input is best solicited at the
criteria stage of selection. Once recruitment
begins, the best candidates will not want
to participate in an elongated public trial. Se-
lection should be driven by the state superin-
tendent and her network.

* Hire a reform-connected search firm. Two to
three prominent search firms dominate the
education reform market; hire one of them to
manage the process. Then work very closely
with the search firm in surfacing, cultivating
and selecting candidates. Ultimately, the new
superintendent will work for the state and
not for the search firm, meaning that state
leaders must be present and proactive in re-
cruitment. The energy devoted to this search
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should rival the energy spent by state leaders
in recruiting private sector companies to do
business in the state.

* Have patience. Launching with the right
RSD leaders is worth waiting for. If neces-
sary, move implementation back one year to
find the right candidate, because a poor first
year of implementation can greatly reduce
long-term effectiveness.

* Select a network. Understand the candidates’
networks, and select a candidate whose
network will deliver additional resources.
Leaders coming out of the entrepreneurial
education sector will often have significant
ties to high-performing charter and human-
capital organizations.

o Filter for strategy. Ensure that the candidate
actually believes that relinquishing power
to educators is a better reform strategy than
improving government-operated schools.
“Autonomy” means different things to dif-
ferent leaders. Do not assume that leaders
coming out of the entrepreneurial sector will
necessary hold these beliefs. Currently, the
reform community is not unified around the
strategy of delegating operation of schools to
nongovernmental entities.

Launch Thoughtfully

Launching an RSD is difficult, and there are
only a few models to follow. Here are some
suggestions:

o Align strategy, structure and people. Build
the organization for what it will execute.
Review organizational charts from other
RSDs to understand how to structure the
organization, and then hire for alignment
and potential rather than district experience.

Do not build an organization that is meant
to directly operate schools. Build an orga-
nization that can act as an ambassador and
accountability agent.

* Resist emergency calls for more. The experi-
ences of RSDs across states all point toward
extreme pressures on quick growth. Gov-
ernors and state superintendents will want
results quickly and demand full district turn-
around. Ignore them. Tackle urban markets
with 5 to 10 percent annual growth targets.
In Milwaukee, this would mean launching
six to 12 schools a year at the outset and
increasing this rate as the market matures.
Achieving measurable success in the first
three to five years will create the conditions
necessary to execute the second wave of
work.

* Secure anchor tenants. In the first year of
existence, get at least one or two exceptional
charter operators to commit to significant
growth. Examples of excellence are crucial,
and early wins will buttress inevitable fail-
ures. High-performing charters will raise the
bar for all operators, as well groom future
leadership. Talent cycles are virtuous, and
having organizations that grow leaders will
lead to the growth of more high-performing
charter operators down the road.

» Emphasize recruitment over development.
In failing environments, school improve-
ment plans and increased professional
development are siren songs that will lead to
marginal improvements. Focus on getting the
right people on board before relying on im-
provement strategies. Years in, development
will yield better results, but not at the outset.

* Close 100 percent of schools that do not
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meet performance targets. The early years of
accountability will affect both the long-term
structure and culture of the new system. The
RSD must close or transform all schools in
its portfolio that do not meet performance
targets — even if these schools are margin-
ally better than what exited before. Early
exceptions to accountability rules will un-
dermine the integrity of the system.

Hold the Mirror Up Often

Education reformers have a tendency to view
their work in the best possible light. Most
superintendents feel that they are on track for
dramatic gains. Historical evidence demon-
strates that most of them will be wrong. Some
suggestions for continually increasing perfor-

mance:

* Hire an evaluator. Set specific goals, and
have an external evaluator measure your
progress against these goals. The best
researchers will be brutally honest. They
can also provide statistical evidence that
surpasses most state accountability systems
(utilizing experimental and quasi-experimen-
tal studies).

* Benchmark yourself- Have a clear under-
standing of how other recovery districts have
performed, and track the new district against
these metrics. School quality, market share
and human-capital recruitment are all worth
tracking.

* Respond to what you see. It will be tempting
to dismiss information contrary to perceived
realities. Force yourself to correct course.
Accelerate or slow depending on your
performance. If necessary, focus on charter
replacement rather than charter market-
share growth, with the goal of expanding the

charter sector only if it is out-performing the
traditional sector.

 Allow time. Be humble and responsive but
know that markets take time to build. Com-
prehensive results may take years, although
a complete void of early successes should be
cause for pause.

CONCLUSION

Governance is only one piece of the puzzle in
raising student achievement across our country.
But it is an essential piece, as it is only through
governance that educator autonomy and parent
empowerment can be achieved. Our antiquated
governance structures are not fit to spur on the
innovation necessary to increase the effective-
ness of our schools. Yet, given our current
power structures, government itself must initi-
ate this transition to relinquish control back to
educators and parents. RSDs are among the
most powerful tools available to bring about
this change.
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FROM “PROFESSIONAL
DEVELOPMENT” TO “PRACTICE”:
Getting Better at Getting Better

BY DOUG LEMOV

Ultimately, every school is the same in one critical way. Rural, suburban or

urban; private, public or charter; high-performing, average or in crisis, every

school allocates about 75 to 80 percent of its resources to staff salaries and

benefits. In the end, a school buys people’s time, effort and expertise and, you

could argue, not much else. Every school is a collection of people with the shell

of a building around it.

The implications of this simple observation
are significant. To improve an organization
consisting almost entirely of people and predi-
cated on their skill and capacity, managing and
maximizing human capital is the highest lever-
age tool for improvement.

Generally, the strategies that schools and
school systems use to manage human capital
fall into three categories:

* Labor market strategies wherein a school or
school system attempts to attract and retain
better people.

o [ncentive strategies wherein a school or
school system attempts to use incentives
and accountability systems to make people
perform better.

* Development strategies wherein a school or

school system attempts to use training and
professional development to increase the ag-
gregate skill level of its employees.

For the most part, school improvement ef-

forts have focused on the first two categories.
The advent of new and better — if also more
controversial — teacher evaluation systems

is perhaps the single most dominant discus-
sion in this arena today. The role and fate of
teachers at the bottom, and sometimes the top,
of the “growth tables” that are produced by
many of these evaluation systems are sources
of vociferous public debate. Focus on these two
aspects of human capital is not without merit.
Improving who works in our schools and how
they are incentivized to act are important fac-
tors. But they are at best incomplete without an
intense focus on the third category, being more
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effective at making people better.

Endeavors in the development category
are often especially challenging, which may
explain why they are less prevalent in the cur-
rent conversation about improving schools.
Development strategies must overcome an
established historical precedent of low-quality
professional development offerings and result-
ing teacher skepticism. They must win over
teachers who are often suspicious when asked
or required to attend development sessions.

(“T must be here because people question my
work.”)

Plus there’s the plain fact that we continue
to have limited insight into what works — ei-
ther in the classroom or in the training sessions
— and how to support teachers in applying
what they’ve learned in the training sessions

to their classrooms. As a result, professional
development often becomes an afterthought,
with insufficient investment or consideration
resulting in ineffective approaches. Thus, the
most powerful management tools go unused
and remain underleveraged.

This paper describes the value of better de-
velopment strategies and presents case studies
to illustrate the route to more effective profes-
sional development — training that makes
schools better at making teachers better. These
strategies might address some of the challenges
faced by Milwaukee Public Schools, which,
for just over 4,600 FTE teachers', spent more
than $3 million on “districtwide professional
development,” and more than $5 million on
what the budget identifies as “teacher qual-
ity” programs, including the mentor teacher

EDITOR’S NOTE

Up until now, school systems have focuses on (1)
attracting and keeping better people, (2) using
incentives and accountability to help them teach
better, (3) but have not done enough to offer profes-
sional development to improve teaching skills.

Remember the old saying: How do you get to
Carnegie Hall? Answer: turn left on 57th Street and
practice, practice, practice. It turns out the same
path to improvement that is stressed for everyone
from violinists to quarterbacks works for teachers
as well.

The author suggests teachers practice by teach-
ing to each other, revising lesson plans in groups
and role play dealing with disruptive students. This
has worked in high performing schools from Japan
to the US. It also helps in retaining the most effec-
tive teachers. And by improving all teachers, it will
be more successful than hiring 2, 3 or ever 5 great
teachers.

Right now, billions of dollars are spent nation-

ally on ineffective teacher development like listen-
ing to lectures from outside “experts” rather than
internal leaders with very little follow-up. “A waste
of time,” according to one MPS teacher. Topics
like gender equity can have peripheral importance
but won’t make a great teacher. Training is done
“at teachers” rather than “by teachers.” At present
“thinking” is valued over “doing.”

A tennis champion would not try out a new
backhand in a championship game. They'd practice
it over and over. Teachers should do the same thing
(they do in Japan). Teachers shouldn’t theorize
and talk about it ... they should do it. And then
they should do it again. Principals should allow
this to happen. It should be part of the culture of
the school. Time should be allowed for this during
the school day, video cameras should be available
for study and teams of high performance teachers
should teach other teachers. Finally, administrators
should use what works with other schools ... and
they should throw out what doesn’t work.




program and the Milwaukee Teacher Education
Center, in FY 2011.2

But this paper will also assume that many
of those challenges are typical and endemic
to the field. In particular it will describe how
a schoolwide commitment to practice in
teacher development might improve teacher
performance in a broad range of areas; build
a positive school culture marked by collegial-
ity, humility and high .
rates of satisfaction;
and help make incen-
tive systems more
productive, resulting in
higher rates of teacher
retention.

In short, though it is
humble and may seem
unspectacular at first,
designing improved
teacher training around the idea of practice
has the capacity to “shift the curve,” improv-
ing teacher quality dramatically and relatively
quickly across the board. Further, incentive and
labor market strategies are only truly effec-
tive when combined with robust development
strategies. Invigorated by a commitment to
making teachers at every phase of their careers
a little better every week, application of all
three categories of human-capital management
can have a dramatic effect on results — and
applied in this manner are more likely to result
in teacher satisfaction as well.

But before examining further, it’s worth
taking a moment to define a key term. In using
the word “practice,” I am referring to the word
in a limited and (to some) mundane sense.
Practice is a time when colleagues meet to-
gether and participate in exercises that encode
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core skills. That is, the thing you would see a
basketball team or an orchestra do as a matter
of course but which teachers are rarely asked
to do and rarely consider. Among teachers, it
might involve teaching parts of their lessons to
one another, revising lesson plans in groups,
or even role-playing interactions with disrup-
tive students. In fact, several high-performing
school systems, from those in Japan to some
of the most successful
charter networks in the
United States, routinely
approach training in
this manner with out-
standing results.

SYNERGY
BETWEEN
DEVELOPMENT
STRATEGIES AND
OTHER APPROACHES TO HUMAN-
CAPITAL MANAGEMENT

While it certainly makes sense to try to
attract and retain the best teachers possible,
as a profession, teaching can’t wait for the
large-scale macroeconomic changes that might
or might not attract a broader and deeper pool
of candidates to the field. Organizations in the
sector must begin improving immediately and
so must be prepared to succeed with the cur-
rent labor pool.

Further, effectively developing people —
making them successful at their work — is not
only a key aspect of a healthy teacher-retention
strategy but, as recent research by TNTP?
found, may be most effective at retaining the
most valuable teachers. On the other hand,
while incentive strategies — value-added as-
sessments, performance based pay — are all
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important, they hold imminently less leverage
if teachers don’t know what to do to “win” or if
schools leave them to sink or swim.*

Finally it’s worth noting that from a public
policy perspective, there is even greater incen-
tive to invest in developmental strategies than
at the individual school (or school system)
level. A single school can succeed by attracting
better teachers or getting

matter where they are on the growth curve.

BETTER,YES! BUT HOW?

Ironically, given their mission of fostering the

acquisition of knowledge and skills in students,

schools have historically been poor at develop-

ing knowledge and skills among the adults who

work for them, in part because they often have
little sense for what helps

better at motivating those
already in the system, but,
seen more broadly, such
victories are pyrrhic.
Consider an individual
school that “successfully”
recruits four or five out-
standing teachers. The

“Everyone can be
trained and made better no
matter where they are on

the growth curve.”

their students succeed.
These two core problems
of schools are directly
linked: Schools fail to help
students succeed because
they fail to make teach-
ers better, and they fail

to make teachers better

school improves, and 150

students in the classrooms with the new teach-
ers receive a better education, but at the cost

to 150 students in other schools who have lost
their outstanding teachers. Strategies that do
not develop the overall level of teacher skill
merely determine who gets access to the scarce
and precious resource of high-quality teaching.
Without a commitment to increasing skill, it is
a zero-sum game, and if that remains the case,
individual schools can win, but the sector as a
whole will run short of talented teachers and
inevitably lose.

In the end, then, increasing the quality of
currently employed teachers through training is
not only deeply synergistic with other human-
capital reforms (it helps guide teachers to navi-
gate incentives successfully and helps retain
top performers) but also the most sustainable.
Good training has the benefit of being relative-
ly cheap and easily scaled and differentiated.
Everyone can be trained and made better no

because they do not spend
enough time studying the things that success-
ful teachers do. Any lasting improvement in
teacher development, then, must begin with
a clearer commitment to understanding what
works.

This is a more promising and more local
proposition than it might seem. Today’s educa-
tors live amidst a historic flowering of data,
even compared to educators a few years ago.
Ten years ago, few, if any, schools had reli-
able data on most of their teachers. If they did,
the data were rarely in a form that made them
comparable to data about a large enough pool
of other teachers to put them in context and
say, for example, “This teacher is outstanding.”

Five years ago, schools began to have
this sort of information but still lacked basic
statistical analytic tools such as regressions and
value-added analyses to allow them to filter out
significant sources of “noise” — student socio-
economic status, for example — that clouded
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their data. Now, however, possibly for the first
time, a school has the capacity to look at itself
and other schools, should it choose, and rea-
sonably hope to answer questions such as:

¢ Who are our best teachers?

* What do they do that makes them different
from the rest?

* What specific strengths and understandings
do we have within our

trict offices and publishers. But such guidance
was inherently far removed from the day-to-
day work of teachers. At best, it was useful but
not adapted to or informed by local condi-
tions. At worst, it was based on ideological
goals rather than measurable improvements in
student learning — “this is what good teaching
should be” versus “this is what good teaching
is.” Almost assuredly it sent the message that
expertise lay elsewhere.

organization?

* How can we leverage
those things to make
ourselves better?

The Milwaukee Public
Schools, for example, have
worked with the Value-
Added Research Center

at the Wisconsin Center
for Education Research to

“...roughly 820 billion
to $30 billion per year
is spent on professional

development with
questionable results,
at best.”

Effective teacher devel-
opment often starts, then,
with the idea of organiza-
tional self-reflection and re-
flection focused as much on
what works as on what does
not work. A better approach
to teacher development
starts with the assumption
that the solutions to teach-
ing problems exist in the

produce school-level data

for some time. The district

releases high-quality information for account-
ability purposes. However, it also presents an
untapped opportunity to use that data internally
to better understand and leverage the district’s
successes. Similar high-quality data are avail-
able to Milwaukee’s charter and choice sectors
but also present an untapped opportunity in
the area of professional development. In fact,
the data represent an ideal opportunity for the
district and choice sectors to collaborate and
mutually benefit.

The notion that informing teacher develop-
ment goals can be, at least in large part, a local
task contradicts the traditional approach that
has tended to assume that expertise comes
from centralized sources like universities, dis-

classrooms of practicing

teachers. Such an approach not only begins the
process with a vote of confidence in teachers,
it also builds a positive culture that says, “We
are doing things well. We’re going to honor our
successful methods and teachers by studying
them.” This shift to a positive message im-
plicit in training is critical. In a culture where
teachers worry about being “blamed” for bad
schools, they now become the solution.

Studying what works — even at the local
level — is also a key starting point for profes-
sional development because it increases the
likelihood that training will focus on what is
germane, practical and effective. This is critical
in light of the fact that school systems continue
to make large investments in helping teachers
improve their knowledge and skills, generally
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with little effect.

A recent policy brief by the Consortium for
Policy Research in Education estimated that
between 3 and 6 percent of total school spend-
ing was allocated to professional develop-
ment.’ This means that roughly $20 billion to
$30 billion per year is spent on professional
development with questionable results, at best.
The policy brief notes:

“Teachers typically
spend a few hours
listening and, at best,
leave with some prac-
tical tips or some use-
ful materials. There is
seldom any follow-up
to the experience

and subsequent in-
services may address
entirely different sets
of topics...On the whole, most researchers
agree that local professional development
programs typically have weak effects on
practice because they lack focus, intensity,
follow-up and continuity.”

In other words, what we do to train teachers
routinely fails to make them better teachers.

As one teacher in Milwaukee put it, “They put
together things that they think we want or need,
but the things we really need we do not get.” “I
hate to say it,” said another, “it’s almost a waste
of time.”

WHAT DOES INEFFECTIVE LOOK
LIKE?

While no single factor explains why profes-
sional development is generally of such low
quality, the factors that commonly contribute to

poor outcomes include:

o Training that is organizationally discon-
nected. Teacher training that is disconnected
from the school’s culture and management
often features outside “experts” rather than
internal leaders presenting material and/or
it is rarely connected directly to evaluation,
observation or other follow-up. A workshop
on questioning is rarely followed up by

school leaders making

observation rounds to

“see how it’s going”

and share successes

across the school.

Further, there is rarely

a second workshop

on the topic in which

teachers present and

discuss challenges and
successes from their
efforts to implement the ideas and strategies.

Teachers who attend sessions are presented

with little reason or expectation that they

will put the ideas into practice with diligence
or that they will even try them at all.

* Training that is “one and done.” Topics tend
to come up once, often at infrequent meet-
ings or workshops to be “covered” and not
addressed again. Most effective teachers
recognize that complex material requires
multiple exposures before students master
them. Mastery of multiplying fractions re-
quires introduction one day, review the next,
practice for two or three more, assessment
and then further review if necessary. There
is no reason to think that learning to teach
would be any different.

That said, few schools appear to return



to training goals repeatedly, working on

a teaching skill multiple times and allow-
ing teachers to practice it until the point of
mastery. Time allocated to training at most
schools is limited; therefore, it is addition-
ally critical that schools train teachers on
the most important things to ensure their
success. There is no sense conducting a
workshop on gender equity in questioning if
the behavioral environment prevents teachers
from asking questions
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endemic to professional development and
perhaps the most damning of all.

This broader picture is borne out in Milwau-
kee, where teachers describe an approach

to professional development that is counter-
productive; it fails to make them better but
succeeds in adding to their frustrations. In a
recent focus group conducted to hear the opin-
ions of professionals, a group of teachers was
asked about the professional development they

receive:

effectively. Training

on topics of peripheral “It’s very in eﬁ”ective,

importance to teaching
or on topics that are not
about teaching at all are a
common distraction.

Training that marginal-
izes the role of practicing
teachers. As described

if you ask me.... It’s just
a big, huge room, a bunch
of teachers in a room,
one person up there

trying to talk,...”

Teacher 5: Occasionally
we have ... built in time
off, and you will be told to
go to a particular school,
or you may have something
at your particular school,
somebody coming in and
doing workshops on par-

above, professional

development in many schools and districts
conceives of teachers as being primarily the
recipients of training, rather than shapers and
designers of it. Training is done more “at”
teachers than it is “by” teachers.

Training that values thinking over doing.
Most district training focuses on thought:
how to think about the questions you ask,
your relationships to children, the content
you teach. They are essentially presentation
format. No math teacher would hope for
mastery based on even the finest presentation
without asking students to complete multiple
sets of problems — to practice executing the
skill in different settings and with different
challenges at different levels of difficulty.

As I will discuss below, this challenge is

ticular things, but that’s the
extent —

Interviewer: Is it helpful when it happens?
Teacher 4: No.
Teacher 1: No.

Teacher 4: It’s very ineffective, if you ask
me.... It’s just a big, huge room, a bunch

of teachers in a room, one person up there
trying to talk, and sometimes it’s nothing to
do with nothing, talking about the reading
that day. I hate to say it, it’s almost a waste of
time; I’d rather be working in the classroom.
Teacher 1: I think they’re out of touch.
When you have people at central office,
they’re away from children, and they put
together things that they think we want or we
need, but the things we really need are things
we don’t get. Everything is scripted. You
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give us lectures and it’s scripted. It has noth-
ing to do with the price of tea in China. It’s
worthless, it — you could have sent this to
me in an email, saved your money, because
it’s ineffective.

The following two case studies examine how
schools in the charter school sector have cho-
sen to engage in professional training differ-
ently. Though both professional development
cases were highly effective in supporting each
schools’ successful
academic results, there
is nothing inherently
“charter” about the
approaches they have
employed, nothing that
district schools some-
where have not also
done successfully and
nothing a district school ¥
could not replicate if it |
chose to.

CASE STUDY 1: INCREASING THE
RATIO OF STUDENT DISCUSSIONS
Consider the development of Molly, a suc-
cessful reading teacher at Troy Prep Middle
School, a charter school in upstate New York.
In her fourth year of teaching, Molly had good
evaluations. Her classroom was not perfect

— she and her principal had identified several
important areas where they agreed she should
strive to improve. But her results significantly
exceeded the scores of most sixth-grade read-
ing teachers in her district, and, even with more
than 90 percent of students in Molly’s school
living in poverty, they also exceeded those of
many teachers in more prosperous suburban

districts.

Molly worked hard, and her principal noted
that she showed a keen interest in improve-
ment. She had suggested most of the profes-
sional goals in her evaluation. In this way, she
was fairly typical of teachers who are failed by
professional development within their schools.
Teachers are most likely to get support around
classroom practices if they are new to the pro-
fession or if they are struggling, but Molly was
neither: She was quietly
capable, good but not
yet great.

Oftentimes schools
and even teachers
themselves assume that
good teachers do not
need improvement and
development, but this is
not the case. Molly had
survived the first three
years of urban teach-
ing, and this alone makes her important. By
some estimates more than 50 percent of urban
teachers leave the profession in the first five
years.® Molly was about to pass the early high-
turnover years, which means she was an espe-
cially critical person in whom to invest. She
had the capacity and willingness to improve,
and improvements in her practice were likely
to play out over a career longer than a year or
two. Compared to investing in a shaky novice
who was likely to crash out of the profession,
the expected value of making Molly better
was raised by the prospect of a long career in
teaching.

Molly attended a professional development
session run by her principal and several lead
teachers in her school. The training focused



on increasing “ratio,” the amount of cognitive
work students do in the classroom compared to
the amount of cognitive work teachers do in the
classroom. The training asked teachers to bring
in a lesson plan they intended to teach in the
next week and to draft and revise specific ques-
tions to ensure that they pushed cognitive work
onto students. The session
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10 minutes three or four mornings a week and
simply practice handling the situation. Every
morning for four weeks, Molly would read
questions from her lesson plan to Ella, Ella
would give a typical wrong student answer,
and Molly would practice responding to the
unexpected answer. Sometimes Ella would give
Molly advice and Molly

was practical and helpful,
and Molly got useful feed-
back on her questions.
However, when she taught
the lessons the following
week, she found herself
faced with a common and
age-old problem. The ques-
tions she asked in response
to the novel her class was

“the success of the training
on a small scale was
quickly replicated across
the school, allowing the
entire staff to share insights
about increasing ratio.”

would re-ask the question
and practice responding in
a different way. Sometimes
Molly would hear some-
thing she herself didn’t like
and self-correct. Some-
times they brainstormed
possible responses together
until they found something
that seemed right.

reading were better, but the

answers students gave were often unexpected,
and Molly found herself unsure of how to
respond on multiple occasions. When this hap-
pened, Molly would often end the discussion
by providing the answer herself, and students
became disengaged.

Even though the training had been positive,
Molly did not see an immediate difference,
and she began to worry. However, her principal
quickly followed up on the workshop and by
Wednesday of the next week had stopped by
Molly’s class and checked in on her via e-mail.
Molly acknowledged that the training had not
changed much in her class, so the principal
asked Molly to contact Ella, a colleague whose
results had identified her as a top-performing
reading teacher and who, his observations
confirmed, was especially effective in leading
discussions.

Ella suggested that Molly meet with her for

Over time Molly got
better at responding to unexpected wrong
answers. She was able to keep the discussion
going and let students participate more. She
became confident, poised and able to think on
her feet. Discussions in her classroom began
to flower and her ratio improved. And be-
cause responding to the challenging situations
became intuitive to her, they required less of
her processing capacity. Her mind could be on
other things — what her next question should
be, which students might be disengaged in the
lesson — even while she handled the situations
better.

Further Molly came to believe that dramatic
changes in her own skill were well within
her grasp. She could identify something she
wanted to get better at, practice with a peer
and, in a few short weeks, be altogether better
at her life’s work. Molly’s success was dramatic
enough that the school used staff meetings to
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replicate the practice activity Molly and Ella
had developed. Teachers would meet in small
groups and practice responding to student
answers. Over time, the school’s teachers began
to recognize further areas in which they could
improve their skills through practice. A culture
of regular practice among the staff developed,
and the school, despite a poverty rate above

90 percent, has rapidly
become one of the top-

classes were going. They observed each other.

Their process recognized that mastery was
not going to be achieved in a single afternoon.
Interestingly, the training also helped Ella, who
reported benefiting from the practice herself.
And the success of the training on a small
scale was quickly replicated across the school,
allowing the entire staff to share insights about
increasing ratio.

Perhaps the most

performing schools in the Tral nin g - important difference
state. between the training

The training at Molly’s Know ! es?c? na AV 83 Molly received and typi-
school was different from rofes fv ocath cal professional develop-

typical teacher profes- 3
sional development in practic
several key ways. Most
significantly, it relied on
two very unusual sources for solutions to prob-
lems in the classroom. First it relied on teacher
knowledge to uncover good solutions to class-
room challenges. It tapped a “local” expert

in Ella, who, because she worked in the same
school, had credibility with Molly and was able
to build an ongoing relationship. But the train-
ing also tapped Molly’s own knowledge — she
and Ella brainstormed and analyzed solutions
together. In that way, it expressed faith in the
professionalism of both teachers (and later the
whole staff) to uncover solutions.

The training was also different in that it
spiraled. First, the sessions with Ella were
initiated by the principal’s follow-up after a
workshop and the open and honest conversa-
tion he and Molly had about her struggle to
improve. When she struggled, they stayed on
the topic. Then, the sessions with Ella were cy-
clical too. Molly and Ella met regularly. They

corresponded by e-mail to process how actual

hing ©
teacl. 51 skills pro¥

. On—t.he‘job e

ment, however, was the
emphasis on practice. The

b v

the-10 training didn’t stop when
an effective strategy (e.g.,
“When you hear a wrong answer, ask another
question that causes students to understand
what’s wrong about the thinking.”) was identi-
fied. Ideas are easy, but execution is hard, so
Molly and Ella continued working well beyond
the point where Molly could reliably identify

a good response to an answer. They practiced
until Molly could implement it on the spot with
fluidity and poise, until she could respond to

a wide variety of answers, until she could do

it smoothly enough that she could attend to
everything else in her class while deploying the
skill.

Practice Prepares for Performance

Several aspects of Molly’s professional devel-
opment success made it distinctive, but the one
that Molly thought made the difference is the
one that is arguably most unusual in the pro-
fession — the inclusion of regular rounds of
practice at simple drills that prepared Molly for
the classroom. In all, Molly practiced respond-



ing to perhaps a hundred examples of wrong
answers before she began to execute effectively
during her teaching.

Though it is rarely referred to as such,
teaching is a performance profession. It
happens live, and an outstanding lesson on
Tuesday guarantees little about Wednesday’s
outcome. You have to
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to be more responsive to situations that develop
during performance. And in most cases, prac-
tice turns out to be a time for team-building
and developing collegiality. Practicing together
makes a team sport out of an endeavor that
might otherwise be marked by isolation. Peers
who practice together expose their weaknesses,
share solutions and reflect

perform all over again.

If Wednesday’s lesson is
undone by unexpected
student misconceptions

or distractions, a teacher
cannot stop and call a
colleague to guide her
through the tricky parts, as
a lawyer or a writer might
do. She or he is “on stage,”

“..participation becomes
an enrichment activity
rather than a punishment
— someone gives it to
you, like a gift, rather than
requiring it of you.”

on the goals they hold in
common. They rely on one
another for solutions and ca-
maraderie. This makes them
feel a part of something.
Practice can develop
both skill and capacity
among all performers and
especially those who, like
Molly, are already strong,

performing live in front of
30 or so students.

Every other performance profession —
athletics, the arts, surgery — prepares for the
dynamics of their work via practice. In fact
they don’t call what they do to prepare for a
performance “professional development.” They
call it practice, and their goal is to rehearse the
moves they will require in the game or on stage
dozens if not hundreds of times before they
play for keeps. A tennis player wouldn’t dare
step onto center court at Wimbledon to try out
a new backhand; she would have practiced it
over and over in a series of training sessions.
Similarly, a surgeon would practice his sutur-
ing over and over before putting needle to live
tissue.

Performance professions understand that
you get good at what you do in the game by
practicing it beforehand, that practice reduces
stress during performance and frees your mind

while also fostering morale
and team spirit. Practice sessions at Molly’s
school were upbeat and characterized by
laughter and hard work. Teachers worked with
a partner for 10 minutes and then switched
and worked with someone else. They reported
feeling relieved to be able to work through the
challenges of their day with a colleague who
understood. They soon began practicing how
to handle difficult behavioral interactions and
complex instructional moments. They even
practiced lesson planning, which you can read
more about below.

CASE STUDY 2: LESSON STUDY

Like Molly and Ella, teachers in Japan con-
stantly practice. They do this in particular via
an activity called lesson study, which is one of
the tenets of Japanese professional develop-
ment and an idea that has also been used ef-
fectively in the United States. In lesson study, a
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group of teachers plans a lesson together (often
on a new topic or employing a new method).
Then one of them teaches it in front of the
others.

Next comes a feedback session, and then re-
planning and, finally, re-teaching. So not only
does lesson study cause teach-
ers to practice together, it fos-
ters a culture of feedback and
shared practice that develops
their skills and expertise in the
classroom, builds a culture that
honors learning and improve-
ment, and instills camaraderie

\

and shared purpose resulting in
a sense of shared responsibility.

Another benefit of lesson
study is that it allows teachers
to practice the two core aspects \
of their work: lesson deliv-
ery — actually getting up and
explaining the concepts in a clear and engaging
way — and lesson planning — scripting the
lesson beforehand to anticipate challenges and
design the optimal flow of ideas and activities.
As one teacher in an American school that has
adopted and adapted lesson study put it, “There
is no way to be a good teacher without plan-
ning a purposeful approach to every lesson.””
Lesson study is outstandingly useful because it
requires teachers to practice both.

Village Academy Charter School in New
York City began implementing lesson study
several years ago using a template modeled
on the Japanese version—teachers attended a
“cycle” of meetings where they defined a topic
they were interested in, planned a lesson ex-
ploring the topic together, asked one teacher to
teach the lesson, spent several hours critiquing

the lesson, revised the lesson and then ob-
served the “final” teaching of the lesson by the
same teacher. However, Village Academy also
made some adaptations, some of which might
seem surprising at first. “We decided to make it
voluntary,” the school’s leader, Deborah Kenny,
said. “Those who chose to do
it were completely invested,
and that’s what we wanted.
People went above and beyond,
and truly gave themselves

to the project, and because

the people who participated
improved so much, the next
time around more people

| wanted to join.” The contrast
between this “opt-in” approach
and requiring professional
development sessions is worth
considering.

One important result is
teachers deciding that they want training and
that they want it for their own purposes as
professionals. Another is that participation
becomes an enrichment activity rather than a
punishment — someone gives it to you, like
a gift, rather than requiring it of you. Finally,
it makes it more likely that the culture and
camaraderie during the sessions is rigorous and
positive through and through.

The assumption that it’s better to start with
people who want training, ensure that the of-
fering is of extremely high quality, and then let
others join in response to the success appears
to take a long-term view of improvement, but
it also seems especially adaptable to schools
and school systems seeking to overcome a
precedent of low-value offerings: Offering
something of quality and letting people ask
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for more of it changes the cultural dynamic of
professional development, which in some cases
may be the first step.

Another interesting aspect of the train-
ing was the executive’s role — almost none.
This was a deliberate decision on leadership’s
part. Kenny explains,
“The one essential
to good professional
development is trusting
teachers and giving
them room to make
mistakes.” She wanted
to make it clear that
lesson study was theirs.
But the school also
took the results seri-
ously, archiving the model lessons and building
them into the curriculum. “In America, a small
handful of teachers create textbooks,” Kenny
said, “But we want our teachers to be scholars
and designers and researchers as well. The cur-
riculum will be better if continually refined by
teachers as opposed to if they merely carry out
what someone else has designed. In so doing,
we elevate the profession.”

The results were by all accounts transforma-
tive. In her book Born to Rise, Kenny describes
the transformation of a math teacher, Peter.

“I didn’t see the point of spending a full year
working on just one math lesson with four
other teachers,” Peter recalled. “I was sitting
there thinking, ‘I already know how to teach
this.”” In the end, he found that the training
“pushed me to see things I hadn’t seen before
about how to improve my teaching. Lesson
study completely transformed the way I teach.”

THEMES FROM THE CASE STUDIES

Several themes connect the two case stud-

ies we’ve examined. First, both were deeply
practice-oriented, focusing on rehearsing
actions common to the daily life of a teacher.
Teachers didn’t just talk about what they would
do or reflect on what they had done, they did
— demonstrating in
front of their peers,
receiving feedback and
then using the feedback
to make improvements
in additional rounds of
practice. The presence
of iterative rounds of
practice and feedback
not only resulted in
rapid improvement

but helped build a culture that normalized the
giving and using of feedback among peers. The
ancillary effects of this in an organization like
a school are not hard to imagine.

Second, while both focused on the devel-
opment of an experienced teacher, they also
involved schoolwide sessions that normalized
practice, with principals focusing on making it
positive and collegial. It was acceptable, even
positive to make mistakes during the practice
rounds. Further, new teachers and experi-
enced teachers participated together, practiced
together and improved together, which sends
the clear message that practice is something
professionals do throughout their careers.

Because the training in both cases focused
on practical, daily challenges that were im-
portant and germane to teachers — to a large
degree, they had helped to identify the things
they practiced — it caused teachers to improve
in a way that was visible and important to
them. Both principals made an effort to show
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that the practice belongs to the teachers. While
they held teachers accountable to varying
degree for what they did with the training, in
both cases there were segments of training that
were not explicitly supervised, which signaled
trust. These aspects made

But as schools that ask teachers to practice

regularly, they also do their best to make it

safe to make mistakes by exposing their own

mistakes, asking for feedback and insisting

that it be critical, even participating in practice
rounds themselves.

buy-in as well as increased
motivation and engagement
more likely outcomes.

In both cases, the train-
ing was not a “one-off”
workshop but a training
cycle that involved sus-
tained study of an area of
teaching. For this reason, it
was more likely to have a
tangible result and send the

“..the training was “by
teachers’ more than “at
teachers,” a dynamic
that portrays frontline
educators as the source of
solutions rather than the
cause of problems.”

As Deborah Kenny
points out, schools have to
be learning institutions for
everybody. “How effective
professional development is
in a school is a direct result
of how effective a leader
is in motivating people to
learn.” Paul Powell, Molly’s
principal at Troy Prep often
models an activity before

implicit message that the
work of solving classroom
challenges is intellectually rigorous and worth
of study.

Finally in both cases the training was “by
teachers” more than “at teachers,” a dynamic
that portrays frontline educators as the source
of solutions rather than the cause of problems.

BEHIND THE SCENES

It would be easy to imagine a school leap-

ing into professional development earnestly
predicated on the above case studies, only to
fail spectacularly. If that were to happen, it
might be because administrators failed to see
the behind-the-scenes work in two key areas
that were not immediately visible but that made
effective training possible:

Building culture. Both schools constantly
stress the importance of a culture among the
teaching staff that emphasizes shared endeavor
and mutual responsibility (and accountability).

his teachers practice it. But
when he does so he usually
starts by acknowledging that he will need help
and feedback to make his modeling better.

The sequence usually ends with him getting
both positive and constructive feedback from
teachers. This signals his willingness to expose
his own errors and socializes teachers to do the
same.

Hiring for learning. Both schools carefully
hired not just for skills but for the desire to
learn. “We want people who want to be good at
the work,” Paul Powell said. “If they bring that
to the table, we think it’s our job to make sure
they get there.” So Powell asks all candidates to
teach a sample lesson. But he also gives them
feedback to see how they react to it (Do they
write it down? Do they ask for more?) and then
he often asks them to teach again to see how
they use the guidance and how quickly they
learn. In some cases he even asks candidates
to practice during interview sessions, as he did



with a young teacher who seemed promising
but who failed to correct an off-task student
during her sample.

Powell wanted to make sure the teacher
would be able to handle such a student if he
trained her in what to do, so he briefed her and
asked one of the school’s teachers to role-play
the student. The teacher got
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 The district might also develop additional

assessments in areas that are sub-optimally
assessed (science and history, for example)
so it has information on a wider array of
teachers. Similarly, developing shared
diagnostic assessments, given periodically
across all schools at several points during the
school year, would enrich

the job and has so far been
a success. In short, a good
hiring process assesses how
fast people will learn from
practice by asking them

to practice — to try a new
skill, to apply feedback and

“The promise of
better teacher training
is both immense and

largely untapped.”

the type and extent of data
driving results.

. The district could
also decentralize planning
by identifying teams of
high-performing teachers
to help develop materials

revise, and to see whether
they enjoy this process of
learning. “If a person is motivated by it, if they
like feedback and enjoy getting better and hon-
ing their skills, we know they’re going to be a
match for our culture,” Powell said.?

RECOMMENDATIONS

« Since professional development works best
when it takes school culture into consider-
ation and is embedded in a school’s culture,
it is ideal for decentralization. Providing

flexible funds to building-level leaders would

empower them to manage the process more
organically.

* Since the data that drive professional devel-
opment respond to “network effects” — that
is, the more people who use them, the more
insight there is embedded in the data — de-
veloping a data-sharing pool among district
and choice schools both within and outside
of Milwaukee presents an easy way to learn
more faster.

(e.g., videos, model lesson
plans) that could be used
across the district to drive training.

The district could consider contracting out-
side data analysts to help make sense of the
best tools to analyze its data (e.g., regression
analysis).

The district could develop a campaign to
shine a light on its best work — both those
teachers who perform best— thereby giv-
ing them the nonfinancial compensation
of praise, honor and respect — and those
schools whose professional development
achieves results and buy-in. Positive re-
inforcement drives behavior as well as or
better than negative reinforcement.

The district could convene a team of leaders
(school and central-administration based) to
consider ways to give teachers more time to
practice and train during the school day.

The district could give schools video cam-
eras to facilitate taping and study of top
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performing teachers in an informal and day-
to-day capacity.

CONCLUSION: IMMENSE PROMISE
The promise of better teacher training is both
immense and largely untapped. In a 2002
study, for example, economist Dan Goldhaber
found that “only about 3 percent of the contri-
bution teachers made to student learning was
associated with teacher experience, degree at-
tained and other readily observable characteris-
tics. The other 97 percent of their contribution
was associated with quality or behaviors that
could not be isolated and identified.”

In other words 97 percent of what makes
teachers effective is related not to their back-
ground and qualification but to what they do
when they are in the classroom, to their every-
day behaviors such as which question to ask or
how to correct a disruptive student. Improving
their ability to maximize their skills and talent
in each of those settings is, in the end, the first
obligation of any school or school system.

! “District-by-District Information from the Annual

2012 School Staff Report,” http://dpi.wi.gov/eis/pdf/
dpinr2012_58_statewide_data.pdf.

2 See “Other Accounts” and “Categorical Programs,” FY
2013 Superintendent’s Proposed Budget, http:/www2.
milwaukee.k12.wi.us/portal/FY 13/Other_Accounts_N.pdf,
http://www2.milwaukee.k12.wi.us/portal/FY 13/Categori-
cal_Line_Item.pdf and Wisconsin Department of Public
Instruction. (2012).

3 TNTP’s recently released report, The Irreplaceables, de-
tails the negligence of schools in strategically retaining their
best teachers. “We estimate that in one year alone, at least
10,000 irreplaceables in the nation’s 50 largest school dis-
tricts left their districts, or left teaching entirely,” the study’s
authors write. To stem this tide, the three top strategies for
better strategic retaining of top performing teachers focus
on the importance of high quality professional development
and feedback. Most of these could be accomplished at very
little cost by a well-designed professional development
program like the one I describe in this paper. The Irreplace-

ables. Understanding the Real Retention Crisis in America’s
Urban Schools. (Brooklyn: TNTP, 2012).

* Consider, for example, the study by Springer, et al., (2010)
in which math teachers were offered $15,000 bonuses if
they were able to improve their students’ level of achieve-
ment on a state math test. The incentives resulted in no sig-
nificant gains. Several critics suggested that incentives were
a flawed idea. In response, Fryer (2011) tried a different
approach — offering group rather than individual incentives
— and found a lack of student achievement gains resulted.
Drawing on his other incentives research Fryer notes in his
discussion that “teacher incentives that have been tested in
American schools uniformly incentivize student learning
outputs.” Such studies assume teachers inherently know
effective ways to increase student achievement, which, Fryer
notes dryly, “is not necessarily the case.” Fryer continues:
“One explanation is that teachers are responding to the in-
centives, but in counterproductive ways. If a teacher invests
excess time into practices or interventions that are less
efficient in producing student achievement than their normal
practices, we would expect especially motivated and misin-
formed teachers to overinvest time in ineffective practices

at the expense of student learning.” Motivating teachers
doesn’t work when they don’t know Aow to be better.

M.G. Springer, L. Hamilton, D.F. McCaffrey, D. Ballou,

V. N. Le, M. Pepper, et al. Teacher Pay for Performance:
Experimental Evidence from the Project on Incentives in
Teaching. (Nashville, TN: National Center on Performance
Incentives, Vanderbilt University, 2010); Roland G. Fryer,
Jr. Teacher Incentives and Student Achievement: Evidence
from New York City Public Schools. (Cambridge, MA: Har-
vard University, Department of Economics, 2011). Accessed
at http:// http://www.economics.harvard.edu/faculty/fryer/
files/teacher_incentives.pdf.

5 Miles, Odden, Fermanich, Archibald, and Gallagher, “An
Analysis of Professional Development Spending in Four
Districts Using a New Cost Framework,” Consortium for
Policy Research in Education, Working Paper Series (Madi-
son, WI: University of Wisconsin-Madison, 2002), http:/
cpre.wceruw.org/papers/4DistrictPD_SF.pdf.

¢ Specifically, 50 percent of teachers in high-poverty schools
leave within the first five years, and in some urban districts,
this time frame can be as short as three years; Haberman M
(1995). Star teachers of children in poverty. Indianapolis,IN:
Kappa Delta Pi.

7 Deborah Kenny, Born to Rise: A Story of Children and
Teachers Reaching Their Highest Potential (New York:
Harper Collins Publishers, 2012).

8 See Nair, this volume, for a longer discussion on recruit-
ment, hiring and human-capital management.
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BUILDING A BETTER PIPELINE:
Thinking Smarter About
Talent Management

BY DR. RANJIT NAIR

Teacher effectiveness is the single most important factor in maximizing student
academic achievement.” But “teacher effectiveness’ is still an ill-defined
concept. Many school districts include this same basic goal in their strategic
plan: “Ensure every classroom has a high-quality, effective educator, supported
by high-quality, effective administrators and support staff.” However, without
sufficient time, knowledge and investment in fostering, harnessing and shaping
a high-performance culture, the results of strategic plans, including a human-
capital management plan, often fall short of expectations and aspirations.

This chapter presents a series of strategies
to strengthen human-capital management in
an effort to help districts pursue the goals
of greater academic achievement, increased
college readiness, and lower school drop-out
rates. Better recruitment techniques, increased
rigor in performance management, and stra-
tegically aligned compensation management
must be integrated within a district to cre-
ate, nourish, and sustain a high-performance
culture in schools. A human-capital manage-
ment strategy is directly linked to unleashing
a high-performance organizational culture —
both within the district and within the schools
themselves.

The chapter proposes a redesigned human-

capital strategy to be implemented in peren-
nially underperforming urban school districts
like Milwaukee. Each of the strategy’s ele-
ments — many of which are derived from
traditional business-sector practices — will

be described, and the application of business
strategies to the school environment will be
explored and discussed. The chapter concludes
with a series of action items required at the
state and local level in order for the proposed
human-capital management plan to be effec-
tively adopted and executed in an urban school
context.

CRITICAL SUCCESS FACTORS TO
BUILDING A WINNING CULTURE
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A 2007 groundbreaking study conducted by
McKinsey comparing 25 of the world’s school
systems, including 10 of the top performers,
identified three elements critical for success:
* Getting the right people to become teachers;

» Developing them into effective instructors;

 Ensuring that the system is able to deliver
the best possible instruction for every child.?

In what follows, I describe the core princi-
ples of a successful, integrated human-capital
strategy designed to facilitate a school sys-
tem’s engagement in these necessary activities.
An integrated human-capital strategy is one
in which all people and all human resources
functions — from recruitment, selection, and
career and professional development to succes-
sion planning and compensation — are linked

EDITOR’S NOTE

Teachers make all the difference. If students learn

cipal, the building or the money. And if a student
has a teacher that cannot impart the information,
the greatest administration, the most beautiful
building and a budget without limits will not help.

So how do you find these exceptional individu-
als who have this unique gift of teaching and how
do you retain them?

A groundbreaking study by McKinsey com-
pared 25 of the world’s school systems and identi-
fied three elements critical for success:

1. Getting the right people to become teachers.

2. Developing them into effective instructors

3. Delivering the best possible instruction to
every child.

To do all three, recruitment techniques have to
change and be more flexible. Business models that
are successful in the outside world should be used.
Compensation should be realigned. And finally,
all parts of the system from the person at the top

linked together.

The entire culture must change. Right now,
some of the lowest performing college graduates
can and do become teachers. If the requirements
were raised, a sense of pride, which is presently
not there right now, would be instilled. Achieve-
ment will promote higher performance and change
the culture in positive ways. All of this ultimately

and schools succeed, it has little to do with the prin-

through the administrators and teachers, should be

benefits the students. In one of the most successful
countries, Finland, only one of every ten applicants
makes it to the final goal of training as a teacher.

To accomplish this, entry requirements for
teachers should be modified. Top executives should
be targeted and national businesses should appeal
to those nearing retirement to teach as a philan-
thropic calling. This would bring in an entirely
new, dynamic and talented acquisition source. An
employee referral program is a tool used in Fortune
500 companies and is useful in attracting individu-
als who will align with a high-performing culture.
And that is the point, retaining people from outside
cultures that thrive on excellence, competition and
success.

In screening prospective candidates, find out if
they have the ability to tell a story. This may sound
simple, but in the end, it is obvious and crucial.
Having the ability to tell a story is more important
than being a brilliant mathematician or historian
who lacks the capacity to pass on information. All
the brilliance in the world is worthless without this
key ability.

Schools of Education must start weeding out
poor candidates through a system of practical tests.
Schools should restructure their goals. They should
pay attention to high performers. Top performers
should be paid higher salaries than those on the
bottom end. In the real world, people who perform
better at their job often are rewarded. It should be
no different in the most important venue in the
country.




and seamlessly intertwined.

Such a strategy must also encompass the
entire employee life cycle within the system
(i.e., from hire to retire). The ultimate goal of
such a strategy is to foster a high-performance
culture in which teachers, principals, admin-
istrators and other employees understand and
pursue the shared goals of the community and
the institutions they serve in the context of
individual accountability.

A human-capital strategy cannot be the
single answer, nor is it a silver bullet for the
numerous challenges plaguing education today.
It can, however, promote a high-performance
organizational culture that can positively
influence student learning, workplace satisfac-
tion and the overall impact of education. The
creation and sustenance of a high-performance
culture through a human-capital perspective
entails the following steps and requires that the
associated questions be posed and answered:

Identifying specific individual competencies,
qualifications, and characteristics sought

in high-performing employees. Question:
Which skills and behaviors are we looking

for?

Creating a sourcing and hiring strategy

to attract candidates with these qualities.
Question: How are we going to attract those
people and where do we find them?

Creating a talent-management process that
retains high performers and develops em-
ployees to fill critical positions, in particular
in high-need schools. Question: How do

we ensure that high-performing employees
continue to perform at these levels?

Establishing a performance-management
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system in which objectives are clearly
agreed upon, understood and measured.
Question: What methodology do we use to
track individual progress?

* Establishing a compensation philosophy that
promotes high performance. Question: How
do we differentiate individual performance
and reward accordingly?

* Establishing a performance dashboard with
clear, relevant and easily understood metrics.
Question: Which data and human-capital
metrics should be tracked?

RECRUITMENT STRATEGY

The nation faces a daunting teacher short-

age, especially in specific high-demand areas
such as math, science, special education and
bilingual education. The U.S. Department of
Education estimates that school districts will
need to hire more than 2 million new teach-
ers over the next 10 years.® While individual
schools can attempt to attract the right caliber
of teacher candidates, it is a system-level or
broader (state and/or federal) strategy that can
raise the status of teaching as high-paying,
noble and personally rewarding profession and,
subsequently, enhance the quality of individu-
als entering this profession. Raising the overall
status of the profession within the community
should be the primary goal for the school sys-
tem at a district or state level in order for any
recruiting strategy to work.

The United States was the first country to
offer every young person the opportunity to
obtain a free public secondary education at
the end of the 19th and beginning of the 20th
century, and, in turn, the country realized tre-
mendous economic rewards and outcomes. Yet,
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the sad truth is that today, the United States has

lost this edge. Countries such as South Korea,

Singapore, Finland, Norway, Japan and Canada

have leapfrogged over the United States in

terms of improvements in education outcomes.
One reason for this is how these leading

countries recruit talent. Teacher and principal

candidates are treated with reverence, and,

in most cases, these

potential recruits see

teaching opportunities S

as phenomenal and

foundational to the »
needs of their coun-
tries. In fact, teachers .

are regarded as nation-
builders because they
are seen as the sages
who develop youth to
lead and drive the enhancement of economic
outcomes for their respective countries.

In the recruiting process, these candidates
have to undergo very challenging hurdles such
as passing a competency-based interview or
test. In Finland, for example, it is a tremendous
honor to be a teacher, and teachers are afforded
a status comparable to what doctors, lawyers
and other highly regarded professionals enjoy
in the United States; only one out of every 10
applicants makes it into the Finnish training
pool for teachers.*

In Singapore as well, there is a competitive
and highly selective recruiting strategy that
endeavors to build its own sense of profession-
al conduct and meet high standards for skills
development. Singapore carefully sources and
selects its candidates from the top one-third of
the secondary school graduating class. While
still in school, they receive a monthly stipend

that is competitive with the monthly salary for

fresh graduates in other fields. In exchange,

they must commit to teaching for at least three
years. This investment is seen as a need to
truly differentiate which candidates are most
suited for the honorable and nationalistic task
of developing the leaders of the future.

Research has shown that very important de-

terminants of attract-

. ing high-performing

~teachers and maintain-

. ing that performance

are the ways teach-

Ay ers feel about their
professional identity
and the local teaching

@ culture shaping their

| views and expecta-

tions regarding work.

Hence, careful attention should be paid to the

individual identification models for existing

teachers and the organizational culture foster-
ing them. In order to be able to attract the right
quality of teachers, administrators and leader-
ship for the schools in the district, the identi-
fication of “what good looks like” is essential.

This should be defined at the district level and

cascaded to all the individual schools as a part

of their hiring, performance management and
talent management processes.

In the author’s experience as a 20-year
veteran of human resource management in the
business sector, the table below would provide
a good benchmark for determining “what
good looks like” when seeking to identify the
highest caliber candidates to fill the recruit-
ment pipeline. Most organizations today
identify what their ideal employee should look
like based on his/her knowledge, skills and
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attitudes.

While knowledge and skills can be deci-
phered through individuals’ qualifications and
experience, competencies, in many ways, are
behavioral indicators and give a clear idea, if
not a complete picture, of individuals’ at-
titudes. Most public schools do not use such
rigor in the hiring process; job descriptions are
typically outdated or are based on old tem-
plates that are no longer useful, and they lack a
holistic view for what is needed to hire the best
and the brightest.

Figure 5.1: Suggested rubric for recruiting
in public schools

teaching profession and the quality of teachers
will not improve. This is particularly important
in Wisconsin, where University of Wisconsin
System schools of education generally have
lower admission requirements than other
schools in the system.

A strenuous screening and training process
ensures that the teachers with the right compe-
tencies and motivation enter education schools
and the classroom. Basic skill levels are met
and a sense of pride and achievement directly
correlate with being selected for teacher train-
ing. Exemplars, both Singapore and Finland,
have put systems in place wherein selection to

ROLE QUALIFICATIONS

COMPETENCIES

Teachers

master’s degree in the subject.

Teachers who teach seventh through 12th grade
math, science, history or English must hold a

Initiative and commitment

Empathy
Influence and negotiation

Classroom or homeroom teachers or those
teaching in elementary school must hold a
master’s degrees in general education.

Achievement orientation and motivation
to learn.
Detail-oriented

Cultural awareness

Effective communication and
interpersonal ability

Emotional intelligence
Problem-solving and decision-making
Coaching and mentoring

Leadership team and A business degree or certification

In addition to the above:

administrators Experience managing team of knowledge workers | Strategic thinking
Project management skills Leadership
Innovation
SOURCING STRATEGY a teacher training course or degree program

Public schools traditionally hire their teachers
from other schools or school systems, or they
hire recently minted graduates from university
programs. Teacher training institutions may
well continue to be the primary source of hires,
as they are now. However, unless state authori-
ties implement or mandate a system that tests,
evaluates and selects teachers even before they
start their teacher training, the status of the

is exclusive and limited to the top 30 and 20
percent, respectively, of academic achievers.
Conversely, the minimum qualifying Praxis
II score in Wisconsin, for example, is well
below the national median score and is set
somewhat below the level of some other states
even though the average score of candidates is
higher than the national average.5 Moreover,
retaining a low minimum score requirement
undermines the pride in getting accepted to
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such programs.

Public relations and community awareness as
well as internal and external marketing com-
munications need to be pitched at high levels in
order to appeal to the different types of potential
talent that need to be attracted to schools. These
targets could be fresh graduates, experienced
hires, volunteers and re-
tirees. The training and
development agencies
for public schools in the
United Kingdom, for
example, have tracked
marketing and public
relations campaigns
and rolled out targeted
branding that engages
different source groups,
1.e., volunteers, students, senior executives,
young graduates, etc.

In the United States, these types of mar-
keting and advertising campaigns should be
conducted at the state or federal level initially.
Additionally, in many ways, this approach mir-
rors the strategy used by many blue chip busi-
ness organizations that not only hire experi-
enced professionals but also indulge in campus
recruitment and compete vigorously to attract
the highest talent to their organizations.

It is an imperative to hire people who
believe in the school system and teaching
philosophy and who have the same vision and
want to teach. Teachers should be taught and
expected to have an education philosophy in
place that also espouses their personal stake
and involvement in building a high-performing
culture in the institutions they serve. Accord-
ing to the results of a 2010 McKinsey study
that was developed for the United States to

learn about what high-performing countries
are doing in public education, Finland, which
has virtually no low-performing schools,6 also
has a vigorous methodology before individuals
can even enter the teacher training program.
The best candidates go through a series of
interviews to judge their “fit” for teaching
based on factors such
as motivation and emo-
tional intelligence.

Targeting top
executives of local
and national busi-
nesses that may be
nearing retirement
and appealing to their
philanthropic calling
would be a source for
acquiring talent. Volunteer teaching has been
used successfully in many school districts,
including Milwaukee, Houston and Denver;
however, there is huge untapped potential here
that needs to be explored. The best way to
accelerate and instill a culture of performance
is to infiltrate the schools with like-minded
individuals with experience doing this and the
passion to contribute to their communities.

In other words, school systems should hire
personnel from the business sector with deep
experience in world-class talent acquisition
strategies. These individuals can contribute to
the school system, sharing their well-honed
corporate management skills with educators
and administrators. Their involvement in the
school activities may also have a larger social
impact, encouraging greater community par-
ticipation in the activities of local schools.

An employee referral program is a tool used
in many high-performing Fortune 500 compa-
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nies and is especially useful in attracting indi-
viduals who will align with a high-performing
culture. The assumption is that people will
refer their friends to join the company if they
themselves feel engaged and satisfied working
at that company. If teachers refer their friends
to the school, more often than not they would
be of a caliber the referrer will be confident to
be associated with.

Corporations generally have a modest
reward and recognition attached with a suc-
cessful hire from an internal employee. This
can easily be translated to schools, as well, and
may be particularly helpful in finding people
to fill specialized subject areas. An employee
referral program reduces recruitment costs,
increases retention and provides a higher per-
formance rate for new employees. But such a
simple tool is rarely used in U.S. public school
systems.

Screening Technique

Sifting through numerous resumes can be a
tedious process even with state-of-the art re-
cruiting systems. This process should include
not only identifying academic qualifications
and skills, but utilizing a competency-based
assessment technique whose results should be
aligned to identify the best possible candidate
for that position. For higher-need schools or
districts such as those in low-income areas,
hiring principals and teachers may require
different skills and experiences as well as the
aforementioned competencies to be success-
ful. This variation should be embraced and
recognized, and a human-capital tactic target-
ing these needs should be applied as part of
the overarching human-capital strategy. This
will help ensure that the person selected fits

the role.

Employee “fit” is a concept that should
form the centerpiece of a world-class recruit-
ing process within a high-performance organi-
zational culture. One of the most common bar-
riers is the concept of one-size-fits-all, which
tends to discount the finer competencies that
are essential to meet the specific requirements
of the school. Many school districts look for
typical baseline skills and credentials such as
a degree, certification and teaching experience
but most do not use a rigorous competency-
based model for hiring.

It is imperative that schools systems review
the competencies and behaviors stipulated
for any given role or open position and base
their hiring on these and any other specific
requirements. Such a competency-based
recruitment strategy (CBR) is required in high-
performing organizational cultures.

CBR is a process of recruitment based on
the ability of candidates (teachers, principals,
administrators) to produce anecdotes about
their public school and other relevant experi-
ence that can be used as evidence that the
candidate has a given competency. This com-
petency should be one of an established set of
competencies that the district has articulated
as part of a wish list. Potential candidates dem-
onstrate competencies on the application form,
and once again during the competency-based
interview.

The process is intended to be fairer while at
the same time also more relevant and purpose-
ful than existing practices in public schools.
Currently in Milwaukee, Teach For America,
which operates in several private and public
schools, as well as several charter schools
(including some authorized by the Milwaukee
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Public Schools) engages in some type of CBR.
However, it remains the exception rather than
the rule in most Milwaukee schools.

The Houston Independent School District,
in contrast, employs a systemic CBR process
by clearly laying down the required competen-

Figure 5.2: Example of a competency-based
recruitment tool

best person for the role is hired “the first time
right” ensures that cost of hiring is managed
and controlled. The worst that could occur is
that the person hired fails in the role or fails
to onboard successfully in a short time. This
creates havoc and chaos in the school and also
has a deep financial and emotional impact on
the school district, the community and the
students.

PRINCIPAL COMPETENCY

NOILVDI'1ddV
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administrators, community leaders), influencing events

Communicating & influencing — Communicates information effectively X X
to a wide range of diverse stakeholders (students, peers, parents, supervisors,

Organization and delivery — Plans time effectively to achieve results in X X
day-to-day schoolwork. Is organized and prioritizes activities appropriately

responsibility for getting things done as part of a team.

Team working — Works effectively as a member of a team. Takes X X

Adaptability — Responds positively to change, supporting others in X X
managing transition and being flexible in approaches to role. Is aware of own
strengths and areas for development. Seeks feedback on own work.

cies and then testing them in such a way that
the district’s recruiter has little discretion to
favor one candidate over another. The practice
in underperforming school systems allows
too much recruiter discretion, and that is both
undesirable and detrimental to the pursuit of a
high-performing human-capital strategy.

CBR is highly focused on the candidates’
story-telling abilities as an indication of com-
petency, and disfavors other indications of a
candidate’s skills and potential, such as creden-
tials and references. For example, in high-need
schools, resilience may be an essential human
competency — the ability to be resourceful
under difficult situations, as in schools located
in low-income regions. Ensuring also that the

SELECTING

A combination of selection (hiring) methods

helps in identifying the right candidate for the

role. These could include:

» Assessment centers, including practical
classroom teaching demonstration

» Psychometric testing

* Structured competency-based interview
techniques.

Implementing a robust selection process for
hiring the best candidate is an integral part

of talent acquisition. Most schools typically
identify several potential candidates after they
have gone through the screening process. But
the challenge lies in selecting the candidate




74 | PATHWAY TO SUCCESS | A PROJECT OF THE WISCONSIN POLICY RESEARCH INSTITUTE

with the best fit for the role.
A minimum requirement standard identi-
fied by the school system at the district level
both in terms of qualifications and behavioral
competencies needs to be set as a baseline.
Each school should review this list and add to
it specific behaviors or skill
sets unique to the school

also executing the overarching human-capital
strategy. In the business sector, most high-
performing organizations try to help employ-
ees to work on the most important objectives
to achieve overall organizational success. But
performance tends to wane if there are too
many goals to execute.
The Miami-Dade Coun-

and the role it is seeking to

fill. “The SMART principles

The specific behavioral
competencies and skills
for the specific role should
be identified for the role.
Shortlisted candidates
should then be matched

are widely used to
define objectives and
set goals in a clear and
articulate manner.”

ty Public Schools suggest a
looped process consisting
of three activities dispersed
throughout the year. These
activities include the set-
ting of performance targets
within the first month of
the school year, conduct-

against these standards and
minimum requirements as
well as the critical competencies required for
the role. They should then be ranked. Pursu-
ant to successful background checks, the offer
should be made according to the ranking.

PERFORMANCE MANAGEMENT
Performance management needs to be imple-
mented through both a structured evalua-

tive and a developmental process. Setting of
individual performance goals at the outset of
the school year is imperative to set the tone for
the new performance-based culture. The initial
step in the performance-management process
is to establish five to seven performance tar-
gets. This step must be completed no later than
the first month of the school year.

Setting the goals should be a collaborative
dialogue that occurs between, say, the principal
and the teacher who reports to her. Selecting
five to seven goals for the school year gives the
individual a sense of purpose and focus, while

ing mid-year performance
reviews before the winter
break and conducting performance evaluations
at the end of the school year. These three steps
are fundamental to creating a performance-
based culture and add a much-needed rigor to
the process.

In addition, at least three formal midterm
“check-ins” should take place between the
principal and the teacher to give both par-
ties a sense of what has been achieved, what
is on target to be achieved, and what will not
be achieved. At the same time, the principal
can get a very strong sense for differentiat-
ing the performance of the teacher against the
agreed-upon goals. Additionally, the principal
can rank and compare performance between
teachers. A performance management system
with clear standards and criteria executed well
by evaluators (principals or administrators)
against those criteria help create the necessary
differentiation — arguably, the most critical
component of a pay-for-performance program.
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An effective performance-management
system needs:
* A clear statement of goals and expected

outcomes defined for the district so that each

school and employee understands how he or
she contributes to the larger picture.

A set of objectives based on the strategic
focus for the school for
that academic year, e.g.,
reducing dropout rates in
high school by a certain
percentage.

The objectives hence
need to be “SMART”:
Specific, Measurable,
Achievable, Relevant and
Time-bound. The SMART
principles are widely used
to define objectives and set
goals in a clear and articu-
late manner.

The Commonwealth
of Virginia’s Education
Department emphasizes the use of SMART
goals for its teachers and encourages them to
focus their attention on instructional improve-
ment based on a process of determining what
baseline performance is, developing and
implementing strategies for improvement, and
then assessing the results at the conclusion
of the academic year. In the vein of a high-
performance culture incorporating continuous
improvement, the bar is set higher each year
going forward. Here is an example of how
SMART goals are used there for improving
student math skills:

School's goal: Every student will show evi-
dence of one year of growth in mathematics

each year in attendance.

SMART goal: During the 2011-"12 school
year, all students will improve their math
problem-solving skills as measured by a
one-year gain in national grade equivalent
growth from the 2010-"11 to the 2011-"12
math problem-solving subtest.

School's goal: Reduce
levels of nonproficient
students by 10 percent in
all grades on standardized
test math concepts and
estimation.

SMART goal: During the
2011-"12 school year,
nonproficient students (as
indicated by the standard-
ized math concepts and es-
timation subtest) at Sample
School will improve their
math concepts and estima-
tion skills by 5 percent as
measured by an increase
in the percentage of students scoring in the
“high” and “proficient” levels on the stan-
dardized test math concepts and estimation
subtest.

Explicit expectations that include images

of satisfactory and exemplary performance
(e.g., videos of classroom practice, annotat-
ed student work, samples of teacher feed-
back) to help set the performance bar high
and encourage improvement. Hillsborough
County reported that online videos of exem-
plary practice were an important resource
for teachers learning about the district’s
expectations.’



» Performance management directed to the
leadership and administrative team as well
as teachers. For example, in Charlotte-Meck-
lenburg, the superintendent set annual goals
that were tied to school-level improvement.
The executive team was required to identify
five “critical disparities” that were linked
to these goals, and each executive team
member was evaluated in terms of progress
toward achieving them. Such an evaluation
system began only with district leadership
and over time was to be phased in for the
rest of the district- and school-level faculty
and staff.®

* A dashboard of key performance indica-
tors for individuals based on their roles, i.e.,
leadership versus the teaching track. For
example, there might be a number of initia-
tives to encourage students to participate at

Figure 5.3: Performance Management
Guidelines
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state-level competitions. Other metrics given
at the end of this chapter can also be used to
track high performance.

Creating the right measures has no single best
practice formula, and what is important is
that all stakeholders agree that the measure is
what they want to achieve. It would be helpful
to clearly define what constitutes low perfor-
mance (e.g., a 5 percent increase in student
learning rates is good, however less than 3
percent would be considered poor).

» Multiple evaluative methods to give a more
holistic measure of teacher performance.
This would include feedback from col-
leagues, heads of departments, parents and
students separate from the key performance
indicators set out in the performance goals.

» Focused support on a school and state level
for development of the individuals. High-
performing schools typically will spend
more time having performance conversa-

ANNUAL REVIEW MEETING

POINTS OF DISCUSSION

Performance against the agreed
objectives

objectives?

What were your key achievements?

What areas need improvement?

Were there any barriers to your performance?

Have you done any special project, i.e., worked above and beyond the defined

What is your performance rating for the year?

Review of the annual objectives

What are your specific individual goals; what are the school’s goals?
Are any current objectives irrelevant?

Continuous professional
development discussion

Consider development needs to:

Expand and update on strengths and subject matter expertise
Address areas requiring improvement

Meet future challenges and/or aspirations

Identify avenues of continuous learning

Review level of engagement and gain
feedback

What gives you the most satisfaction at work? Did this year provide you
opportunity for that?

How can we ensure you maintain or improve your satisfaction?
How is your pay determined, and how do you earn an incentive?
What are your final rewards for performance?
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tions with teachers in order to ultimately
increase performance standards. Some of
these essential performance conversations
are articulated below:

A good recruitment strategy along with a
strong performance-management culture will
contribute to more robust talent management
and ultimately stronger engagement. All of this
will lead to a high-per-
forming human-capital
system.

STRATEGIC
COMPENSATION
MANAGEMENT
Strategic compensation
management has been
a tactic deployed by
many high-performing
school districts (for more on how to evaluate
compensation systems to make the best use

of resources, see Travers, Green and Hawley
Miles, this volume). A better or more appropri-
ate way to describe such programs is “pay for
performance.”

Currently, performance-related pay pro-
grams are attracting more and more attention
as evidenced by the development of programs
such as Denver’s ProComp, Houston’s AS-
PIRE and the U.S. Department of Education’s
Teacher Incentive Fund. Some of the most
prominent performance-related pay programs
are found in Texas, where the Governor’s
Educator Excellence Award Program awards
over $300 million in grants through the Texas
Educator Excellence Grant and the Governor’s
Educator Excellence Grant.

These compensation programs are designed

to build a strategic system of teacher com-
pensation by adding an “at-risk” element of
pay to existing compensation with the goals
of making a positive impact on teacher pay
reform, improving teacher quality and increas-
ing student achievement.

The Austin Independent School System
began implementing its audacious pay-for-
performance program,
AISD REACH, in July
2007. The program tar-
geted three key areas
for the school system:
student growth, profes-
sional growth, and re-
cruitment and retention
of teachers and prin-
cipals at highest-need
schools. It combined
three components: an outcome-based, pay-
for-performance component based on student
achievement measures with two input-based
components — one for professional develop-
ment and another for teaching in hard-to-staff
schools. The district’s goals for this program
were to place a quality teacher in every class-
room, particularly in Austin’s highest-need
schools, to improve student learning at all
schools for all students, to achieve professional
growth for teachers, and to increase retention
of teachers and principals.’

These incentive awards were in addition to
what the teachers, principals and other staff
earned in base salary and ranged from $1,500
to $15,000. Many school systems around the
country have implemented or are implement-
ing such programs hoping to emulate the suc-
cess seen in such programs from the business
sector. It is widely believed that current teacher



compensation practices do not adequately
match the diverse and rapidly changing needs
of today’s public education system. In particu-
lar, the widely used single salary schedule may
no longer be the most suitable way to compen-
sate teachers.

The results of this program are still being
assessed, but early indications are that the
program has had lukewarm success, with chal-
lenges stemming from lack
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performance.

Pay needs to be demystified, especially if
strategic compensation is being piloted. At
every opportunity, these key stakeholders
must provide feedback to program participants
about what the incentive opportunities are,
why they are set at the levels they are, what the
key performance indicators are, and, at the end,
what reward was given and why that amount.

The key to strategic pay

of understanding of the
program by its participants,
lack of communication of
how it works and why it is
being implemented, and
the lack of rigor in set-
ting individual goals in the

“If the highest performer
receives similar incentives
to a weaker performer, the

strategy will have failed.”

for performance plans lies
in the ability of the perfor-
mance-rater to differenti-
ate performance and also
differentiate pay rewards
accordingly. If the highest
performer receives simi-
lar incentives to a weaker

performance management
process.

The results of a comprehensive evalua-
tion of the program conducted by researchers
at Vanderbilt University’s Peabody College
of Education'® showed that AISD REACH
respondent teachers themselves expressed only
moderate support for pay-for-performance in
general. Thus, while the program was led by
good intentions, the execution of the plan was
inadequate, and the district missed an oppor-
tunity to leverage strategic compensation as a
driver of performance.

For strategic compensation initiatives
to succeed, the goals of the program must
be clearly articulated and each component
explained in terms of how it relates to the
overarching human-capital strategy. Addi-
tionally, the key leaders in the system — the
superintendent, the senior human resources
manager, the principals and the senior teachers
— must all engage in dialogue around pay-for-

performer, the strategy will
have failed. The very best performers should
be surprised and elated by the reward, thereby
producing a “wow” experience for him or her.
Even more important, they should know why
they received the reward. A “wow” experi-
ence occurs in pay-for-performance programs
within high-performing organizational cultures
where the recipient of an incentive award is
impressed by the size of the award and knows
that her performance was truly recognized
as exemplary and outstanding relative to her
peers.

It is imperative that the very best perform-
ers are paid this kind of attention through
differentiated rewards. In other words, the high
performer has exceeded in all aspects of the
five to seven objectives set forth earlier in the
year and has now been recognized through
rewards for that level of performance. Finally,
in order to sustain a high-performance culture,
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these very best performers who have earned
high-incentive rewards should be integrated
into other human-capital initiatives such as a
career and professional development and suc-
cession planning. The future of the organiza-
tion rests in the continued development of this
best and brightest talent.

ACTION POINTS: A WAY FORWARD
Once put in place, the above strategies need

to be continuously monitored, tracked and
improved upon. Gauging effectiveness of these
programs can be accomplished by instilling a
measurement focus as part of the governance

processes. A dashboard indicating the success
of the measures is essential for this. As an ex-
ample, school principals can present this type
of dashboard to showcase the performance of
their school against the human-capital strategy,
and superintendents could share this type of
dashboard analytics with their boards. Below
are a series of recommendations that can be
incorporated into such a dashboard.
Inculcation of a high-performance culture
is a journey. Organizational culture can be
created and managed, albeit with a focused
vision and leadership. Schools, like their busi-
ness counterparts, have an external image that
needs to be managed and cultivated, while also

Figure 5.4 Key Metrics

Percentage of employees
rated below standard,
standard and above standard
performance

% of employees with a
specific rating/total number of
employees rated

This is essential to manage expectations for the next
academic year and differentiate teacher performance
wisely.

High-performer turnover

% of high-performer leavers/
average high- performer
population

Average high-performer population = number of
high performers in the beginning of the time period
+ the number of high performers at the end of the
period/2

Percentage of dropouts
relative to number of students
within measurement period

% of total number of dropouts
in an academic year/total
number of students in the
academic year

Dropouts = students who start at the beginning of
the academic year but do not continue

Percentage of graduates
satisfied with the usefulness of
their education in achieving
their goals after graduation

% of graduates who are
satisfied/total number of
graduates who responded to
the survey

Graduates = students who graduated at least one
year prior. Survey to be sent to these alumni.

Percentage of academic staff
with a master’s

% of academic staff with
master’s degrees/total number
of academic staff

An alternate measure: % of academic staff with
master’s degrees/total number of roles that
have been defined to need master’s degrees as a
prerequisite.

Ratio of administrative staff
to students

% of students enrolled/ total
number of administrative staff
and services

This is a productivity measure, and target would be
to improve this gradually.

Increase in student scores in
two consecutive examination
sessions (learning rate)

Difference in average scores
from one examination to
another

Target learning rates need to be defined and be
a part of individual teachers’ and principals’ key
performance indicators.

Engagement score

This would be based on
engagement surveys on the
lines of the Gallup Engagement
Survey

The target would be to increase the score every
survey year.




having a functional element that is measured
based on performance, quality, safety, mar-
ket share, profitability, etc. For schools and
the school system, this functional element
undoubtedly has to be performance-oriented
as well. This functional element is emphasized
through a series of internal actions, processes,
tools, programs, rituals and
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various performance measures (as identified
in Key Metrics above) linked to the objective
were then identified.

This integrated and bold talent acquisi-
tion strategy should include the steps needed
to enable the district to identify, recruit and
appoint teachers and administrators who have

the specific qualifications

artifacts, which may be less
visible to outsiders but are
clear, present and visible as
part of a culture within the
schools themselves.

The entire educa-
tion community must be
effectively engaged if a
human-capital initiative

“The entire education
community must be
effectively engaged if a
human-capital initiative
is to be successful.”

and competencies iden-
tified as critical by the
district and who believe

in the district philosophy.
Recruitment should not
just be about filling roles
with qualified professionals
but rather finding the right
“fit” or match in the type

is to be successful. Mes-
sages around human-capital
initiatives and processes should be clear, vivid
and aligned to the district’s and the school’s
overarching strategic plan. Hence as a start,

a strategy defining where the school system
wants to see itself in one year or five years
should be articulated.

Focus areas for the year must be identi-

fied, agreed upon and cascaded to the various
schools within the district. Every employee
in the school system must be made aware of
this strategy and, most importantly, everyone
should know how his/her work impacts this
strategy. For example, in 2010 Utah’s Park
City School District released its strategic plan
laying out the vision, mission and values guid-
ing its strategic focus areas and objectives.
An example of a strategic objective linked to
instruction was, “Attract, develop, retain and
support caring, motivated, innovative, engag-
ing and professional faculty and staff.” The

of hire that is required for a
particular role. Leadership
theorist and author Simon Sinek has posited,
“If you hire people just because they can do

a job, they’ll work for your money. But if you
hire people who believe what you believe,
they’ll work for you with blood and sweat and
tears.”!!

The defined strategy would then need local
school principals and administrators to ensure
that the performance objectives for the year for
individual teachers are aligned with the overall
strategy. For this to be effective and make
a difference, school systems like Milwau-
kee need to include other stakeholders such
as unions, state legislative units, university
systems and corporate stakeholders within the
community to help build this integrated high-
performance culture.

The above narration illustrates how a
school system’s organizational culture can
be developed through an integrated human-
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capital strategy that seamlessly implements

a purposeful plan of action incorporating
recruiting practices, performance-managing
and rewarding that are communicated well and
that engage employees across the system and
schools to ultimately create and sustain a high-
performance culture.
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SPARE SOME CHANGE:
Smarter District Resource Use for
Transformational Schools

——BY JONATHAN TRAVERS, GENEVIEVE GREEN AND KAREN HAWLEY MILES —

Urban districts across the country are at a crossroads. They face still another

year of cuts in federal, state and local revenue along with new teacher

evaluation systems and the implementation of Common Core standards.

Meanwhile, expectations for student performance are higher. Many districts —

like Milwaukee Public Schools — are experiencing declining enrollment and

competition from charters and other schools. In response to lower levels of
funding, districts typically cut central office services, freeze wages and require
staff to take furlough days. Doing less with less, however, is unlikely to bring

about the transformation necessary to dramatically improve student outcomes.

Urban districts across the country are at a
crossroads. They face still another year of cuts
in federal, state and local revenue along with
new teacher evaluation systems and the imple-
mentation of Common Core standards. Mean-
while, expectations for student performance
are higher. Many districts — like Milwaukee
Public Schools — are experiencing declining
enrollment and competition from charters and
other schools. In response to lower levels of
funding, districts typically cut central office
services, freeze wages and require staff to take
furlough days. Doing less with less, however,
is unlikely to bring about the transformation
necessary to dramatically improve student
outcomes.

Education Resource Strategies works with
large urban school districts to help identify
the resource reallocations necessary to create
high-performing schools at scale. We’ve seen
the bright spots firsthand — in school districts
like Baltimore City, Charlotte and Denver —
where district leaders are breaking away from
traditional cost structures and working to align
their use of talent, time and technology with
a transformed vision for the future. Through
this work, we’ve developed a framework that
describes Seven Strategies for District Trans-
formation.! These strategies can free districts
from unproductive resource use and enable
investment in higher-performing designs for
schools and systems.



PATHWAY TO SUCCESS | A PROJECT OF THE WISCONSIN POLICY RESEARCH INSTITUTE | 83

This chapter explores the school funding
system — how the district allocates resources
to schools as one of the most immediately
impactful strategies for districts like Milwau-
kee Public Schools. We identify the charac-
teristics of an effective funding system and
the critical design features that help ensure
that MPS’ funding strategy — alongside other
transformational strategies — supports high
performance across all schools. We also offer
insight into the most important policy and
funding barriers that state and other nondistrict
stakeholders will need to address for districts
like MPS to successfully transform.

SCHOOL FUNDING SYSTEMS

Urban school districts should employ school
funding systems — mechanisms, policies and
processes that allocate dollars and staffing re-
sources to schools — that are guided by three
core principles: equity, flexibility and transpar-
ency.> Most school districts allocate schools
specific staff positions based on the number of
students they have. But, in times when school
organizations are changing rapidly with the
introduction of new ways of grouping students
or technology and where school designs vary
widely across schools, systems that allocate
staff become tricky to administer and compare.

EDITOR’S NOTE

The phrase “follow the money” was first made
popular in All The President’s Men when the Nixon
administration contact known as “Deep Throat”
guided reporters Woodward and Bernstein to learn
the facts by simply analyzing the flow of funds.

At a time when urban school systems across the
country and especially MPS are facing the double
challenge of declining funds and increased expecta-
tions, the authors suggest school systems must also
analyze their flow of money — the costs and alloca-
tion. By doing that, they suggest a hard look at the
flow with some adjustments can have a significant
impact on the system’s reach and improvement.

The system in place for MPS offers great
transparency and flexibility, which is a plus. The
majority of money goes to benefits for teachers.
MPS currently allocates $620 million or 48% of its
total budget of $1.28 billion on teachers, which is
near the national average.

But in order to attract and retain high perform-
ing teachers and improve student performance, the
following steps are suggested:

Reduce the number of small, low-performing

schools through closure and consolidation.

Get accurate information on teaching effective-
ness and use that to determine retirement incentives
for ineffective teachers. The reallocation of as little
as 0.2 % of the budget would provide bonuses of
$10,000 to attract the best teachers.

In the past, special education was considered a
sacred cow for fear of law suits and costly penalties.
But with MPS spending $189.4 million or 27 % of
its budget, this is an area that is ripe for overhaul.
That should be done wisely, but without fear.

Class size — especially in non-core areas can be
altered by just 4 students which would free up .8
percent of the budget. Strict size requirements force
the district to spend valuable dollars for more teach-
ers and aides, often with no benefit on effectiveness
or allowing students access to high performing
teachers.

By looking at the balance sheets, understanding
the numbers, which is not that difficult, and comb-
ing them with data on performance of schools,
teachers and students, there can be tremendous
leverage in improvement. And this is critical when
all school systems, including MPS, are being forced
to do more with less.
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Weighted Student Funding (WSF), the system
Milwaukee uses, can help enable equity, flex-
ibility and transparency. But whether WSF
accomplishes these goals depends on how it’s
implemented.

Equitable school funding systems ensure
that students who have greater needs, such as
those who are English
Language Learners or
those who require spe-
cial education services,
get more resources
to match the cost of
extra support (known
as “vertical equity”)
and that students with
similar needs receive
similar levels of re-
sources regardless of what school they attend
(known as “horizontal equity”).

Funding systems that allocate staff posi-
tions based on one-size-fits-all staffing ratios
(1 counselor per 550 students) applied across
diverse school portfolios typically do not ac-
count for differentiated levels of student need.
In addition, models that allocate the same posi-
tion sets (i.e., a principal, assistant principal,
instructional coach, school social worker and
secretary) across all schools typically end up
spending more — sometimes significantly
more — per pupil in their smallest schools.
Similarly, districts that hold large portions of
school resources centrally and allocate them
based on the preferences and objectives of
individual departments (i.e., the Department of
Teaching and Learning budgeting and deploy-
ing the district’s instructional coaches) can also
have difficulty ensuring schools’ fotal alloca-
tions are commensurate to need.

As a district using WSFE, MPS allocates
dollars on a per-pupil basis rather than posi-
tions, and utilizes higher weights for students
with higher levels of need. Choices about
which students get weighted how much should
reflect the district’s beliefs about which student
characteristics require additional resources
for students to meet
desired outcomes.

While these typi-
cally include ELL, spe-
cial education and free/
reduced lunch status,
they can also include
school-level weight-
ings if the district
believes the outcomes
desired at different
school grade levels require different resource
investment levels. Publicly available MPS’
FY13 budget documents indicate that, for
example, MPS weights high school students
at 1.17, which equates to an additional $666
per pupil to reflect MPS’ intention of pushing
additional resources to high school students.’
While different types of funding systems can
lead to equitable distribution of resources,
WSF typically offers districts a clear pathway
to achieving greater funding equity across
many different types of schools.

Equal dollars do not necessarily translate
to equal resources. The unequal distribution
of effective teachers across the district and the
historical neglect of infrastructure in certain
schools cause inequities to persist in spite of
fair funding weights. Furthermore, getting the
financial resource levels “right” across schools
and students does limited good unless those
schools have the ability to use them based on
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their unique needs and instructional models.
Therefore, strategic funding systems also seek
to be flexible — to give school leaders the
authority to match allocated funding to specific

funding can be traced to the level of individual
schools and that clearly documented proce-
dures on central and school-level budgeting
exist. ERS has found that districts with less

school needs. This means ensuring school

leaders have the ability to
reallocate spending when
necessary, make scheduling
changes, swap staff posi-
tions, and hire teachers and
other staff who best fit the
school.

Tailoring to specific
needs is particularly im-
portant when a district’s
schools vary widely in size
and student characteristics,

“The unequal distribution
of effective teachers
across the district and
the historical neglect of
infrastructure in certain
schools cause inequities
to persist in spite of fair
funding weights.”

than 70 percent of total budgets reported at

the school level often fail
to provide the transpar-
ency needed to determine
whether resources are used
effectively. This can foster
mistrust among stakehold-
ers, make it hard to assess
true equity and flexibility,
and hinder leadership’s
ability to make informed
resource allocation choices
across the system.

and when a district seeks

Although WSF can

to foster innovative ways

of organizing resources. Traditional, ratio-
based funding systems can try to achieve this
by offering principals the ability to “swap”
positions or to convert them to dollars to fund
non-personnel resources.

WSF systems — by giving schools dol-
lars rather than positions — appear to offer
greater flexibility to schools to design staffing
configurations and budgets that match their
specific needs. However, as we’ve seen in our
work across the country, policies that mandate
specific resource models (e.g., Florida’s K-3
class size max of 18) can severely limit the
true flexibility schools ultimately experience.
(For more on innovation and barriers to achiev-
ing it, see Horn and Evans, this volume).

Finally, strategic funding systems are
transparent. Stakeholders know how much
each school receives and understand the basis
for the allocation. This means ensuring that

be a good approach for
increasing equity, flexibility, and transparency
in a school district, four critical design factors
influence its success. MPS, like other urban
districts that employ this funding strategy,
should consider the following four questions:

* How differentiated are the weights as-
signed to specific student populations, and
do different weights reflect students’ rela-
tive needs? Within the weight assigned to
students with special needs, students who
require more intensive services should
receive a larger allocation than those who do
not. Additional student populations should
also receive differentiated weights, particu-
larly incoming students in general education
at the secondary levels who are at least two
grade levels behind.

Sufficiently differentiating student weights

will increase the likelihood that a district’s



weighted student funding formula reinforces
equitable resource use. In Baltimore City, dis-
trict leaders implemented a WSF system that
deliberately over-weighted its special educa-
tion inclusion model relative to self-contained
as a means of incentivizing schools to shift to
less restrictive environments.*

* What percentage of the
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million of which is operations, to school-level
allocation based on its WSFE.? This represents
transparent resource use but may or may not
allow for flexibility at the school level, depend-
ing on how tightly the district maintains con-
trol over how these resources are deployed.
Do significant restrictions on the uses of
per-pupil funding alloca-

district s total budget
runs through the fund-
ing formula? Weights
that impact per-pupil
allocation only influ-
ence dollars that are
run through the relevant
formula. It’s reasonable
to expect some funding
to remain unweighted
if it includes expenses
that are unrelated to

“MPS and other districts
relying on weighted
student funding systems,
particularly those with a
high percentage of small
schools, face unique
struggles in the face of

declining revenue.”

tions exist? As argued
above, if mandates require
that schools spend a certain
amount of their allocated
per-pupil funding on specif-
ic staff positions or service
models, school leaders are
unable to exercise the type
of flexibility that weighted
student funding intends.
Restrictions typically come
from state and federal

individual student need.

When a significant amount of funding oper-
ates outside the formula, however, inequities
typically continue to persist, and the system
as a whole becomes less transparent.

Several WSF systems allocate special educa-
tion resources outside the formula. While these
systems may be able to more tightly manage
special education staffing levels, they risk dis-
tributing these resources evenly across schools
and limiting schools’ ability to coherently
align general and special education resources
to meet overall school needs. Systems should
periodically review resources held outside the
model and assess their impact on equity, flex-
ibility and transparency.

MPS currently allocates $691 million or 73
percent of its total $1.17 billion budget, $946.6

grant funding-use require-
ments (as in the case of Florida’s class size
amendment and revenue stream), collective
bargaining provisions (typically around
teacher load, release time and class sizes)
and within-district policy.

School districts should consider what types of
funding restrictions they have in place and how
existing restrictions limit the school-level flex-
ibility needed to reallocate dollars where they
are most needed. This is most challenging for
districts with low overall funding levels and a
high degree of restriction coming from collec-
tive bargaining agreements and state law.

* Does the district have a lot of small schools
that struggle to make efficient use of per-
pupil dollars? Small schools tend to have
higher fixed costs and therefore have fewer
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resources left to implement school designs
to match their needs. At the elementary
level, for example, size-driven costs increase
rapidly on a per student basis as enrollment
falls below 350.

Examples of these costs include schools’ front

office staffing (all schools need a full-time

principal and secretary, for example). They
also include extra homeroom teachers that are

needed to comply with class size maximums (a

school with 30 fourth-graders and a class size

max of 28 requires two fourth-grade teachers
and will operate with a higher cost per student
than a larger school that can staff classrooms
closer to the class size max) as well as special
education resource teacher positions (in Duval

County, Fla., elementary schools were allocat-

ed resource teachers for K-2 and 3-5 no matter

how few students with special needs were in
the school).

Districts that are experiencing enrollment
declines or that operate older facilities that
were designed to serve smaller numbers of
students face a difficult choice over how to
cost-effectively provide the best education to
the greatest number of students: allow small
schools to continue to use a large share of
resources in nonstrategic ways or take on
politically challenging closures or merges and
require students to attend schools further from
their homes.

*  How much do teacher compensation and
quality vary across schools? Most districts
that implement WSF use average salary as
a means of charging schools for the teach-
ers they employ. This means that regard-
less of whether a teacher actually makes
$40,000 or $70,000, she costs the school

the same amount. If teacher compensation
varies greatly across schools due to dif-
ferences in length of service, the practice
of charging average salaries as part of the
funding formula will actually drive up
inequitable spending.

In addition, weighted student funding does
not address variation in teacher quality across
schools. Additional measures would be needed
to address this particular type inequity, includ-
ing the use of incentives (see below and also
see Nair, this volume).

MPS and other districts relying on weighted
student funding systems, particularly those
with a high percentage of small schools, face
unique struggles in the face of declining
revenue. They must balance the need to give
school leaders adequate flexibility, as WSF
intends, and also ensure that all schools remain
financially viable and offer a minimum level of
services to students.¢

In the end, districts like Milwaukee may
use the transparency provided through WSF
to demonstrate that schools below a certain
size threshold aren’t viable without signifi-
cant subsidy. They can then frame discussions
about school closure to be about a quality level
of service to all students and not just about
saving money.” Finally, fully addressing the
need for equity in districts like MPS requires
that funding levels between it and competing
education providers are suitably adjusted for
differences in the characteristics and needs of
the students served by each. It should also take
into account the district’s status as the provider
of last resort.

Allocating resources to schools equitably,
flexibly and transparently is critical to ensur-



ing that systems are making the most of the
resources they have, but doing so does not en-
sure that schools use their allocations produc-
tively. The three most significant opportunities
for districts to maximize the effective use of
resources are within the areas of teacher com-

pensation, school design and special education.

TEACHER COMPENSATION
Teacher compensation plays a significant
role in shaping a district’s

88 | PATHWAY TO SUCCESS | A PROJECT OF THE WISCONSIN POLICY RESEARCH INSTITUTE

tribution. Compensation structures shape the

fiscal sustainability of the district’s budget and

have a significant impact on who enters and

remains in the district — and, more broadly, in

the teaching profession.

Individual systems (Baltimore City!'!,

D.C. Public Schools'?, New Haven, Conn.'?)

across the country are beginning to evolve

their compensation systems to better reflect

their strategic objectives: to attract and retain
high-performers, to lever-

funding strategy and hu-
man capital management
system: Teacher salaries
and benefits now typically
account for between 45 and
50 percent of a district’s
annual costs.® MPS is
near the national average.
According to data from
the Wisconsin Department
of Public Instruction, the
district spends 48% of its

“MPS and other districts
relying on weighted
student funding systems,
particularly those with a
high percentage of small
schools, face unique
struggles in the face of
declining revenue.”

age highest-performers

for continuous improve-
ment, and to create teacher
teams and assignments to
match school and district
performance objectives.
These systems are begin-
ning to drive toward a value
proposition that recognizes
the complexity inherent

in teaching and offers
advancement opportunities

total budget ($620 million
out of $1.28 billion) on salaries and benefits
for current teachers.

Between 1970 and 2005, overall spending
— adjusted for inflation — essentially doubled
from $3,800 to $8,700 per pupil nationwide.
Eighty percent of the increase in per-pupil
spending has gone toward creating additional
staff positions and covering the higher cost
of benefits.” Adjusted for inflation, teachers’
salaries remained essentially flat between 1990
and 2010.'" The majority of districts’ compen-
sation systems are still rooted in structures that
have remained unchanged since the 1970s, and
continue to build in automatic salary increases
that are unrelated to teacher results or con-

that leverage a teacher’s

skill set in support of a district’s goals and
priorities."

Typical urban school districts, however,
continue to compensate teachers primarily
for longevity and the accumulation of educa-
tion credits — neither of which is strongly
linked to performance or contribution.” ERS’
analysis of 10 urban school districts found that
payments for length of service and education
credits typically account for more than 80
percent of a teacher’s potential career salary
increase, while only 10 percent is based on
strong job performance or taking on increased
responsibility. This disconnect compromises
a district’s ability to attract and retain top tal-
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ent!® and locks a large percentage of funding

into expenditures that are not aligned with its

instructional mission.

Urban districts seeking to reform their
systems must carry out specific analyses in
order to thoughtfully reform their compensa-
tion systems.

* How effectively is it measuring teacher ef-
fectiveness? How is effectiveness distributed
across the workforce? New compensation
systems must be grounded in accurate data
on individual effectiveness and contribu-
tion. If the system
is unable to identify
its high-performers,
then the chances of
designing a compen-
sation system to re-
tain or leverage them
seems remote. In the
absence of a valid
measurement system,
major compensation
changes can be designed, but should not be
implemented.

How much is it spending on education
credits and longevity payments? How are
these dollars distributed across the current
workforce? This type of analysis will help
the district understand which types of teach-
ers receive a disproportionate amount of
compensation via mechanisms that are not
aligned with teaching effectiveness and will
shed light on the best reform approach.!’
Understanding the nature of this distribution
will provide insight on how to best transi-
tion from the current compensation system
toward a new system based on performance,

responsibility and contribution.

The concentration of a small number of
teachers at the high end of the salary sched-
ule, for example, opens up more possibili-
ties for targeted and aggressive reform such
as early retirement incentives. In contrast,
the compression of a larger share of the
teacher workforce at the top step will make
redefining the salary schedule more difficult
because funding the new system will require
either significant reinvestment or a reduction
in salary. Unless alternative incentives are
made available, it will
be difficult to retain
high-performing teach-
ers on reduced salaries.

* How does com-
pensation currently fit
into a broader teacher
value proposition?
Compensation is just
one piece of a broader
set of incentives upon which teachers make
career choices. Working conditions, career
and growth opportunities, and benefits also
play a role. A compensation strategy must
take these factors into account. A district
with a high degree of variation in principal
effectiveness and school working conditions
may want to invest more in differentiating
compensation levels across schools than a
more homogeneous district, for example.

Districts like MPS must be cognizant of
aspects of the value proposition such as job
security and benefits that are beyond their
direct control. If states or municipalities are
reducing benefits and job security for public
sector workers more broadly, the district
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must adapt its compensation design accord-
ingly.

o What, then, are the best investments for a
district to make in order to meet the com-
pensation objectives described above and
achieve its instructional mission? In a typi-
cal district, a reallocation of only 0.2 percent
from the operating budget’s spending on

steps and lanes could free the money needed
to provide $10,000

tiveness, the amount and nature of individual
attention that students receive, and how in-
structional time is utilized. Strategic improve-
ments in how time and staff are utilized offer
districts like MPS opportunities to achieve sig-
nificant cost savings and create better learning
environments for students in the process. (For
a complete discussion and proposed strategies,
see Horn and Evans, this volume).

In studying school-

stipends to incentivize

level resource use, we’ve
identified several common

the district’s best teachers “Overall, truly strategic -

to teach in the high-need school designs demand m1sa11gnments tl}at can
schools, for example.!* be redirected to improve
Careful examination of more than incremental efficiency.

current data will allow Change around the edges Of . Uniform class sizes.
MPS to decide on the existing system 5. Although class-size man-

path of least resistance

dates historically intended

toward a more effective
teacher compensation
model.

As with other core aspects of school system
reform, incremental change is unlikely to
achieve widespread impact. Full redesign of
the value proposition will be necessary in
order for district like MPS to attract, retain
and leverage an excellent teacher workforce
over the long term. (For a longer discussion
on human capital management, see Nair, this
volume.)

SCHOOL DESIGN

School design addresses how schools can or-
ganize their resource allocations based on their
instructional models and specific school needs
in the most cost-effective way possible. Three
important determinants of student outcomes
are relevant to school design — teaching effec-

greater individual attention
for students, these restric-
tions often prevent principals from staffing
teachers according to student need. Strict
class size requirements force a district to
spend money on a greater number of teach-
ers or aides, ignore the district’s distribution
of teaching effectiveness and limit the num-
ber of students who access high-performing
teachers.

Districts that are already down a path of ac-
curately evaluating teacher effectiveness can
use an incremental increase in class size as
means of improving overall teaching effec-
tiveness through performance-based layoffs.
ERS estimates that a typical urban district
could free close to 2 percent of its total oper-
ating budget by increasing average class size
in grades 4-12 by only two students." If this
increase occurs in the context of strategic
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school design changes, a greater number of
students could receive targeted intervention
at a lower overall cost to the district.

* Low class sizes in non-core and advanced
areas. Most districts we study invest in two-
to four-student-smaller classes in non-core
and electives than in core subjects,? despite
a strategic focus on English and math. This
misalignment results from an effort to offer
a full breadth of
course offerings to
maximize student
choice and engage-
ment, combined with
conventional course
structures.

In a typical district,
increasing second-
ary non-core class
sizes by four students
would free up 0.8 percent of the district’s
total budget.”! Pooling elementary classes
across special subjects at the elementary
level, shifting some non-core classes to be
single semester and making their teachers
itinerant over multiple schools at the middle
school level and exploring nontraditional
course offerings (virtual, university/other
partnerships) for high schools are examples
of cost-reduction techniques for non-core
classes that preserve breadth of offering.

In order for MPS and similar urban districts
to organize resources in schools effectively —
in ways that focus on performance goals and
student needs and maximize return on invest-
ment, they must rethink the traditional uses

of time and staff that hinder student progress.
Overall, truly strategic school designs demand

more than incremental change around the
edges of existing systems. Efforts to improve
teaching effectiveness, individual attention and
instructional time must be coordinated to build
new structures — strategic school designs —
that maximize resources and leverage the full
potential of the school day.

SPECIAL EDUCATION

The final area of
school-based spending
where we see substan-
tial misalignment is

in special education.
District leaders often
treat special education
spending as a black
box: They are unclear
on how it connects to
service delivery and
wary of realigning resources without trigger-
ing compliance violations, costly penalties or
even lawsuits. Ironically, it can be the system’s
response to regulations and restrictions that
compromises the effectiveness of services to
the students they intend to protect.

In many systems, reallocating resources
away from cost-inefficient practices can enable
districts to curtail annual special education
spending increases and instead reinvest spend-
ing toward improving outcomes for students
with disabilities. With spending of $189.4
million on special education, MPS’s invest-
ment of 27 percent of its operating budget on
special education is significantly higher than
other urban districts we’ve studied.?? Given the
magnitude of special education spending, it
warrants close scrutiny. We commonly find two
areas of inefficiency:



* Qverclassification. Districts often place an
unnecessarily high number of students in
special education when general education
would be more appropriate. Lack of consis-
tent or high-quality academic interventions
for struggling students
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schools typically serve a disproportionate
share of special education students relative
to other school types. Given the estimate by
the School Choice Demonstration Project of
the University of Arkansas that somewhere
between 7.5 percent and

results in costly special
education referrals that
could have been avoided.
In one district we worked
with, identification rates
for African-American
boys in the middle grades
were several times the
rates of other students.

In other districts, state or
district funding policies

“Some urban districts
have fill rates as low as
50 percent, meaning they
have staffed double the
number of teachers and/
or TAs that their own

guidelines require.” .

14.6 percent of Milwaukee
voucher pupils are clas-
sified as having special
needs®, this may in fact be
contributing to Milwaukee’s
classification rate of almost
20 percent?® (relative to a
national average of 13.2
percent).”’

Low “fill rates.”
Overstaffing is an addition-

have provided perverse

incentives for schools to

over-classify students, such as the main-
tenance of specific staff positions that are
directly dependent on the share of classified
students.

Classification as special education does not
by itself provide the basic instructional ele-
ments that students need to be successful —
including access to an effective teacher, high
expectations and a rigorous curriculum.?
Effective and timely instructional differen-
tiation strategies, such as Response to In-
tervention (RTI), make it easier for teachers
to assess and respond to individual student
progress and help reduce the incidence of
inappropriate referrals.?

It should be noted that urban districts with
large student populations enrolled in private
and charter schools often have above-
average classification rates — as district

al source of inefficiency in

special education. Although
students with specific types of disabilities
often require smaller class sizes, the number
of teachers and teaching assistants who staff
special education classrooms tends to be
higher than the minimum number required
by the district or the state. This difference is
called the “fill rate” — the minimum number
of staff required by staffing ratios divided by
the actual number of staff in classrooms.
Some urban districts have fill rates as low
as 50 percent, meaning they have staffed
double the number of teachers and/or TAs
that their own guidelines require.

Where districts accurately evaluate teacher
effectiveness and have the ability to reduce
staffing based on performance, increasing
fill rates of special education programs can
significantly increase the share of special ed-
ucation students who are taught by effective
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teachers and reduce costs.” Districts with
large numbers of small schools, significantly
enrollment decline (or significant redistribu-
tion of enrollment across schools), or with
policies that strongly promote high-needs
special education students being served

in their neighborhood
school are more likely to
have lower fill rates.

Ultimately, the objective

of special education is

to improve educational
outcomes for children

with exceptional needs. In
order to meet this objec-
tive, districts will need to
reconsider when and how to
spend scarce funding. For
example, through captur-
ing increased efficiency

on fill rates and bringing
special education class sizes from 65 percent
to 75 percent, a typical district will save 1.2
percent of its budget. In a district the size of
MPS, this would amount to $11.4 million.*
This funding could be directed to preventative
measures such as the expansion of Pre-K and
the implementation of a Response to Interven-
tion program.’!

CONCLUSION

Urban systems across the country are facing
the double challenge of declining funding
and increasing expectations. Many, including
Milwaukee also must compete with charter
and other alternative providers for enroll-
ment. Meeting these challenges will require
doing more with less. To this end, systems

must look aggressively at how they’re using
their resources, focusing first on four core
areas: school funding, teacher compensation,
school design and special education. In order
to reallocate resources more strategically and
support improvements in teaching and learn-
ing, districts like Milwau-
kee Public Schools should
consider the following
action items:

. Support equity,
transparency and flexibil-
ity in the funding system.
When districts such as
MPS rely on Weighted
Student Funding, they must
answer critical questions
| around equitable weight-
ing of student need, the
‘ percentage of funding that
runs through the formula,
flexibility among school leaders to deploy
resources, and whether there is an equal dis-
tribution of effective teachers across schools.

Fully addressing the need for equity in
districts like MPS requires that funding
levels for competing education providers
are suitably adjusted for differences in the
characteristics and needs of the students
served by each and for the district’s status
as the provider of last resort. Answers to
these questions will determine the district’s
next steps, which may include reducing their
number of small, low-performing schools
through closure and consolidation and the
modification of its portfolio.

* Structure teacher compensation to recruit,
retain and leverage effective educators. Ac-



curate information on teaching effectiveness
is needed in order for districts to make fair
decisions about teacher compensation. This
means that establishing a rigorous and reli-
able evaluation system is typically a district’s
first step. Districts should then transition
away from longevity and education credits
as the primary determinants of salary.

A key part of this transition is the district’s
articulation of its value proposition to
teachers, the components of which must be
consistent with the district’s goals.*> The
shift to a new teacher compensation system
will likely take multiple years, and districts
should design the new system in a way that
will be financially sustainable.

Facilitate a more strategic approach to
school design. Principals, their supervi-

sors and district leaders should scrutinize
whether each school’s resources are aligned
with a its overall academic improvement
plan and the district’s broader vision for
reform. Resources may need to shift towards
students with higher needs, which will re-
quire moving away from uniform class sizes
and re-directing resources towards maximiz-
ing individual attention and efficient use of
time.

Encourage transparency and efficacy in
special education spending. Districts must
clearly document, either internally or with
the help of an external expert, how exactly
special education dollars are spent and work
to identify if spending patterns are rooted in
mandates or status quo practices. Greater ef-
ficiency and quality of service delivery may
be achieved through alignment of special
education and general education resources.
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Systems like Milwaukee must start by as-
sessing current resource use in these targeted
areas, quantifying resource misalignments and
identifying barriers to change. Once leaders
have a sense of the size of the opportunities
and how they connect to an overall reform
strategy, they can prioritize realignments based
on ease, cost and impact.
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HARNESSING DATA
AND ANALYTICS

BY JON FULLERTON

The last decade has seen a tremendous rise in the amount of data available for

use in managing and monitoring the performance of schools and school systems.

The passage of No Child Left Behind resulted in a deluge of testing data on most
students, and the slow but steady installation of new information systems has meant
that more and more operational data beyond test scores are available electronically.

In order to meet the performance pressures of
NCLB, many school systems are embracing
“data-driven decision-making” at the school
level by implementing various benchmark as-
sessments (such as the Northwest Evaluation
Association’s Measures of Academic Progress,
Acuity Assessments and Scantron’s Achieve-
ment Series) and ensuring that school staff
use defined processes such as those promoted
by the Achievement Network or DataWise

to guide and differentiate their instructional
strategies with students.

While much has been made of the power of
data to improve teaching and the performance
of individual schools, school systems have
been somewhat slower to focus on the power
of these new data to better understand and
manage overall system performance.' Link-
ing data from different operational domains
(for example, human resources and finance) to
student achievement data has the potential to

transform the management of school systems,
allowing school leaders to think critically
about how different types of resources are be-
ing used in the system and the relation of these
resources to outcomes. Unfortunately, because
of a general lack of expertise in using data to
guide strategy, sensitivity to releasing perfor-
mance data publicly, and the political unpopu-
larity of using scarce resources on analysis
and IT systems, relatively few large agencies
have fully tapped the power of the data they
have to better manage the performance of their
schools.?

This is unfortunate. Districts that do not
take full advantage of their data are giving up
the opportunity to manage strategically and
to make timely course corrections. Districts
should be using data to identify things like
where they get their best teaching recruits,
whether students are getting placed with more
and less effective teachers in a fair manner,



PATHWAY TO SUCCESS | A PROJECT OF THE WISCONSIN POLICY RESEARCH INSTITUTE | 97

and what the impact is of falling behind in a
specific subject or skill on long-term academic
outcomes. Without constantly using, analyzing
and questioning their own data, districts will
continue to base their strategies on anecdote,
inertia and political pressure.

At the same time as data are becoming
theoretically more available for school districts
to use, those districts themselves are losing
their monopoly status, with competition arising
from charter schools, vouchers, online offer-
ings and even other districts. Therefore, even

as we consider the benefits of better use of
data, we should make sure not to focus only on
current organizational structures (classrooms
in schools in districts) but also consider emerg-
ing delivery systems.

Milwaukee is a particularly useful system
to consider, as it has a robust competitive
environment. Twenty-eight percent of publicly
funded students in Milwaukee attend schools
completely outside of the Milwaukee Public
Schools’ control.’ Primarily, these students at-
tend schools that accept vouchers through the

EDITOR’S NOTE

Today, we are sitting on a mountain of data. It’s
been collected, stored and is just sitting there —a
treasure trove of information that can help parents
decide which schools are best for their children,
help administrators make decisions on schools,
classes and teachers and can help the general popu-
lation better understand where their tax dollars are
going in education.

The only thing holding us back — there aren’t
enough qualified people who can read and interpret
the information that is available. Because of this,
districts can’t fully take advantage to strategically
manage their systems and make course corrections.
If they could, they would be using this data to iden-
tify the best teaching recruits, place students with
the most effective teachers and understand the im-
pact of falling behind in a specific subject. Without
this, districts will continue to base their strategies
on anecdote, inertia and political pressure.

Parents should be able to have this informa-
tion readily available and understandable so they
can select the right schools for their children.
School systems need it to improve their decision
making and ongoing management. State and local
officials can use the data to adjust regulations for
greater accountability. Everyone can learn from
everyone else.

Without the ability to use this data, there is no
‘choice’ in school choice. How can parents decide
the right schools for their children if they don’t have
the information to help them make that choice?
And just as important, the information parents
have access to on student achievement should be
consistent across all schools. Right now it is not,
because up until recently, independent schools were
not required to test their MPCP students with the
Wisconsin state assessment.

Here are three recommendations ...

1. States that promote school choice should be
responsible for providing parents with the basic
information on all schools including academic
achievement, descriptions on what is offered, and
the various school’s approach to education.

2. States will have to help all schools develop this —
including independent schools.

3. States should also make sure everyone can
understand the information — it should not be writ-
ten just for the few professionals in the field, but in
plain, simple and easy-to-understand English.

Data will be a crucial tool in the improvement of
student outcomes. The data is there and available. It
just has to be retrieved, understood and explained in
plain English.




Milwaukee Parental Choice Program. Another
17 percent attend either district or independent
charter schools.*

We thus must consider the role of data
in improving total system performance and
outcomes for all students, not just outcomes
for students who happen to be in traditional
district public schools. Three types of informa-
tion flow are important:

Parents, students and others selecting
schools or other educational services need
robust information in order to make informed
decisions.

Agencies providing educational services
(school districts, independent schools, charter
schools) need specific management data and
analytics to improve their strategic decision-
making and ongoing management.

State and local policymakers need sys-
temwide information that will allow them to
make accountability decisions and reasonable
adjustments to current regulations. Providing
readily accessible and analyzable data could
also allow system participants (district public
schools, independent schools and charters) to
learn from one another.

THE DATA PARENTS NEED

Almost half of publicly funded Milwaukee
students do not attend “traditional,” district-
controlled public schools. This is part of a
larger trend towards school choice in large
urban areas across the country. For instance, 41
percent of students in Washington, D.C., attend
charter schools, as do almost 20 percent of stu-
dents in Philadelphia.’ These numbers actually
undercount the amount of choice available to
parents, as many school systems allow students
significant choice within the district.
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The arguments for allowing public school
choice, however, generally presuppose that
parents have some basis upon which to choose
a school. If reliable information is not avail-
able, we would expect choice to be most
effectively exercised by parents who have the
time and social capital needed to capture non-
public information about the different options
available. Other parents with fewer resources
will simply need to guess or not participate in
choice at all. Unfortunately, as I have argued
elsewhere, the amount of information available
to parents as they make this critical decision is
often pitifully small.®

The situation for Wisconsin is something
of an exception here and can provide valuable
lessons for other geographies implementing
school choice. The Wisconsin Department of
Public Instruction has created the Wisconsin
Information Network for Successful Schools
that provides a relatively robust set of data
on a variety of metrics (including academic
achievement, student behavior, and program
offerings) that can be accessed by any member
of the public.’

DPI has also begun to produce growth
reports for schools that allow parents to get
some insight into the academic growth of
students in one school relative to others. These
measures compare students’ academic growth
in a school to the “typical” academic growth of
students in the state with similar demographic
characteristics and prior achievement levels.
In addition, Wisconsin has a new school report
card that collects (or will collect) not only
student achievement levels, but also informa-
tion on student growth and the post-secondary
readiness of students.

In Milwaukee, the situation is even better.
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To support the choice program, GreatSchools,
a national nonprofit that provides information
on schools to parents, has created a “School
Chooser” guide to help parents make their
decisions. The guide is constructed to be user
friendly and contains all of the public and
private options available to publicly funded
students.®

That said, Milwaukee and Wisconsin also
provide examples of gaps in the data be-
ing made available to
parents. First, with the
exception of the “School
Chooser,” the data are
often provided in formats
not easy for beginning
users to understand.
While there is good
comparative information
available, much of the
information is in a form that will not be usable
by parents who, unless they have a background
in using data, may find it hard to navigate or
bring meaning to the charts and tables they
are presented. Fixing this issue will require a
willingness on the part of the state to interpret
and highlight what is important in the data for
parents, not just make it available.

Second, the data in the first batch of the re-
cently released state report cards focus almost
entirely on academics and some college readi-
ness indicators such as ACT scores. While this
is probably the core of what most parents hope
schools will focus on, many parents will want
to know more about specific program offer-
ings, instructional approaches and the school
community in order to make the best match for
their child. While both DPI and GreatSchools’
“School Chooser” provide some informa-

tion on non-core academic programs that are
available (e.g., music, athletics) such as count
of programs or percent participating, no detail
about the offerings is provided other than that
the programs exist.

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, the
information parents have access to on student
achievement and student growth is inconsistent
across schools. Until recently, independent
schools were not required to test their choice
students with the Wis-
consin state assessment
(the Wisconsin Knowl-
edge and Concepts Ex-
amination, or WKCE).

In addition, schools
are still not required to
test or report on nonpub-
licly funded students.
As a result, the informa-
tion on the achievement and growth levels of
independent schools is spotty at best. While
some growth data for publicly funded students
attending independent schools may be avail-
able going forward, for schools that are not
entirely MPCP, the level results will be biased
(as many to most students are excluded) and
growth results might also be biased, if they are
available at all.” The net result is that parents
will only be able to compare parts of private
schools to entire individual public schools —
undermining the usefulness of the information
that is available.

The new state report cards attempt to create
a consistent measure across schools, but the
lack of availability of growth scores for high
school pupils (because they only take the state
test once in high school) and the exclusion of
private schools enrolling students via vouch-
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ers from the report card system make this an
improved measure that still falls short of being
a comprehensive tool to help parents select
schools.

Policy Recommendations

* States that promote school choice should
assume the responsibility of providing par-
ents with robust information about schools,
including both the academic achievement
and growth of their students and additional
information and descriptions of program of-
ferings and school approaches to education.

» The above will require states to develop
and maintain rich longitudinal data on all
schools in the system — including inde-
pendent schools. In order to allow for fair
comparisons, data should be collected on
all students in participating independent
schools.

* States should also ensure that “parent-
friendly” reports and tools are available that
can help parents sort through the options
available. These tools will require leveraging
state longitudinal data, but, for reasons of
user friendliness, may not best be operated
by state departments of education them-
selves. States should consider outsourc-
ing these reports to organizations such as
GreatSchools with the proven ability to
communicate unbiased information simply
and clearly.

THE DATA AGENCIES NEED

While parents need certain information in
order to choose schools wisely, leadership
and managers in public school districts need a
largely different set of data in order to manage
efficiently. One might think of MPS as a busi-

ness that needs to deliver and integrate high-
quality services (teaching, student support,
food services, transportation) from over 10,000
employees to 80,000 students at more than
160 delivery sites (schools). The budget of the
operation is proportional to its scale, over $1.2
billion dollars of current expenditures in fiscal
year 2011.'° Most strategic businesses of this
complexity and scale would use sophisticated
information systems to track delivery, moni-
tor resource usage and track customer needs,
preferences and buying habits.

Similarly, school systems could and should
use data to understand and manage outcomes
across their sites. To manage well, systems
should be connecting data across functional
areas (particularly human resources, student
and financial data) and use this information
to identify performance gaps and potential
efficiencies, create strategies for closing these
gaps and harvesting efficiencies, plot the ex-
pected impact of these strategies, and monitor
performance against expectations over time.
For instance, district leaders should be able to
get answers to the following questions:

» What recruitment sources provide the most
successful teachers?

 Are some students receiving the district’s
most effective teachers year after year while
others are receiving the least effective year
after year? Why?

* Are teachers receiving professional develop-
ment in areas appropriate to their develop-
mental needs? Do the professional devel-
opment opportunities provided to teachers
improve their performance?

* What interventions are most cost-effective
with which students?
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* How do the resources schools receive map
onto their relative student needs?

* How is progress of students, teachers and
schools related to overall system goals short-
term targets?

Unfortunately, most school systems cannot
answer, and often cannot even explore, any of
these questions. Three barriers typically hold
systems back.

First, many district in-
formation systems were
developed piecemeal to
handle day-to-day opera-
tions and to fulfill regula-
tory compliance needs.
For many years, even
accurately connecting
students to teachers was
impossible. While this is
rapidly changing, integrating this information
back to human resources systems and ultimate-
ly to financial systems is still slow going.

For example, despite a new federal man-
date that systems report expenditures by
school,'" systems still budget a large number
of school-site personnel centrally, making it
difficult to know precisely what resources are
being utilized at any given school. Likewise,
while school systems can accurately report
how much Title 1! money is being spent, they
generally cannot trace that money down to the
level of individual students. Information sys-
tems that accurately report information across
departmental silos at the appropriate level of
granularity are still a rarity.

Second, even if such systems were in
place, most school systems have a shortage
of the type of analytic talent needed to take

advantage of them. While there are plenty of
analysts involved with counting things, ensur-
ing compliance with bureaucratic regulations,
and evaluating historical programs, there are
very few “data strategists” able to use data in a
proactive way to guide strategic decisions and
model their implications for operational lead-
ership.'* Without highly trained and creative
staff to shape management questions, moni-
tor leading indicators
for desired outcomes,
perform forward-looking
analyses, and model
potential outcomes of
different interventions,
even the most advanced
information systems
cannot meaningfully
enhance management.
In the private sector, these types of roles
abound, but the need for such positions is
just beginning to be recognized in education.
However, there are some organizations focused
on developing such talent inside of educational
agencies. This author’s own center runs the
Strategic Data Project, which places just such
analysts into education agencies and provides
extensive training both for these new analysts
and for other analysts within the agency.
Education Pioneers has started a new
analyst fellowship program. Likewise, the
Education Delivery Institute works with state
agencies to create “delivery units” staffed with
analysts who can create reasoned outcome
trajectories and performance management
systems. Finally, the Regional Education
Laboratories established by the Department
of Education have been given a new focus on
helping systems manage and understand their
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data as opposed to simply providing third-par-
ty research. Nevertheless, this type of analytic
capacity is still relatively rare in education
agencies and often vulnerable to cuts in times
of economic distress.'*

This vulnerability is the result of the third
— and perhaps most important — gap prevent-
ing the effective use of data within education
agencies. In many districts, most senior man-
agement members have grown up profession-
ally in a relatively data-free culture. Because
neither data nor analysts
were available, senior
management has never
developed the expecta-
tion that the strategic
questions asked above
should be answered with
analysis as opposed to
anecdote.

Many operational
leaders in education have never experienced
examples of how analysis can support strat-
egy development and system management
on an ongoing basis. As a result, operational
and outcome targets for systems are often set
unrealistically high or too low, programs are
implemented in a manner that makes it impos-
sible to determine their efficacy at a later date,
and, in tough budget times, cuts are made with
no reference to the efficacy or efficiency of
teachers, schools and departments.

The three gaps above, of course, can serve
to reinforce one another. If leadership does
have questions, poor data systems and lack of
capacity in the system help ensure that they
cannot be answered. As a result, leaders may
become skeptical of the value of data and
analytics at the system level and underinvest,

resulting in continued inability to answer
questions. The following recommendations
are intended to help systems break out of this
vicious circle.

Policy Recommendations

* Districts should ensure that they have analyt-
ic capacity that is capable of going beyond
historical and compliance reporting to help
shape strategy and management processes.
Many districts (even large districts) will find
it difficult to fund such new positions at the

central office before the

analysts have been able

to prove their worth.

e Asaresult, local
business communi-

ties and philanthropies
should urge local educa-
tion agencies to obtain
this type of talent and
potentially even provide financial support
for these positions for a few years. Local
business leaders may be able to help districts
locally source this talent by lending staff

for an extended period of time, helping the
district structure positions that would be
attractive to graduates of policy and business
schools, or leveraging national third-party
human capital providers such as those men-
tioned above.

» Where existing information systems are
insufficient to provide the data needed for ef-
fective management, district leaders and the
business community should make the case
for better management systems and ensure
that new systems are developed to provide
the management information system lead-
ers need. For example, all publicly funded
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students should be included in the state’s
new statewide student information system
(currently in development). This will allow
schools and systems to capture historical
demographic, performance and other data on
Milwaukee’s highly mobile student popula-
tion, ensuring that critical knowledge about
students is not lost every time a student
switches school sectors.

* Insofar as states are able to support districts
in providing sophisticated information
systems, data warehouses and analytical en-
gines to their districts, they should do so. If
they are ultimately able to replace individu-
ally purchased district information systems
entirely, this could result in substantial sav-
ings across the system.

Several states, including Florida and Kentucky,
already provide their districts with substantial
portions of an IS infrastructure, and the Shared
Learning Collaborative (funded by the Bill and
Melinda Gates Foundation and the Carnegie
Foundation) is a new initiative to allow states
to create the data storage and infrastructure to
allow districts and other local education agen-
cies the ability to store and use student-level
data to individualize student instruction. These
are both positive developments that one hopes
will expand.

THE DATA POLICYMAKERS AND THE
PUBLIC NEED

As noted above, many metropolitan areas have
choice environments evolving that will allow
publicly funded students to attend schools not
controlled by their geographic school district.
Milwaukee, for instance, has a very robust
choice environment in that its students can

attend independent schools, charter schools
and other districts in addition to MPS. As a
result, system leaders and civic leaders need to
consider all education providers, not just the
district, when developing strategies to improve
educational outcomes. Given a choice environ-
ment and high mobility between systems, sim-
ply relying on a districts’ internal management
data to measure and monitor progress will be
insufficient both for districts and for communi-
ties as a whole.

Both civic leaders and district leaders will
want to know the answers to questions such as:

» What are the characteristics of those who
switch into and out of the district? Who is
attracted to which schools?

* How do parent preferences implicitly rank
schools — and how does this ranking com-
pare to value-added, level scores or other
“public” measures of school quality? In oth-
er words, do parents appear to value school
qualities other than academic growth? If so,
what do they value?

* Do any schools seem to have particular
success reaching different types of students
(controlling for prior achievement)? Do
different types of schools have different
levels of post-secondary success with similar
students?

* Do any schools seem to be particularly ef-
ficient (in terms of spending and resources
expending) in achieving student growth and
success?

Once again, the Wisconsin Department of

Public instruction provides some guidance to
those thinking about how to do this. Over the
past years, it has created a moderately robust



longitudinal data warehouse and the “Multi-
Dimensional Analytic Tool,” which allows
teachers, school leaders and administrators
to track student growth by characteristic and
compare to the rest of the state.

In addition, the School Choice Demonstra-
tion Project at the University of Arkansas has
recently completed a five-year longitudinal
study of Milwaukee’s school voucher program,
creating over 30 reports with detailed infor-
mation about many aspects of Milwaukee’s
education system. Although focused on the
question of the impact of school choice, this
work provides insights into some of the above
questions and, importantly, the data collected
through this project might serve as a source for
answering additional critical questions beyond
the focus of the project.

However, the systems that are being
developed today have some important limita-
tions. First, they tend to be primarily student-
focused. Much management data is lacking
— especially links that would allow analysts to
connect student programs to financial data.

Second, confidentiality considerations
prevent school and district leaders from having
direct access to data from other agencies in
the state. As a result, it is hard for one educa-
tion provider to learn from others and also
hard for an agency to trace success or failure
as students cross providers. This is a problem
in the private sector as well — companies
often build their competitive advantage around
information asymmetries. However, this is an
area where we may want to consider informa-
tion linking of programs and schools to student
performance and outcomes as a social good
as opposed to a private good of the individual
education providers.
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Third, and this is particular to Wisconsin,
assessments are given in late fall as opposed
to late spring. As a result, instruction and pro-
grams occurring during two different school
years are effectively mashed together in the
growth results. While this may be acceptable
when looking at performance at the school
level (at least when not looking at the first
year of instruction in the school), it is likely to
introduce considerable noise into any evalua-
tions of teacher groups or targeted, single-year
interventions.

One way to mitigate the first two issues
above is through the creation of a research
consortium. While the Consortium on Chi-
cago School Research was founded over two
decades ago, the idea of research consortia
for large districts has been rising in popularity
over the last few years, with consortia being
created in New York, Los Angeles, Michigan,
and the Kansas City area, among others.

These consortia are collections of primar-
ily university-based researchers who work in
an ongoing manner with their respective local
education agencies to provide rigorous analysis
that can inform critical issues the agency or
agencies are facing. In 2009, Melissa Roder-
ick, John Q. Easton and Penny Bender Sebring
described the themes that guide CCSR’s ap-
proach:

(1) [R]esearch must be closely connected
over time to the core problem facing practi-
tioners and decision-makers; (2) making an
impact means researchers must pay careful
attention to the process by which people
learn, assimilate new information and ideas,
internalize that information, and connect it
to their own problems of practice; and (3)
building capacity [of the system] requires
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that the role of the researcher shift from
outside expert to interactive participant in
the building of knowledge of what matters
for student success.'

Such a consortium acts as a thought partner
for its agencies and the public, collecting and
maintaining data over time, engaging stake-
holders in both the selection of what to study
and in the findings and interpretations of the
results.

A consortium could
provide several advan-
tages to Milwaukee and
other similar districts
with robust choice envi-
ronments. First, it could
work with state and local
agencies to assemble
and maintain outcome
data in a “neutral” space
across multiple agencies with this perspective,
it would be able to identify key data gaps for
all agencies in the system (and for the state).
Second, such a consortium could bring a
technical capacity to bear on common educa-
tional problems that small agencies (charters
and independent schools) cannot. Finally, there
are often low levels of trust between school
districts, charter schools and schools that re-
ceive vouchers. This is not surprising, as these
groups are competing — but it does hamper
information sharing. A consortium could
provide analyses that are seen as credible by
all parties on questions and identified as most
important by these parties.

However, creating a consortium will not
completely solve the data challenge fac-
ing policymakers and managers in a multi-

provider environment. Because a consortium
would need to work with many stakeholders
and agencies in Milwaukee, it could become
mired in the politics of deciding what to study.
Second, the timelines of academic researchers
rarely match those of agency decision-makers.
As a result, while a consortium could answer
long-term questions around parent prefer-
ences and student success in different types
of schools, it would be neither responsive nor
quick enough to answer
certain “real-time” man-
agement questions (such
as whether a particular
* program reduces the
' number of transfers out
of MPS) in a timeframe
that would be helpful to
current leaders.

Finally, there are
logistical and financial barriers to the creation
of a consortium in places like Milwaukee and
all but the largest cities. Chicago, New York
and Los Angeles are ideal locations to set up
consortia. They have very large student popu-
lations that allow for studies to have sufficient
statistical power in their results; they have a
large number of local research universities that
can provide the analytic firepower needed to
lead the studies; and they have a strong local
funder base that can help support the endeavor
in an ongoing manner.

Milwaukee and similar places may struggle
to meet each of these preconditions. Funding
may be a particular challenge as more and
more localities attempt to start such consortia,
all calling on the same national funders.

Policy Recommendations



« States should provide districts, charters and
other education providers with systems that
allow providers to compare their results at
relatively high levels of granularity. Ideally,
states should be able to use these same sys-
tems to gain insight into the cost effective-
ness of different providers, the movement
of students across providers, and the causes
of this movement and its impact on student
achievement.

* Markets with multiple providers, such as
Milwaukee, should consider establishing
a research consortium to allow knowledge
about providers to be built up over time and
made available to policymakers and provid-
ers. However, there are challenges for all but
the largest metropolitan areas. Midsize areas
may want to consider banding together with
other cities to create consortia with sufficient
scale, or states may want to consider creat-
ing state-level consortia themselves. Both
of these solutions would, however, reduce
the focus of the consortium on Milwaukee-
specific problems.

CONCLUSION

Data has the potential to be a crucial tool in the
improvement of student outcomes. While both
the state of Wisconsin and the Milwaukee Pub-
lic Schools bring significant data assets to the
table, building on and leveraging these assets
to improve performance will be challenging.
Ultimately, Milwaukee and other metropoli-
tan areas need to develop data systems that
provide consistent and relevant data to parents,
school leaders, system leaders and policymak-
ers that can cross the boundaries of multiple
providers of educational services. This will
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give states, school providers and parents the
information they need to manage toward out-
comes, as opposed to the simplistic data they
currently receive that confirms the failure or
success of students long after it is too late to
do anything about it.
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percentages of children from low-income families to help
ensure that all children meet challenging state academic
standards.” See http://www2.ed.gov/programs/titleiparta/
index.html.

13 The term “data strategist” is from Sarah Glover, Execu-
tive Director, Strategic Partnerships at the Harvard Gradu-
ate School of Education.

!4 Strategic Data Project description available at http://
www.gse.harvard.edu/~pfpie/index.php/sdp/, Education
Pioneers at http://www.educationpioneers.org/, U.S. Edu-
cation Delivery Institute at http://www.deliveryinstitute.
org/.

15 The Consortium on Chicago School Research: A New
Model for the Role of Research in Supporting Urban
School Reform, the Consortium on Chicago School
Research at the University of Chicago Urban Education
Institute, 2009.
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LEADING SYSTEMIC REFORM

BY HEATHER ZAVADSKY

Milwaukee, like many other large urban districts, suffers from chronic low-

performance. For decades, concern over how to improve school districts,
particularly urban districts, has fueled a frenzy of reform solutions, policies and
research studies. While some people claim that nothing has changed in education
over the past five decades, the growing number of districts yielding dramatic
performance gains proves otherwise. Particularly for districts with great potential,

like Milwaukee, successful districts provide a wealth of knowledge about

improving education through systemic reform to create coherence and consistency

where needed while allowing room for choice and innovation.

Milwaukee, like many other large urban dis-
tricts, suffers from chronic low-performance.
For decades, concern over how to improve
school districts, particularly urban districts, has
fueled a frenzy of reform solutions, policies
and research studies. While some people claim
that nothing has changed in education over
the past five decades, the growing number of
districts yielding dramatic performance gains
proves otherwise. Particularly for districts with
great potential, like Milwaukee, successful
districts provide a wealth of knowledge about
improving education through systemic reform
to create coherence and consistency where
needed while allowing room for choice and
innovation.

Despite growing availability of innovative
solutions, it is important to keep in mind one

of the biggest lessons learned over time: Piece-
meal reform will not work. Raising achieve-
ment for all student groups beyond one great
classroom or school requires changing the way
we think about education reform. Rather than
focusing on a single school level, program,
practice, technology or model, we must focus
on desired outcomes and build the system
accordingly. This concept falls much in line
with the way Michael Horn and Meg Evans
(this volume) describe nurturing innovation by
providing flexibility, with inputs to be directed
toward an explicit set of target outcomes.

This lesson is particularly important, and
difficult to heed, in a choice environment as
complex as Milwaukee’s. In 2012, about 36
percent of Milwaukee K-12 education students
attend school outside MPS. The vast majority
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are doing so with public dollars. Continuing
trends suggest that the percentage of Milwau-
kee students in MPS will continue to shrink.
However, over 85,000 students still occupy
MPS classrooms, and the district, no mat-
ter how many students it serves, remains a
crucial piece of the education reform puzzle in
Milwaukee. Its importance is highlighted by
individual success stories such as Rufus King,
Reagan and Carmen high schools, Garland El-
ementary and the many other traditional, spe-
cialty and charter schools within the system.
Still, successes are too few and too often
confined to schools with selective admis-

sion requirements. Comprehensive education
reform in Milwaukee means improving options
outside MPS, but also identifying the educa-
tional values, outcomes and inputs needed to
improve MPS’ position as a quality member of
Milwaukee’s education marketplace.

A strategy for MPS can and should mirror
the strategies recommended for non-MPS op-
tions. This includes identification of tools and
supports, a process for obtaining and develop-
ing the right talent as outlined by Ranjit Nair
(this volume) and Doug Lemov (this volume),
putting in place accountability and monitor-
ing structures to gauge progress as described

EDITOR’S NOTE

The Milwaukee Public School System is the prob-
lem child of the state of Wisconsin. It is the largest
system, the most expensive and the most troubled.
Yet it’s that same system that is the crucial piece to
city’s education reform puzzle. It’s a system that

is already in place. It functions. It just has to be re-
formed. And a top-down, one-size-fits-all approach
will not yield the needed reforms. Neither will a
complete decentralization.

There is no way of getting around it. The reform
needed in Milwaukee’s schools must start with
MPS. And according to Zavadsky, this makes sense
— MPS offers the logical organizational model to
support real reform. It has already shown its will-
ingness to accommodate different types of schools
and has closed schools that were not perform-

ing. But the transformation To accomplish this,
Zavadsky offers a three point process: the problems
and the plan must (1) be assessed, (2) it must be
implemented and finally (3) it should be evaluated
and reviewed.

1. The assessment. Time should first be allotted to
talk to the various people who are involved be-

fore building a strategy. These people should be
included in the decisions. Keep the goals limited
to a small number. Use innovative models, use
the core elements, which include curriculum
standards, teachers, performance but always keep
in mind the relationships with students.

2. Implementation. Minimize layers between the
central office and the schools. Help the commu-
nication between all involved. Focus the message
in a daily guidepost. And then connect the vari-
ous departments to execute the strategic plan.

3. Evaluation. Provide time to review the data.
Frequently monitor the process. Assess the diag-
nostic information of what is being taught on a
regular basis. Finally, create accountability in the
review process.

New technology should be used in this process.

But these innovations should not lead to isolated,
piecemeal reform. Also watch be cognizant of other
obstacles as well: union contract intransigence and
parental non-involvement and possible negative
reactions to any sort of change will hold back
reforms.




by Jon Fullerton (this volume), and building
quality-control mechanisms such as those
described by Mike Petrilli (this volume).
Whether a strategy includes employing
differentiated teacher compensation strate-
gies or partnering with a charter management
organization, the actors and
stakeholders should be clear
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a successful and sustainable improvement pro-
cess can be achieved systemically by using the
school district as the hub to ensure that focus
and support are always front and center. Thus,
the district role becomes facilitating develop-
ment of clear and executable goals and a plan,
identifying the necessary

about expected outcomes,
organizational beliefs, tools
and supports and about how
they contribute to succes-
sive progression toward
target outcomes. Maintain-
ing coherence for students
and families — the consum-

“A “one-size-fits-all”
solution is not the answer,
but neither is complete
decentralization.”

inputs, providing imple-
mentation support, and as-
sisting with evaluation and
course adjustment. Coher-
ence is extremely important
for Milwaukee, as it is em-
ploying a number of school
options and interventions to

ers — while making room

for innovation is important. A “one-size-fits-all”
solution is not the answer, but neither is com-
plete decentralization.

MPS has shown a willingness to embrace
nontraditional approaches. In 2012, 8 percent
of MPS’ total enrollment is in charter, contract
and partnership schools staffed by non-MPS
employees. These schools operate as inde-
pendent institutions under contract with the
district. Notably, the percentage of MPS stu-
dents in these classrooms has been capped by a
memo of understanding between MPS and the
Milwaukee Teacher’s Education Association
at 8 percent of total enrollment. However, the
passage of Wisconsin’s collective bargaining
reform will enable the MPS board to further
embrace these options. MPS has a newfound
potential to create an appropriate balance, fo-
cused on improvement, in the ways it delivers
education to Milwaukee students.

As the examples in the paper show, creating

address performance.

Another way to frame
the district’s role is that of quality control,
as described by Petrilli as regulating certain
aspects of inputs and processes; providing out-
come-based accountability mechanisms; and
broadening opportunities for different types
of models and schools to create market-based
options for students and parents. MPS can
exercise quality control in its traditional role
as manager, but can also serve as an increas-
ingly active school authorizer and contractor.
The goal is to be creative in delivery systems
and acquisition of proper inputs like strong
talent and high-leverage resource allocation
practices, but tight on outcomes and certain
processes to ensure alignment and transpar-
ency for consumers.

Creativity and systems are typically at
odds, yet both can be accomplished simulta-
neously and well. This paper will draw upon
lessons learned from high-improving and
award-winning urban districts such as Aldine,
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Texas; Boston; Charlotte-Mecklenburg, N.C.;
Denver; and Garden Grove, Long Beach and
Sacramento, Calif., all of which have cre-
ated conditions to yield marked improvement
in student achievement, particularly in the
most struggling schools. These districts were
selected based on their ability
to raise student achievement
while improving various as-
pects of their overall systems.
Information from the districts
largely came from interviews
with superintendents, as-
sociate superintendents and
deputy superintendents.

The following sections
will provide a simple frame-
work through field-based
examples of how to organize
a coherent systemic reform
approach while juggling the
many other contextual factors
that can impede progress. The
framework provides steps and examples that
apply to three phases of reform work:

* Assessing and planning

¢ Implementing
 Evaluating and revising

The chapter will conclude with a summa-
tion of lessons from high-improving districts.

ASSESSING AND PLANNING

The first phase for a good improvement
strategy is to identify desired outcomes for
the system, assess its current status and map
out a plan to obtain desired outcomes. While
seemingly simple, the process can be quite
complex and time-consuming. Among barriers

to improved outcomes are long-term institu-
tional culture, limiting policies at all levels,
entrenched beliefs about education and expec-
tations, and societal realities.

Districts that are known for having achieved
wide-spread improvement, particularly those
facing challenging condi-
tions, spend considerable
time on this phase to get
the right people at the ta-
ble, create an appropriate
plan based on what works,
gain buy-in, and prepare
the many intricate parts
of the system that need
to fall into place. Mil-
waukee’s long history of
contested and often-failed
plans for improvement
illustrates what happens
when reforms are pro-
duced without buy-in of
both the community and a
significant number of non-MPS education pro-
viders. The steps to beginning the process are
to identify a reasonable number of short-term
and long-term outcome goals, clarify beliefs
about what constitutes high-quality instruction,
assess the gap between the current system and
those outcomes, and then build a strategic plan
to get there.

Assessing — Getting Started

When a superintendent first takes the helm

of a district, he or she faces the daunting task
of figuring out where to start and what to do.
Some will opt to put into place what they
implemented in a prior district, which may or
may not have been similar in context and may



or may not be an improvement over what was
already in place.

Often with this approach, not much front-
end assessing occurs. The trouble with trans-
planting prior practices is that they may not be
viable in different systems, likely will not gain
buy-in, and often seed a starting-and-stopping
reform regime that changes with each new dis-
trict leader.! There is little
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performance to unacceptable school facilities.
Raymond was able to improve overall academ-
ics and school conditions across the district
and yield performance increases in six out of
seven targeted turnaround schools.

Like Boasberg, Raymond spent his first
hundred days speaking to people, observing in
classrooms and reviewing data. While Boas-

berg found many viable

evidence that this approach
works; it should be avoided
without more thoughtful
preparation.

Before stepping in
and implementing a plan,
many leaders engage in a
thorough system assess-
ment during what is com-
monly known in schools
as “the first hundred days.”

“Many districts find
that gaining buy-in and
leveraging expertise in the
crafting of a strategic plan
can become an extensive
and time-consuming
process.”

structures and practices

in place, Raymond found
virtually none. Thus, he re-
organized his central office
team to support and connect
instruction-related depart-
ments, provided closer
oversight to schools, and
targeted improving teach-
ing through the use of data
inquiry methods.

Denver Superintendent
Tom Boasberg, who started in 2009, helped
improve numerous struggling schools through
innovative programs and charter partnerships.
Rather than coming in as a new leader and
changing the entire system, Boasberg spent the
first hundred days to nine months observing in
schools, meeting with his cabinet and speaking
to numerous stakeholders to assess what was
working, identify areas of tension, and under-
stand the culture and climate. Next, he and
his team spent time analyzing multiple data
sources, including achievement data, student
surveys, enrollment trends and discipline data
to inform the district’s top priorities.

In 2009, Sacramento Superintendent
Jonathan Raymond inherited a district that
he felt had many issues, from poor academic

In contrast, Chris
Steinhauser, a product and long-term veteran
of Long Beach, had worked side-by-side with
the previous superintendent of 10 years, Carl
Cohen, when he inherited the district. Conse-
quently, Steinhauser already knew the culture
of the district and had seen the reform work
10 years prior. Thus, Steinhauser focused on
how he could accelerate what was already
started by moving the improvement process
down from the secondary to the elementary
level. The important commonality among these
three leaders is their decision to wait until they
understood system conditions before deciding
what to execute and how.

Creating a Strategic Plan
Once district leaders understand current condi-
tions and target outcomes, they need to build
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a clear strategic plan, with a framework for
measuring progress, to identify the tools and
strategies necessary to get there. This activ-
ity is similar to what Kingsland (this volume)
describes in what he calls “Design Principal
One” for creating a recovery school district.
District leaders believe that a concise, thought-
ful and manageable strategic plan is imperative
for clearly articulat-
ing goals and strate-
gies; identifying the
components that must
connect and align; cre-
ating accountability for
implementation; and
maintaining focus.
Many examples
of strong strategic
plans can found on the
Web.? The Denver 2010 Plan outlines in detail
how to address such essential elements as the
instructional core, human capital, family and
community engagement, strategic financial
resource management, and expectations for
accountability. Aside from the content itself,
the biggest issues in building a solid strategic
plan are deciding whom to involve during the
process, determining a reasonable number of
goals or reform strategies, identifying the in-
puts that must connect and align for execution,
and ensuring that system actors follow it.
Many districts find that gaining buy-in
and leveraging expertise in the crafting of a
strategic plan can become an extensive and
time-consuming process. However, many
leaders attest that it is worth the time and
effort. To make sure their plan sets the right
targets and gains buy-in, Long Beach leaders

spend significant time building their plan with
multiple stakeholders representing all aspects
of the system.

For their latest strategic plan, 65 people
met for six months working on mission, vi-
sion, values and metrics. District leaders note
that the planning team always includes two
board members through the entire process to
maintain board buy-in.
In most districts, as in
Long Beach, the plan
covers a five-year time
span. While the process
may seem daunting,
Long Beach leaders
feel the end result is

thorough and thought-
ful and results in wide-
spread adoption.

Because a strategic plan should have a
manageable number of focus areas — three to
five according to most of the superintendents
interviewed — leaders must consider how to
identify and prioritize what will be accom-
plished in a given year. Long Beach began
its improvement process many years ago by
addressing three specific initiatives: adopting
school uniforms to set a cultural change toward
academic rigor; requiring summer school for
third-graders reading below grade level, and
ending social promotion.

Even though three is a small number of
initiatives, Steinhauser emphasized the impor-
tance of understanding how many components
must connect to implement or improve in these
three areas. For example, to end social promo-
tion, the district had to change professional
development, realign the work of the research
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department, and find appropriate assessments
and interventions. According to Steinhauser,
“All of these things change the culture of the
system, as does having positive results and
making sure you aren’t just shooting random
arrows. You can’t say you are working on ‘x’
and then bring in 10 other unrelated things;
nothing will get accomplished.” Other lead-
ers confirmed that losing focus can quickly
foster a “this-too-shall-pass” culture within the
district.

Along with limiting the number of goals
and initiatives, the focus for the plan should be
on teaching and learning or “what hits clos-
est to the classroom,” in the words of several
leaders. For Laura Schwalm, superintendent
of Garden Grove Unified School District since
1999, that means building the instructional
capacity of teachers, setting common expecta-
tions and addressing aspects of the system that
most impact kids, “If it’s the bus schedule and
kids are showing up late, then that has to be
addressed.”

Another good place to start, according to
Schwalm, is to “figure out what is driving your
people the craziest and fix that; it will raise
your credibility and allow you to move the rest
of your plan forward.” The district, near Ana-
heim, Calif., won a prestigious Broad Prize for
Urban Education in 2004.

Using an articulation of beliefs and theory
of action is helpful for illustrating how the
goals and strategies connect systemically. All
too often, district strategic plans consist of
what feels like a random list of goals. To help
communicate how their goals and strategies
relate, Denver leaders use a graphic to illus-
trate how the pieces fit together (see Figure 1).
Taken from the 2010 Denver Plan, the graphic

depicts the various micro-system levels mov-
ing from the inside out, showing first class-
rooms (students, content, teachers), schools
(people, resources, family and community) and
culture (service and high expectations) as a
means to tie together the system.

Figure 2 illustrates the key focus areas for
Charlotte’s 2014 plan. While it does not show
relationships, it does illustrate how all activi-
ties fall under two main focus areas: improving
teaching and managing performance. Included
in the graphic are specific measurement goals
for each delineated strategy.

The important part of the actual strategic
plan document is that it clearly delineates
target goals, mission vision and beliefs, and
it illustrates to various system actors and
consumers how all the pieces connect toward
achievement of desired outcomes. Addition-
ally, it addresses how all of the essential inputs
— curriculum and instruction, human capital,
performance management or accountability,

Figure 1

swudents Firg,

interventions and stakeholder relationships —
will be addressed.
Milwaukee has almost every one of these
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elements present in its current strategic plan,
which was implemented in 2007 and runs
through 2012. Goals, objectives, outcome
measures, mission/vision/
beliefs, and action steps are ~ Figure 2

clearly delineated.> However,

and among schools, between the central of-
fice and schools, and with various levels of
stakeholders. In addition to structures, priming

Strategic Plan 2014: Teaching Our Way to the Top

the strategic plan is virtually
absent from public discourse
and has received almost no

[ Improving Teaching

KEY GOALS
Managing Performance

media attention.

E

The development of MPS’
next plan, the first under the S
leadership of Superintendent
Gregory Thornton, must
clearly articulate where flex-
ibility can be granted, and Measurement
delineate structures and prac-
tices that can better connect e
the right aspects of the sys-
tem for tighter alignment and W2
coherence. In addition, work

should be done to make the

plan highly visible, measur-

1. Ettoctive Toaching ond Leadership

One hundred percent of students achieve mare
than a year's worth of growth in a year's time,

Teachers and leaders will narrow the achievement
oap between the lowest-performing and highest-
performing students.

2. Performance Management

Ninety percent of all employees will meet or
exceed expectations by 2014,

3. Increasing the Graduation Rate

Increase the number of students who graduate
In Tour years from 66 percent 1o 90 percent

Areas of Focus

Measurement:
CMS technalogy infrastructure will be capable
of supparting 98 percent of all academic and
business demands for service by the 2014-2015
school year,

5. Environmental Stewardship

Measurement;
Reduce all utility consumption by 20 percent.
solid wastes by fiva percent and poliutants by
20 percent.

6. Parent and Community Connections

Measurements:
Increase the number of family members who
participate in Parent University courses to 30,000
by 2014,

A district family survey will indicate that 85
percent of parents believe that family involvemnent
is valued in their child's school.

District partners will be surveyed annually and
indicate a 75 percent or higher satistaction rate
on partnership effactiveness.

able, frequently referenced,

and accessible to relevant

stakeholders. Including feedback from teachers
and principals would also be a useful step for
the district, as there seems to be some commu-
nication and buy-in gaps between schools and
central office, as evidenced by results from a
teacher survey conducted by the University of
Chicago.*

IMPLEMENTING

Once a strategic plan is in place, a step that
straddles planning and implementation must
first occur: organizing for implementa-

tion. This means considering organizational
structures across the central office, across

for implementation might also entail setting
procedures to allow for open and accessible
communication.

The goal is to ensure that all parts of the
system — classrooms, schools and central
office — have the right tools and support
to maintain consistency and alignment. For
example, using pay-for-performance compen-
sation structures to attract and retain teachers
requires not only involvement from human
resources, it also involves payroll, principals
and teachers, adequate data systems, accurate
evaluation and measurement tools, and media
and communication strategies. How the vari-
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ous structures and processes are set up to work
in concert to execute the plan is a crucial step
for implementation.

Once in place, implementation should focus
on providing support and maintaining coher-
ence and focus for the activities outlined in the
strategic plan. Though an

separately.

Subsequently, prior to creating a strategic
plan, Raymond first created an entire academic
division, an accountability division, and a
family and community engagement division
to better align the work. With many positions
in the central office vacant,
he had great hiring oppor-

MPS strategic plan cannot
govern the actions of other
education sectors in Mil-
waukee, its implementation
should reflect the reality
of a divided marketplace
where parents frequently
switch not only schools
but sectors. Collaboration
between the district and
private and charter schools

“Another organizational
structure to consider is
how to keep different types
of school models like
charters or virtual schools
connected within the
district system.”

tunities, so he focused on
tapping talent within the
district. He hired a chief
academic officer and a
technology director, and
he assigned three assistant
superintendents to oversee
schools. He also reorga-
nized the schools from
discrete levels (elementary,

should be pursued where
possible to find common
ways to further the unifying goal of a higher
performing K-12 education system.

Organizing for Governance and Support
Leaders of high-improving districts often point
out the difference between moving into a sys-
tem with viable existing structures like Aldine,
Garden Grove, Boston, Long Beach, Charlotte-
Mecklenburg, and, for the most part, Denver,
as opposed to one with either too many layers
or too many areas operating in silos. For exam-
ple, when he came to Sacramento, Raymond
found no workable structures in place to fully
support academics. No academic team existed,
there was no logic to how school oversight was
organized, and there were no organized efforts
to oversee or support teaching and learning.
Departments like curriculum, professional
development and human resources all worked

middle and high schools) to
K-12 geographic areas like
feeder patterns, which allowed better coher-
ence and alignment among elementary, middle
and high schools.

In Boston, Chris Coxon, deputy superin-
tendent for Teaching and Learning from 2001
to 2007 under Tom Payzant, felt that changing
the existing central office structures would not
work for him or for the district, so he changed
how existing positions were used. For example,
he moved subject-area instructional coaches
and professional development leaders from
the curriculum department to report directly to
him. He also moved a high school redesign of-
fice to the same department as the high school
supervisors to reduce reporting confusion and
create better alignment.

Similarly, in Charlotte, Peter Gorman, su-
perintendent from 2006 to 2011, changed the
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work of his accountability division by having
it focus on the effectiveness of all district em-
ployees rather than just on student outcomes.
Gorman says that it was easier for him to focus
on instruction and human capital development
because he was working with experienced
finance and operational personnel who kept
those areas of the district running smoothly
without his interven-
tion.

In addition to
organizing the central
office, districts must
consider the layers
and oversight between
the central office and
schools. For Garden
Grove, Laura Schwalm
always felt that the
district should have a simple, “relatively flat”
organizational structure with only one layer
between schools and the superintendent. To
keep reporting simple so that people would
know “how to get things done,” she focused on
organizing the central office to serve schools,
rather than the converse.

In 2004, during Broad Prize interviews,
Schwalm had a lean cabinet, with members
who could undoubtedly step into each other’s
positions at any time because they were so well
aligned. By design she has always had just two
assistant superintendents who provide school
oversight and evaluation support to schools,
one over elementary and one over secondary.
“The downside,” explained Schwalm “is those
people are very busy supervising up to 47
principals.” However, the schools leaders have
said that they benefit from the consistency and
simplicity of that arrangement.

While Boasberg kept the reform direc-
tion and curriculum the same when he came
to Denver, he did make some organizational
changes by creating more direct supervision
over schools and reducing layers between
central office and schools by placing separate
supervisors over elementary and secondary
schools. Additionally, he hired an executive
director over the Of-
fice of School Reform
and Innovation. This
reduced the layers be-
tween schools and the
superintendent from
four to two and created
more opportunities for
school personnel to
interface with him.

Another organi-
zational structure to consider is how to keep
different types of school models like charters
or virtual schools connected within the district
system. In Denver, the district is implementing
two large regional turnaround strategies. One,
the Far Northeast Regional Effort, is overseen
jointly by the district and an external partner,
Blueprint Schools, and it engages with high-
performing charter management organiza-
tions that share buildings with regular district
schools.

These efforts are coordinated in the district
by having a central office leader working
closely with the external partner and schools,
and through additional support from the Office
of School Reform and Innovation. To add more
coherence, the district monitors the progress
of all schools, even charter schools, through
the same accountability framework, detailed
further in the Evaluating and Revising section



below. Thus, Denver students reap the benefits
of program alignment as they move from tra-
ditional to innovative school models, and the
different school models benefit from sharing of
facilities, services and knowledge.

Maintaining Clarity and Coherence
Ensuring that a plan is used
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are not individual islands, there are certain
standard practices, all to frame how we think
and talk, and then he shows how your ques-
tion fits. Even if you were looking for quick
sound bites, you had to hear the whole ‘spiel,’
but when you got it, it made sense, and you
understood how the was

to maintain focus and clar-
ity means being thoughtful
about creating uniform
messages and creating op-
portunities for structured
collaboration that will
bring together all the right
departments and actors

for any given strategy.
Much reform fails because
leaders do not consider

all of the elements that

“When a newly appointed
principal took on a
chronically low-performing
school, he decided to
create a middle school arts
academy based on what
he knew about the students

and community.”

thinking.”

In Charlotte, Gorman
worked to ensure that the
chief finance officer and
the chief academic officer
were “rowing together in
the same direction” to align
finance and instruction. He
also found monthly meet-
ings between principals
and the executive district
leaders to be very valuable.

must align, do not create a
consistent message, and/or
do not create mechanisms for cross-functional
work.

To maintain an aligned vision in Boston,
Tom Payzant was highly involved in the in-
structional program, and he insisted on being
well-informed about curriculum and changes
in state standards. He worked hard to keep
the district “on message” through frequent
meetings with cross-functional central office
teams representing both the operational and
instructional divisions. Payzant also excelled at
keeping the vision a daily presence.

Coxon related that Payzant would frame ev-
erything in the context of the district’s reform.
“Even if your question has nothing to do with
teaching and learning, he will begin talking
about the school system, and how schools

In those meetings, Gorman
would “connect the dots for
them, talk about something related to strategic
plan, and then link to upcoming work.”

To connect to a broader audience, he would
also have a weekly media briefing, particularly
when rolling out a new policy, program or
initiative. He also convened “calibration meet-
ings” to talk about how the district handles cer-
tain things to create consistency. For example,
he would have the principals all bring in their
assistant principal evaluations, talk about them,
and compare ratings to discuss how they were
evaluating them. Gorman felt it was important
to constantly calibrate in various different
areas, from instruction to facility management.

In Denver, the central office departments
meet weekly for several hours as an entire
team to talk about alignment and academics
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with an instructional focus. Then teams break
down into their specific areas and meet for
several hours and report back. Additionally,
the assistant superintendent of post-secondary
readiness, Antwan Wilson, has his direct
reports provide weekly written status reports
to provide updates and
identify concerns. Dur-
ing the week he meets
with each of them
individually (there are
five) for more substan-
tive discussions.

Balancing Coherence
with Choice and In-
novation

Coherent systems
provide programmatic alignment for students
through and across grade level and school
transitions, and they help organize monitoring,
support and evaluation systems to moni-

tor progress. Coherence can be maintained
without managing inputs and processes too
tightly and without instituting a one-size-fits-
all model.

A district can balance oversight in some
areas, such instructional practices and account-
ability systems, to maintain quality and gauge
progress (see Kingsland, this volume, and
Petrilli, this volume), yet still provide flexible
delivery and model options. MPS has shown a
willingness to terminate charter contracts, and,
according to the School Choice Demonstration
Project, close down schools that were under-
performing.’ The district should continue to
make school closure and reorganization deci-
sions based on performance.

In Long Beach, school placement is driven

by regional choice rather than by assignment
or feeder pattern. When a newly appointed
principal took on a chronically low-performing
school, he decided to create a middle school
arts academy based on what he knew about

the students and community. Similarly, Denver

schools are also driven
== 1

by regional choice

2N

B starting in middle
school. Thus, every
year in the spring,
middle schools begin
to “market” themselves
to prospective students
and parents. In addi-
tion to marketing for
school choice, Denver
and several other districts with schools in one
of the four turnaround models use marketing
and rebranding strategies to attract students
and teachers into newly created models such as
science academies, charter schools and schools
of technology, for example.

The important point from these examples
is that these schools were allowed to break out
of traditional molds as long as they maintained
the district’s core instructional values and
produced what were deemed as acceptable
outcomes. The freedom to develop new models
was not the only reform strategy; other district
processes such as human-capital strategies,
professional development, interventions, re-
source allocation, and accountability structures
were still included to ensure that the models
were well-supported and successful.

In Milwaukee, during this phase, it might be
important for the district to keep its plan pres-
ent through consistent and frequent messaging,
consider how various programs and models
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can plug into the plan, ensure that parents and
community members are well-informed about
various school options within the district, and
consider what district elements and practices
should be centralized and/or supported by the
district to maintain educational coherence for
students as they transition

trusts the data and how they will be used.

Powerful Data Systems

The better the data, the more utility they have.

For data to be useful to a district, they need to

be accessible, easily queried and disaggregat-

ed, and, ideally, pulled from multiple sources.
The best data systems

through the K-12 con-
tinuum.

“One of the discoveries

EVALUATING AND
REVISING

The one thing all high-
improving districts have
in common is a strong

that struggling districts
often make is a lack of
meaningful or
timely data.”

are those that allow users
to review formative and
summative assessment
results; see student record
information like transcripts,
absences, and disciplinary
infractions; and connect to
the curriculum or stan-

performance-management
system. One of the discov-
eries that struggling districts often make is a
lack of meaningful or timely data. The ability
to make course corrections at all levels before
small problems become bigger is paramount to
the improvement process. As Jon Fullerton as-
serts in his piece on research and development,
many district leaders believe that they have
reams of data, but in reality, they are “data rich
and information poor.”

Being data-driven means more than collect-
ing data; it means having a powerful data-
management system, useful assessments that
reflect what was taught and learned, structured
monitoring systems and tools, time to review
and discuss data, and knowledge about how to
interpret and respond to data. Despite the fact
that MPS has been a pioneer in the use of value-
added data, there is little evidence that this
information is being consistently used to guide
decision-making at the school or district level. It
is important that the district build a culture that

dards.

One example of a useful
and comprehensive data system can be found
in Boston. Their system, My BPS, is a “one-
stop” system that ties various data sources to
instruction, including formative and summa-
tive student assessment data, student record
data, tips on how to use and interpret the data,
links to state standards and learning objectives
tied to assessment questions, and samples of
exemplary student-written compositions and
scores. Interactive graphs displaying student
performance data linked to specific questions
on state assessments are also available.

The more data sources housed in one system,
the better for targeting appropriate interven-
tions. A unique challenge to Milwaukee is the
absence of easily accessible performance data
across sectors. A single database with infor-
mation for all Milwaukee pupils that provides
a complete data record regardless of school
transfers between sectors is crucial for making
specific district interventions successful.
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Monitoring Strategies
In addition to providing an accessible, com-
prehensive data system, the district plays a key
role in creating continuous monitoring systems
to ensure that all levels are implementing the
strategic plan with fidelity, and to identify
support and intervention
needs. While many of
these monitoring systems
also serve as account-
ability tools (see below
and Petrilli, this volume)
classroom monitoring
systems often come in

the form of structured
walk-through processes.
Walk-throughs differ from
typical classroom obser-

vations, as they are often
implemented separately
from teacher evaluations and are structured to
observe certain aspects of instruction.
High-improving systems commonly imple-
ment structured walk-through processes with
a team composed of leaders and teachers
who use a rubric to document specific target
activities, such as using appropriate question-
ing techniques. Boston implemented quar-
terly curriculum-monitoring walk-throughs
to ensure the target standards and their
selected instructional strategies were being
implemented. To provide flexibility, Boston
required fewer adherences to those structures
in high-performing schools and focused more
closely on struggling schools. In addition to
walk-throughs, districts also monitor imple-
mentation of the plan through the collaborative
meetings described earlier under the Imple-
menting section.

To provide timely instructional information
at the school level, high-improving districts
implement formative assessments, typically on
a quarterly basis, if not even more frequently.
The key to these assessments is that they are
aligned with what was taught and provide
diagnostic information on
targeted learning objec-
tives. In addition to using
released state assessment
items and teacher-devel-
oped assessments, Garden
Grove contracted with
professional test writers
who produced the assess-
ments based on blueprints
provided by teachers to
ensure the end product
was valid, aligned and pro-
vided a good diagnostic.

Aldine, a past Broad Prize winner from
Texas, gave students common and benchmark
assessments anywhere from every three to six
weeks to ensure that students were mastering
learning objectives and to regroup and match
student needs (even at the elementary level)
to teacher strengths. The key criterion for
formative assessments is that they measure
mastery of what is taught and are designed to
meet students’ instructional needs as early as
possible, rather than waiting until intervention
needs become greater and more drastic.

Accountability Systems and Tools

Having scads of data sources is not useful
without a mechanism or tool to examine the
data holistically to gain a complete picture of
systemwide progress. Many high-improving
districts have several accountability tools for



this purpose, including their strategic plan.

In Charlotte, each line item in the strategic
plan includes a due date and assigns a person
responsible for managing the task and report-
ing progress regularly. Additionally, the plan is
revisited twice a year through executive team
retreats and quarterly board
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Denver leaders believe that all of those met-
rics help the system actors think more broadly
about the many variables that impact student
achievement, attributed to both the students
and the systems. District leaders also receive
an outside diagnostic that provides more

information on academic

updates, and it is used as
a central office evaluation
(as was the case in several
other districts).

Similarly, Boston’s
Whole School Improve-
ment Plan includes
formative and summative
assessment data tied to
school goals that feed into

“Keep stakeholders
continuously involved and
informed, particularly at
key decision points, to
offset opposition and gain
buy-in early.”

performance, the learning
environment and organiza-
tional effectiveness of both
schools and the district. If
an intervention is poten-
tially needed in Denver, the
district also begins a com-
munity engagement process
after there is internal
engagement at the target

the district’s goals. Garden

Grove monitors school

performance through the Single School Plan,
which utilizes formative and summative data
along with data from Action Walks to measure
progress toward school and district goals.

In addition to the strategic plan, some dis-
tricts create another accountability tool. Aldine
uses a Baldrige-based scorecard that includes
formative, summative and walk-through
results that directly feed into action plans.®
Scorecards have been implemented at the
classroom, grade, feeder-pattern and district
levels. Similarly, Denver leaders created their
own accountability tool to gain more nuanced
information about school performance. The
Denver School Performance Framework pro-
vides a color-coded rating that results from the
examination of assessment data (both profi-
ciency and growth), college readiness, student
surveys, discipline and much more.

schools.

The important aspect
of having comprehensive monitoring and
accountability tools and processes is to be
proactive and to use prevention as the main
intervention. It will be important that Milwau-
kee have all these elements in place to ensure
that support can be provided proactively and
to help diagnose triggers that might impede
student success across various system levels.

CHALLENGES

The education improvement process comes
with many barriers and challenges, and it
hinges upon the ability to obtain the right re-
sources and flexibility to use people, time and
money as needed. Below is a brief summary
of barriers related to policy challenges, fiscal
constraints and stakeholder opposition.

Policy Challenges
Policy challenges are well addressed by the
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other contributors to in this volume, and they
should be considered when endeavoring to
pursue broader, more sustainable education
reform. Denver would not be as successful
with its charter partnership strategy without a
charter-supportive state. For more information
on how to spark policy
that will support inno-
vation, see the accom-
panying pieces written
by Michael Horn on
innovative models and
Neerav Kingsland on
creating a recovery
district. An additional
state-level issue is the
availability of acces-
sible and useful data for districts. To read more
on strengthening policy in this area, see Jon
Fullerton’s piece on research and development.

Fiscal Challenges

In 2010, many districts started getting hit in
the pocketbook by our country’s recession,
forcing them to make tough decisions about
what they funded and resource allocation in
general. For concrete information on how
districts can better align resources to their
goals and strategies, see the piece authored by
Jonathan Travers, Genevieve Green and Karen
Hawley Miles.

In addition to the strategies they propose,
many high-performing districts note that work-
ing to be more aligned and coherent is also an
important fiscal practice, as is using this pur-
chase approval question to system stakehold-
ers, “How does this purchase relate to district
and school goals?” Given the ongoing loss
of students that MPS is experiencing, district

reform strategies must be based on realistic
enrollment and budget forecasts. Wherever
possible, cross-sector collaboration should
be pursued so that shared costs such as data
systems can be borne by multiple sectors.

Stakeholder Opposition — Unions

When dealing with
stakeholder opposi-
tion, many leaders had
similar advice: Keep
stakeholders con-
tinuously involved and
informed, particularly
at key decision points,
to offset opposition
and gain buy-in early.
While most leaders
know this, they need to be sure to take the time
to do it, and in a genuine and well-structured
manner that makes good use of others’ time
and expertise.

There are few barriers that impact the
ability to use people, time and money as
much as restrictive teacher union contracts.

In Sacramento, to protect the district’s invest-
ment in Priority School teachers (improvement
schools), the district leveraged a provision

in the education code that allows leaders to
waive seniority-based layoffs for teachers

with unique skills, competency and training.
District leaders were very intentional about
the training and support their Priority School
teachers received, which they meticulously
documented.

It is important, according to Superintendent
Jonathan Raymond, to leverage available tools
to protect “the most vulnerable students.” To
date, this strategy has been successful. How-



ever, the local teachers union supported by
the California Teachers Association has filed
a lawsuit trying to remove this provision from
California Education Code.

Chris Steinhauser in Long Beach also had
his share of union obstacles, but he overcame
them by making sure
he read the entire union
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actions unpopular with organized labor. Still,
collaboration and consultation with organized
labor are important so that staff members have
the necessary buy-in for — and willingness to
execute — reforms enabled by Act 10.

Stakeholder Opposition — Community
Nothing attracts people to

contract, even as a prin-
cipal. “Subsequently,” he
recounted, “I never had

a grievance. | knew what

I could do, and when
someone would complain,
I'd refer them to the con-
tract.” When he opened up
advanced placement classes

“Nothing attracts people
to schools and community
meetings faster than
when schools enter into
turnaround, reconstitution

or closure.

schools and community
meetings faster than when
schools enter into turn-
around, reconstitution or
closure. The recent failed
attempt at a mayoral take-
over of MPS demonstrated
that reform efforts, no mat-
»

ter how well-meaning, will
be derailed if they move

for all students (requiring

more training for teachers

and a host of other changes), he said teachers
were livid. However, the contract allowed him
to do it.

According to Steinhauser, leaders fre-
quently hide behind contracts and policies
rather than moving forward on something that
is difficult to do. He saw that behavior as prob-
lematic because, “The superintendent has to
be willing to be fired. Not do anything illegal,
but willing to be fired and stand up for what’s
right for kids. It’s critical; it’s not about ego;
it’s about what’s right for kids.”

Collective bargaining reform has made
union opposition less of a challenge in Mil-
waukee than it was in years prior. The district’s
willingness to make aggressive fiscal reforms
that go into effect at the conclusion of the
current MPS-MTEA union contract suggest
that the district is willing to unilaterally take

further than the public’s

willingness to reform. In
Denver, for example, when asked about how to
deal with community pushback against school
closures and charter schools, district leader
Antwan Wilson stated, “You have to be com-
mitted to prolonged community processes to
address their doubts and concerns.”

One problem with the community engage-
ment process cited by Wilson was that often
stakeholders believe the meetings are just a
placating process and that district officials
have already made up their minds. Wilson em-
phasizes the importance of being committed to
conversations and processes that offer oppor-
tunities to alleviate those doubts and to take
those opportunities to let people know that you
genuinely want their input. In addition to com-
munity meetings, he cites the importance of in-
viting stakeholders to come in and see schools,
and helping them understand that the district is
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“trying to deliver what we promised.”

While the leaders all agreed that preemp-
tive tactics such as reading contracts, gathering
evidence and conducting stakeholder meetings
can be time-consuming, they all felt it was
worth it on the front end, because it avoids lon-
ger delays or having to
completely redo work
in the end. Steinhauser
affirmed, “You need to
take the correct steps
and get the proper
stakeholders involved.
When [ get in a hurry
and skip those steps,
we end up having to go
back. It takes time and
I’m impatient, but when I violate those steps I
always have to repeat them. It’s a big reminder:
Learn from history, don’t violate it.”

Like most urban districts, Milwaukee
shares these challenges. One way to address
these challenges is to increase communication
among and between key stakeholders. This
means moving past the debate on market-share
and moving toward a cross-sector discussion of
how to use limited resources to improve K-12
outcomes for students who may attend private,
charter and public schools at different points in
their education careers.

Moving from the inside out, school choice
does not work well if all parents are unin-
formed about their choices; parent involve-
ment cannot happen without tight school/
parent communication. Teacher buy-in and
trust are best nurtured through reciprocal com-
munication that treats them as professionals.
Oversight and communication between schools
and the central office can become easier and

clearer with fewer organizational layers.

The elimination of collective bargaining in
the state of Wisconsin represents a significant
source of leverage for MPS and other school
districts in the state with regard to overcoming
many traditional barriers to progress in educa-
tion. With the role of
teachers unions limited
to certain aspects of
salary and employee
grievances, Milwaukee
leaders have the op-
portunity to capitalize
on greater flexibility
over people and time
and to think differently
about how to best use

these resources.

LESSONS — PUTTING THE PIECES
TOGETHER

To supplement the examples within this piece
from the three systemic reform phases and
challenges, below is a summary of takeaways:
Systemic Reform: Balancing oversight and
coherence with innovation.

 The district serves as a logical hub for orga-
nizing and supporting coherent reform.

* Reform does not need to be one-size-fits-all;
ideally it is tight on outcomes and flexible on
means, although certain structures and prac-
tices are helpful for maintaining coherence.

» Three simple phases of the reform process
are assess and plan; implement; and evaluate
and review.

Assess and Plan: Identifying desired outcomes,
assessing the current system, and building a



plan to reach desired outcomes.

» Take time to observe, query stakeholders
and review multiple data sources before
building a strategic plan.

» Use multiple stakeholders in developing the
plan and consider illustrating main tenets
and theories of action within a decipherable
graphic.
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impact the instructional core.

* Consider how innovative and varied school
models can be leveraged and aligned within
the district system.

Evaluate and Revise: Monitor progress toward
goals and the activities outlined in the strate-

gic plan.

. Put in place power-

» Keep goals few in
number and consider the
many components that
must link up to achieve

“The lessons provided

by other urban districts

ful data systems that are
easy to access and query
and that house multiple
data sources.

those goals. that have made gains . Provide fime o
» Use innovative models as thr oug h greater systemic meet and review data at
just one piece of the sys- coherence could well various system levels and

tem. Include other core
elements: curriculum
standards and instruc-
tion, human-capital plan,

inform Milwaukee's
reform efforts.”

adjust strategies as needed.

. Implement frequent
monitoring processes like

performance manage-
ment, intervention, and
stakeholder relationships.

Implement: Organizing, supporting, and moni-
toring alignment and implementation of inputs

* Minimize layers between the central office
and schools to ease reporting and communi-
cation processes.

* Facilitate communication among education
sectors.

» Focus messages and decision-making on the
strategic plan to make it a daily guidepost.

* Create mechanisms to connect the necessary
departments and stakeholders to execute
the strategic plan. Most district departments
have cross-functional commonalities that

structured walk-throughs
to gauge implementation
and progress and to support needs.

» Implement frequent formative assessments
to provide timely diagnostic information on
mastery of what is taught.

* Create an overarching accountability tool
to help organize the process of reviewing
and responding to data. Include innovative
models within the tool.

CONCLUSION

There are many new technologies, models and
tools available to help change how we educate
students of all ages. However, leaders must be
vigilant to ensure that the adoption of these
innovations does not result in isolated, piece-
meal reform. While there is no magic formula
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or playbook for leading successful systemwide
reform, there are leaders and districts that offer
important lessons that are applicable in most
contexts.

Building a clear plan, sticking to and revis-
ing the plan, connecting all the appropriate
components, addressing a manageable number
of levers or activities, focusing on what hap-
pens in the classroom, communicating fre-
quently with the right stakeholders, using data
continuously to measure progress and identify
needs, and staying true to the purpose of pro-
viding a high-quality education to all students
are the common themes cited by leaders of
successful reform approaches. The diversity
of what can be called “public education” in
Milwaukee presents a particular challenge and
opportunity for Milwaukee.

Despite the competition for students,
choice, charter and traditional public schools
all share common goals and challenges. Col-
laboration among sectors should be embraced,
not shunned. Two decades of school choice
have shown Milwaukee parents to be open to
new ideas and innovative approaches to educa-
tion. A comprehensive strategy containing the
attributes listed above can take Milwaukee, and
MPS specifically, past experimentation and
toward success.

The work needs to be simple in layers and
direction, and it needs to be executed with
consistency. Additionally, an arsenal of tools
and talents must be amassed to offset potential
uncontrollable or unconsidered variables that
can impede progress. Although difficult, it
can be done, as demonstrated by leaders who
successfully changed the end game for years to
come in their districts.

While there are many obstacles for Milwau-
kee, the state and district have set in motion
a series of actions that can be leveraged to
create a new and powerful education system
for the district. However, pulling all the pieces
together in a complex urban district is difficult.
The lessons provided by other urban districts
that have made gains through greater systemic
coherence could well inform Milwaukee’s
reform efforts.

! Frederick M. Hess, Spinning Wheels: The Politics of
Urban School Reform. (Washington, D.C: Brookings
Institution Press, 1998).

2 See http://2010denverplan.dpsk12.org/pdf/Fi-
nal2010Denver%20Plan.pdf for the Denver plan and
http://www.cms.k12.nc.us/mediaroom/strategicplan2014/
Pages/default.aspx for the Charlotte-Mecklenburg plan.

3 To view the 2007-"12 Milwaukee strategic plan see:
www.milwaukee.k12.wi.us/portal/server.../06+District+St
rategic+Plan.

4 Based on results from Will Howell survey, 2012

> Clive Belfield, Review of the Comprehensive Longi-
tudinal Evaluation of the Milwaukee Parental Choice
Program: Summary of Fourth Year Reports. (Boulder, CO:
National Education Policy Center, June 2011). Retrieved
from: http://www.uaedreform.org/SCDP/Milwaukee Eval/
Report 27.pdf

¢ The Baldrige Education Criteria for Performance
Excellence is a tool used to measure an organization’s
performance in the following key outcome areas: student
learning, customer focus, budgetary, financial and market-
ing, workforce, process effectiveness, and leadership
outcomes. For more information see http:/www.nist.gov/
baldrige/about/upload/Measuring What Matters Most.

pdf.




CHAPTER 2

Overview
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AN OVERVIEW OF MILWAUKEE’S
K-12 EDUCATION SYSTEM

BY MICHAEL FORD

Over the past twenty years the City of Milwaukee has stretched the definition of
public education further than most large American cities. In 1989 attending a

school using public dollars generally meant being assigned to a Milwaukee Public
School (MPS) staffed by unionized teachers near your home. In 2012, well over

a third (37%) of publicly funded Milwaukee students are taught by non-MPS
teachers in a variety of public, private, and charter schools. But has the dramatic

shifting of where students learn actually improved how much they learn?

Certainly, there have been success stories.
MPS’ graduation rate improved dramatically in
recent years, from about 50% in 1997 to over
65% in 2010.' The Milwaukee Parental Choice
Program (MPCP), the nation’s oldest urban
school voucher program, has produced gradu-
ation rates and reading gains slightly higher
than MPS.? Competitive pressure from other
schools has produced modest gains in MPS.?
The charter sector has produced several high-
performing schools and active authorizers have
shown a willingness to shut down low-per-
forming schools.* Schools across sectors have
increasingly been successful at shutting down
their lowest performers.’> Most visibly, there
are high-performing schools in Milwaukee
demonstrating that the academic challenges
posed by entrenched poverty, varying levels of
parental involvement, and bureaucratic inertia
can be overcome.

Despite isolated successes, Milwaukee
is still struggling to adequately educate its
population. Compared to other urban areas,
Milwaukee students score well below aver-
age on math and reading assessments.® Data
from the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee
(UWM) shows that a large number of students
who manage to graduate from Milwaukee high
schools, public and private, require remedial
education and do not obtain a college diplo-
ma.” Simply, Milwaukee needs dramatic, sys-
temic education reform that turns the isolated
success stories of the past 20 years into the
norm. The results of successful reform will be
easy to recognize: The outcomes of Milwaukee
K-12 education system, including test scores,
graduation rates, and post-graduate success,
will mirror the rest of the state. The hard part
is achieving success.

The papers commissioned by the Wiscon-



sin Policy Research Institute (WPRI) for this
volume address the means of reform from
many angles and together present an action-
able plan for creating a structure for improving
K-12 outcomes in Milwaukee. But first, it is
necessary to establish a base understanding

of Milwaukee’s K-12 education system. This
paper will do so, providing a context for these
reform ideas by detailing the different types of
schools serving Milwaukee students, describ-
ing the way in which these schools are funded,
and discussing common challenges and suc-
cesses across systems.

About Milwaukee
Milwaukee is a city of approximately 600,000,
it sits on the western shore of Lake Michigan
about 90 miles north of Chicago. It is the 28"
largest city in the country, slightly larger than
Portland, Oklahoma City and Las Vegas, and
slightly smaller than Denver, Baltimore, and
Nashville. Like other northern rust belt cities,
Milwaukee has experienced economic and
corresponding population declines in recent
decades.

Like other large cities, Milwaukee has
struggled in recent decades
to provide a quality education
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 Racial busing, both within the district and
outside the district;

 Public school choice, both within the district
and outside the district;

» Neighborhood schools;

* District and non-district charter schools;

 Teach for America in public, charter, and
private schools; and

 Small high schools.

This partial list of reform efforts omits the
countless civic and MPS-specific plans that at-
tempted to, and are attempting to improve Mil-
waukee’s education system. Despite continued
low-levels of achievement, Milwaukee remains
a community heavily engaged in efforts to
improve the trajectory of its 124,600 students.
Those students overwhelmingly attend
publicly funded schools. As can be seen in
Chart One, the number of pupils attending
MPS is also declining. In contrast, the number
of students using non-district charter, suburban
public, and private school voucher options is
increasing steadily. Also, there has been a de-
cline in the number of students paying tuition
at Milwaukee’s private schools, many of which

Chart 1: Recent Milwaukee K-12
Enrollment History

for many of its residents. This 140,000
is not for lack of try'ng Since Private Non-MPCP Students
i ing. s il piiiigitinnns
i ) 120,000 IEEEBREBENE i
1976 Milwaukee has experi-
. . 100,000 &4 F 0000 Hndependent Charter
mented with many education
. . 80,000
reforms, including:
. . . 60,000 MPCP Enrollment
* Citywide specialty schools;
. 40,000
* A graduation test; ’
B Chapter 220/Open
¢ School based management; 20,000 Enrollment in other
. . Public District
¢ Alternative schools for dis- (I EEE ISNEENEENEEEES Hbtic Bistricts
. ® Total MPS Sites Enrollment
ruptive students; il @0)‘" e,@‘b § q,@q' %@“W@’ %Qm‘b %@9 %QO
. o 5V AR MRS
 Private school vouchers; GG RN NS N N T



PATHWAY TO SUCCESS | A PROJECT OF THE WISCONSIN POLICY RESEARCH INSTITUTE | 131

have religious affiliations.

A unique aspect of Milwaukee’s education
system is that nearly every parent, in theory,
is actively choosing the school their child
attends. Parents apply directly to private and
charter schools, apply to the district they wish
to attend when utilizing public school choice,
and apply directly to MPS with a listing of
their three top schooling preferences when
attending district schools. Only parents that do

dently and staffed by non-union non-MPS
teachers. In addition, MPS contracts with
schools for at-risk students. These schools,
like non-instrumentality charters, are staffed
with non-union non-MPS teachers. Impor-
tantly, total enrollment in non-union non-MPS
classrooms is capped at eight percent of total
district enrollment by a memo of understand-

Chart 2: Milwaukee Public School
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Milwaukee Public Schools

The Milwaukee Public Schools, despite declin-
ing enrollment, remain the largest single pro-
vider of education in the City of Milwaukee.

It is the only school district in the state
organized this way, and is the lone district sub-
ject to chapter 119 of the state statutes, mean-
ing, legislative changes can be easily targeted
specifically to MPS.

School Types and Enrollment Trends

Within MPS are several school types that
fall out of the traditional definition of pub-
lic schools. The district, in 2012, authorizes
37 charter schools. The majority of MPS
charter schools (23) are staffed by unionized
MPS teachers. Another 14, are run indepen-

ing between MPS and the Milwaukee Teachers’
Education Association. As can be seen in Chart
Two, enrollment in traditional MPS schools
has declined in recent years while enrollment
in non-unionized MPS schools has stayed near
the eight percent cap.

Demographics

The Milwaukee Public Schools is an over-
whelmingly low-income minority district. In
2012, 83.5% of district pupils qualified for free
and reduced price lunch. Racially, MPS is:

* 56% African-American;
* 24% Hispanic;

e 14% White; and

* 5% Asian.

Notably African-American and White enroll-



ment is declining while the percentage of
Hispanic students is growing. These trends
mirror the demographic trends of the City of
Milwaukee. The district is also experiencing

a steady increase in its special needs popula-
tion, which accounts for 19.7% of total district
enrollment in 2012.

Financing

The Milwaukee Public Schools’ total 2012
budget was $1.2 billion, the bulk of which is
from state and local sources. In addition, MPS
receives a variety of state and federal cat-
egorical aids that fund specific programs. The
district also receives a small but not insignifi-
cant amount of private grant funding. In 2012,
the district received $13,620 in total revenue
per-pupil.! That number is down from recent
years, when stimulus funding increased total
district revenue.

Chart Three below shows the percentage
of total MPS revenue by source. In Wisconsin
policy makers frequently focus on the state
and local funding split, by that method MPS is
considered 78.3% state-aided.

Unique Challenges

The most significant challenge for MPS may
be their billion dollar-plus post-retirement
benefits liability. Taking advantage of the

Chart 3: MPS Funding by Source: 2011-12
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collective bargaining changes in Wisconsin,
the district has recently taken aggressive ac-
tions such as freezing salaries, increasing the
retirement age, and restricting benefits for
part-time employees to substantially decrease
the district’s future liability. Nonetheless, the
annual cost of district legacy costs threatens to
continue to divert money from the classroom
and remains a significant budget challenge for
MPS. The budget challenge is magnified by
the district’s declining enrollment since fewer
students means less revenue. Finally, MPS also
serves a higher percentage of special needs
pupils than charter schools and schools in the
MPCEP, a situation that is frequently cited by
MPS as a growing challenge.

Independent Charter Schools

In an effort to increase the number of charter
schools in Milwaukee, the Wisconsin legis-
lature in 1997 empowered three entities (in
addition to MPS) to authorize charter schools
in Milwaukee. Two of these entities, the City of
Milwaukee and the University of Wisconsin-
Milwaukee, are active charter school autho-
rizers. One, the Milwaukee Area Technical
College, has never engaged in charter school
authorizing. Independent charter schools are
considered public schools, but operate inde-
pendent of any school district.

School Types and Enrollment Trends

Eleven of the independent charter schools
enrolling 64% of the overall 6,730 indepen-
dent charter school student population are
authorized by UWM. The other 36% at-

tend seven schools authorized by the City of
Milwaukee. As seen in Chart Four, enrollment
in Milwaukee’s independent charter schools
has increased gradually over the last decade.
Enrollment promises to increase further, as
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Chart 4: Independent Charter
Enrollment Trends
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new charter operators such as Rocketship
Academies have aggressive growth plans in
Milwaukee. However, future growth may be
limited by the City’s willingness to charter
additional schools, UWM’s ability to charter
significant numbers of new schools.

Demographics
Milwaukee’s independent charter school sec-
tor serves a population that is very similar to
MPS. According to an analysis of data from
Wisconsin’s Department of Public Instruc-
tion, 94% of Milwaukee’s independent charter
students are minority, and about 81% are
eligible for free or reduced price lunch. As
mentioned, independent charters do enroll a
smaller percentage of special needs pupils,
9.3%, compared to 19.7% in MPS. Overall,
City of Milwaukee and UWM charters have no
significant demographic differences.
Interesting, teachers in independent charters
look very different than teachers in MPS.
Obviously, one major difference is union mem-
bership. However, charter teachers are also
younger, with an average age of 36 compared
to 47 in MPS. They also cost less, with an av-
erage salary and benefits package significantly
lower than the district.

Financing
The total state and local cost of the indepen-

dent charter school program in 2012 was about
$49.9 million. The schools are funded on a
per-pupil basis at an amount set by the legisla-
ture every two years- $7,775 per-pupil in 2012.
The money comes from an equal percentage
aid reduction to every Wisconsin school dis-
trict, including Milwaukee. Districts are able to
offset this aid reduction via an increase in their
local property tax levy. In practice, taxpayers
outside of Milwaukee fund 85.7% of the cost
of the program, and taxpayers in Milwaukee
fund 14.3%. Charters also receive substantial
federal funding, an average of about $838 per-
pupil in 2012.

Unique Challenges

The number one challenge facing independent
charters, like MPS, is a fiscal . In real num-
bers, funding for independent charter schools
is declining. This situation makes it difficult
to attract new operators, and to open up an
adequate number of more expensive high
school seats. Per-pupil payments to charters
are set to increase at a dollar amount equal to
the increase in revenue limits to public schools
going forward; if this comes to fruition the on-
going fiscal challenge will at least be partially
addressed.

Independent charter schools also face a fa-
cilities issue. New charter schools often struggle
to find adequate facilities despite the fact that 21
MPS buildings sit dormant. The facilities chal-
lenge is particularly important as charter school
advocates attempt to lure more national charter
school operators to Milwaukee.

Milwaukee Parental Choice Program
(MPCP)

Started in 1990, the MPCP is the nation’s old-
est and largest urban school voucher program.



2%

It enables low and middle-income pupils in the
city of Milwaukee (those from families earning
300% of the federal poverty level or less) to at-
tend participating private schools. Participating
schools must have a variety of school policies
in place, and meet a set of fiscal regulations.
Students in the program must take the same
standardized tests as public school students,
and participating schools must be accredited
and, like charters and traditional MPS schools,
schools in the MPCP cannot screen applicants.

School Types and Enrollment Trends

The majority of the 106 private schools in the
MPCEP are religious. Chart Five indicates the
percentage of schools by religion; no single
group has a majority of schools but Catholic,
Lutheran, and Christian schools make up the
bulk of the program. Overall enrollment in the

Chart 5: MPCP Schools by Religion
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MPCEP is 23,198, and has generally increased
steadily by about 1,000 to 1,500 students annu-
ally. Changes to the program which expanded
student eligibility, and allowed schools outside
of Milwaukee to enroll Milwaukee pupils,
makes continued enrollment growth likely.

Demographics

There is strong evidence that students using
the MPCP are very similar to students in MPS
and independent charter schools. However, the
exact number of low-income students served
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by the MPCP is somewhat unclear because
eligibility was recently, in 2011, raised from
185% of the federal poverty level to 300%.
Prior to 2011, 100% of MPCP pupils were
low-income. Eighty-one percent of students
attending private schools participating in

the MPCP, including private pay pupils, are
minority. Previous estimates by the School
Choice Demonstration Project (SCDP) at the
University of Arkansas show the percentage of
minority students among all program users to
be about 90%.

Though schools in the MPCP cannot screen
students for special needs status, they do enroll
a smaller percentage of special needs pupils
than MPS. According to the SCDP, between
7.5% and 14.6% of MPCP pupils have a dis-
ability.

Financing
The total state and local cost of the MPCP in
2012 is about $144.3 million. The majority of
the program is funded through the state’s gen-
eral fund, and a significant portion is funded
via a school aids reduction to MPS. The Mil-
waukee Public Schools offsets 100% of their
state aid reduction by a concomitant increase
in the property tax, meaning they do not lose
actual revenue because of the MPCP. However,
MPS cannot count either MPCP or charter
school students for state aid purposes. If MPS
were allowed to include the MPCP and the
independent charter school students for state
aid purposes, it would not allow MPS to spend
more money, but it would increase state aid to
the district and decrease the district’s property
tax levy. This situation is commonly referred to
in Milwaukee as the “funding flaw.”

MPCP schools receive the lesser of $6,442
per pupil in state aidor their actual audited per-
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pupil cost.? In addition, participating schools
receive an average of $603 in federal funds
per-pupil, and an average of $1,252 per-pupil
from private fundraising efforts. Importantly,
federal and privately raised funds are not
distributed evenly among schools. Chart Six
shows the breakdown of total MPCP fund-
ing by source. Like with MPS, policy makers
often focus on the state and local support of
the MPCP. In that regards the MPCP is 65.6%
state-supported.

Chart 6: MPCP Funding by Source: 2011-12
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Unique Challenges

In both real and nominal dollars, per-pupil
funding for the MPCP has been reduced in
recent years. This has put increased pressure
on private fundraising efforts, and limited
schools’ abilities to provide high school seats.
In addition the MPCP, despite its longstand-
ing history and significant market-share, faces
comparably more political hurdles than MPS
and independent charter schools. The regula-
tory environment faced by schools changes
nearly every legislative session, and proposals
to dramatically decrease the size of the pro-
gram are a constant legislative fixture.

The Challenge Across the System: Low
Achievement

The number one problem facing education in
Milwaukee is a low-level of achievement. The

trial urban assessment of the National Assess-
ment of Education Progress, as illustrated by
Charts Seven and Eight, show the overwhelm-
ing majority of MPS pupils are not proficient
in Math and Reading. Though all urban areas
have struggles, Milwaukee’s NAEP scores fall

Chart 7: Percent Advanced/Proficient Math:
2011 Urban NAEP
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below the average scores for other large cities.

While MPS has made progress in increasing
its graduation rate, too many students graduate
without the skills to succeed at the next level.
Average ACT scores remain low (an average
of 15 for African-American pupils), and over
half of Milwaukee public and private school
graduates attending UWM require remedial
education. Most will never graduate.

In general, overall performance in the MPCP
and independent charter sectors is similar to



MPS. According to the SCDP, students in the
MPCP do have a slightly higher graduation
rate and college attendance rate than MPS. In
addition, after five years similar MPCP pupils
made slightly higher reading gains than com-
parable MPS pupils. Charter students, over the
course of the SCDP study, performed similar
to MPS. While the differences by sector are
certainly significant, the differentials are not
substantive enough to eliminate the need for
improvement across systems. There is a long
list of groups attempting to address the low-
levels of achievement across sectors. Schools
the Can Milwaukee is working to create 20,000
high quality seats in Milwaukee schools by
the year 2020. Teach for America has place-
ments in private, charter, and traditional MPS
schools. The local Greater Milwaukee Founda-
tion has a far-reaching effort called Milwaukee
Succeeds with the goal of helping residents
from “cradle to career.” The Milwaukee Met-
ropolitan Association of Commerce is creat-
ing a common report card that gives objective
information about all Milwaukee schools.
Numerous other organizations are involved
in similar efforts to improve educational qual-
ity in Milwaukee. These efforts, encouragingly,
go a step beyond past efforts to eliminate
poor performing schools. And all three sec-
tors of Milwaukee schools have had success
at eliminating the worst performing schools
through responsible charter school authoriza-
tion, private school accreditation, strict fiscal
accountability, and direct school board action.
Despite these successes, overall achievement
remains low, and improving outcomes across
the board in Milwaukee clearly requires more
than shutting down low-performers.
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Conclusion
The preceding overview of Milwaukee’s K-12
education system comes from 30,000 feet. In
actual Milwaukee classrooms teachers face
numerous challenges caused by factors within,
and often outside of the classroom. Part of the
puzzle for improving schools involves meet-
ing the challenges of poverty, not unique to,
but far too prevalent in the City of Milwaukee.
However waiting for all of society’s ills to be
addressed prior to improving schools is neither
wise nor practical.

The papers including in this volume provide
a path, based on cutting edge ideas and the
examples of challenges met in other cities, to
meet the earlier stated goal of having Milwau-
kee’s K-12 achievement levels mirror state
averages. Milwaukee’s school environment is
diverse, complicated, and too often bogged
down by issues such as the specifics of the
state funding formula, politics, and distrust
between people fighting different fronts of the
same education battle. Nonetheless, there are
good things to build on in Milwaukee. The
ideas presented in this volume can maximize
the positive impact of ongoing effort, spur new
efforts, and fully take advantage of the reform
energy present in this city so that the needs of
all Milwaukee students can be met.

! Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction

2 School Choice Demonstration Project

* School Choice Demonstration Project

4 Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction

5 School Choice Demonstration Project

¢ Urban NAEP

7UWM Department of Assessment

8 Note: This number excludes the district’s required aid
reduction that funds portions of Milwaukee’s voucher and
independent charter school programs.

° Every year a small number of schools have an audited
per-pupil costs less than $6,442; those schools must send
excess funds back to the state.
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Focus Group Results
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WHAT MILWAUKEE THINKS
ABOUT ITS SCHOOLS:
The Results of Polling and Focus Groups

BY WILLIAM HOWELL PH. D.

In 2012, WPRI contracted with University of Chicago Professor William Howell
to conduct two public opinion surveys of Milwaukee adults on questions related

to K-12 schools. One survey was conducted in March of 2012 and a second in

November. The questions and the survey responses can be found in Appendix 1.

SURVEY METHODOLOGY

I oversaw two telephone surveys of Milwau-
kee City residents. The first was conducted
between March 12 and March 15, 2012. The
second was conducted between November 14
and 18, 2012. Both surveys focused nearly
exclusively on residents’ views on the state

of education in their City and a variety of
education policies. In each survey, a total of
605 residents were interviewed via landline
and cellular telephones. As is typical in phone
surveys, a sample was recovered that was
disproportionately white and higher education
than the targeted population as a whole. The
sample therefore was weighted according to a
variety of socio-demographic characteristics.
To the extent that lingering biases persist,
however, they likely reflect the views of more
advantaged, stable, and therefore politically
active residents of the City of Milwaukee.

In my judgment, the surveys support the
following conclusion:

* Currently, there is little support within the
community for deep structural, systemic
change to the public schools. Though the
community strongly supports the introduc-
tion of exit exams for high schools, and
though a plurality express support for char-
ter schools, survey respondents show little
interest in extending the school day or year.
Considerably more respondents think that
the school district is better equipped to make
hiring decisions about teachers than are the
principals at the schools where these teach-
ers work. And in most instances, the public’s
preferred method of addressing perceived
school problems is the commitment of addi-
tional resources (both financial and training)
to schools and teachers.
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» The public’s appetite for school reform ap-
pears mixed. On the one hand, by a margin
of 2 to 1, the public prefers a “major over-
haul” of public schools rather than simple
“fine tuning.” (Among African Americans,
the ratio is even higher). On the other hand,
reforms that appear to be hostile to schools
or teachers are unlikely to gain much trac-
tion. Only a small fraction of residents are
inclined to blame either schools or teach-
ers when a student fails to learn. Sizeable
majorities (again, especially among African
Americans) say that they would encourage
their son or daughter
to become a teacher.

« Efforts to reform
and/or restructure
public education
in Milwaukee that
is premised on the
need to eliminate
wasteful spending,
shut down underper-
forming schools, fire
ineffective teachers, and/or curtail union in-
fluence can be expected to face widespread
public opposition.

* Teachers, public schools, and the teachers
union in Milwaukee enjoy widespread sup-
port within the community. On some items,
residents express concerns about the state of
education in the City. City residents, how-
ever, overwhelmingly see the teachers union
as a force for good in the City. Residents op-
pose policies that would lead to the firing of
ineffective teachers or the closing of schools
with persistently underperforming students.
And residents assign responsibility for the

low academic performance of Milwaukee
public school students, relative to their peers
in the surrounding suburban communities,
to characteristics of the families who attend
these schools and funding disparities, rather
than to the teachers who work in these
schools.

Milwaukee residents largely support the
district’s existing administrative structures.
The school board is held in reasonably high
regard, with a solid majority of Milwaukee
residents expressing at least some confi-
dence that the board will do what is needed
to improve student
performance. Some
experimental evidence
also suggests that
Milwaukee residents
largely expect the
school board to allocate
funds in appropriate
ways. Rather than limit
the job responsibilities
of principals to issues
of management and discipline, meanwhile,
most residents would like to see principals
contributing to classroom activities.

We found evidence of widespread support
for increased spending on public schools.
We also see that Milwaukee residents would
prefer that new funds be directed toward
schools instead of alleviating existing tax
burdens. Support for increased revenues for
teaching—both in additional hiring and in
rewarding teachers who work in the city’s
most challenging schools—is especially high

The most striking cleavages in public
opinion in Milwaukee center on race and



ideology. African Americans show higher
levels of support for and assessments of
Milwaukee public schools than do white
residents. Moreover, African Americans are
significantly more likely to assign respon-
sibility for academic underachievement in
Milwaukee to funding disparities, whereas
whites see familial issues are paramount.
Meanwhile, support for firing underperform-
ing teachers and schools is found nearly
exclusively among Republican residents of
the City.

FOCUS GROUPS

Teacher Focus Group Summary
On July 12, I conducted two focus groups of
teachers working in the city of Milwaukee.
The first group consisted of teachers in private
school, and the second group consisted of
teachers in Milwaukee public schools. The
following observations highlight some of the
thematic issues raised in these conversations,
paying particular attention to the similarities
and differences between these two groups.
Similarities:
» Both groups of teachers recognized signifi-
cant variability in the quality of both Mil-
waukee public schools and choice schools.

* Both groups claimed that under-performing
teachers should receive additional training
and support, but that after a period of time,
if they do not show signs of improving, they
should be fired. Both groups, as such, ap-
peared more willing to remove poor teachers
from their schools than were the parents who
attended earlier focus groups.

» Both groups claimed to serve students from
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socio-demographically disadvantaged popu-
lations.

» Both groups appeared articulate, experi-
enced, and reflective.

Differences:

* On every dimension, with the possible
exception of salaries, private school teachers
appeared more satisfied than were the public
school teachers.

* Private school teachers repeatedly empha-
sized two characteristics of their working
environment: a shared sense of mission and
significant flexibility to realize that mis-
sion. MPS teachers, by contrast, repeatedly
complained about edicts handed down from
central office and changes in curricular plans
not of their choosing. And when given flex-
ibility in developing a reading program, one
teacher expressed concerns about lack of
support or direction.

* Private school teachers claimed to have
supportive and trusting relationships with
their principals. MPS teachers, by contrast,
complained at considerable length about the
selection of principals for their schools and
their lack of relevant training.

* For the two groups of teachers, levels of in-
volvement with parents and students outside
the school environment varied dramatically.
Private school teachers discussed at length
instances when they worked with students
on weekends and after school, brought
children home to spend the night with them,
offered parents their personal cell phone
numbers, and, in some instances, discussed
their shared religious faith. MPS teachers
expressed frustration with disinterested fam-
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ilies who not only refused to answer their
calls, but who, in some instances, would spe-
cifically request that they not be contacted
about problems with their children.

Curricular and pedagogical issues were
featured much more prominently in the
discussion with private school teachers than
with the one with
MPS teachers.

Private school teach-
ers claimed that they
were able to take
advantage of a wide
range of profes-
sional development
opportunities, both
through their schools
and with other non-
profit organizations; and, moreover, that
these services positively contributed to their
ability to teacher. MPS teachers claimed that
they attend very few professional develop-
ment services, and that those opportunities
that are available are a waste of time.

Both groups recognized that the two most
important individuals in a child’s educa-
tion life are her teachers and her parents.
Private school teachers, however, focused
more on the importance of teachers, whereas
MPS teachers had a great deal more to say
about the impoverished home lives of their
students.

The mood of these two groups differed
dramatically. The private school teach-

ers appeared to find their work personally
enriching and professionally exciting. The
MPS teachers, particularly those working in

middle and high schools, appeared frustrated
with both their working environment and the
student population they serve.

Parent Focus Group Summary

On June 13 and 25, I conducted focus groups

of parents whose children attend schools in the

City of Milwaukee. The first group consisted

of parents of “choice”

(i.e. charter and pri-

vate) schools; the latter

consisted entirely of
parents of Milwaukee
public schools. The
following highlight
some of the thematic
issues raised in these
conversations, paying
particular attention to
the similarities and differences between these
two groups.

Similarities:

* Neither group held a high opinion of Mil-
waukee public schools. Both, in fact, raised
lots of concerns about violence, bullying,
and the lack of attention to scholastic activi-
ties, particularly for middle and high school
students. Both groups also believed that the
quality of MPS public schools was deterio-
rating.

» Both groups of parents held private schools
in high regard. Uniformly, the choice parents
gave private schools high marks on the basis
of perceived disciplinary standards, aca-
demic rigor, and religious offerings. A solid
majority of MPS parents claimed that, but
for the costs involved, they would send their
children to private schools.



» Both groups claimed that under-performing
teachers and schools should receive addi-
tional training and support. Only under ex-
treme conditions should teachers be fired or
schools closed. Indeed, high levels of teacher
turnover and school closings ranked among
the top concerns about MPS schools.

Both groups lamented what they perceived
as an inadequate amount of money being
spent on public schools in Milwaukee; and
both believed that with greater resources, the
educational offerings would improve.

Differences:

* Though both groups recognized the impor-
tance of families and schools in shaping the
educational lives of children, the relative
weights that parents assigned to these two
factors differed markedly. Whereas choice
parents viewed parental involvement as
absolutely crucial to a child’s educational
success, MPS parents placed greater respon-
sibility on schools generally, and teachers in
particular.

MPS parents were considerably less satisfied
with their children’s school than were choice
parents. MPS parents raised concerns about
poor and/or nonexistent communications
between school and family, safety consider-
ation, low expectations, and curriculum. On
all of these dimensions, choice parents gave
their school relatively high marks.

In addition to offering very different evalua-
tions of the quality of their schools, partici-
pants in the two focus groups raised substan-
tively different concerns about their schools.
Choice parents spoke at length about the
importance of homework, parent-teacher
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interactions, and rigorous academic stan-
dards. MPS parents, by contrast, appeared
particularly concerned about the lack of
respect shown by teachers and administra-
tors to their children.

The two groups exhibited noticeable differ-
ences in their awareness of different school-
ing options. Whereas most choice parents
visited and could speak fluently about a wide
range of schooling options, the conversation
with MPS parents fixated on the schooling
experiences of themselves and their own
children. When asked about other public and
private schools in Milwaukee and schools in
other districts, MPS parents claimed to have
little information.



APPENDIX 1: POLLING FROM MARCH AND NOVEMBER 2012

March Education Poll Toplines

1. In your view, what is the most important A 4.5

issue facing the city of Milwaukee? B 18.3

Jobs/economy 41.9 C 35.6

Taxes 6.6 D ) 24.1

Workers’ collective bargaining Fail 1L7

rights 53 (VOL) Don’t know/Refused 5.7

K-12 education 23.8

Health care 11.1 5. Thinking more about the schools in Milwau-

Or something else? (SPECIFY) 9.0 kee, would you say they have gotten better,

(VOL) Don’t know/Refused 23 gotten worse, or stayed about the same during
the last five years?

2. How much attention do you pay to issues Gotten better 16.9

involving education? A great deal, quite a bit, Stayed about the same 28.0

some, very little or none? Gotten worse 50.7

A great deal 32,0 (VOL) Don’t know/Refused 4.4

Quite a bit 27.1

Some 26.0 6. In your view, how do public schools in

Very little 11.9 Milwaukee compare to those in suburban

None 26 Milwaukee? Are Milwaukee public schools

(VOL) Don’t know/Refused 0.4 much better than, slightly better than, the same

as, slightly worse than, or much worse than the

3. Students are often given the grades A, B, C, public schools in suburban Milwaukee?

D, and Fail to denote the quality of their work. Much better 3.6
Suppose the public schools themselves were Slightly better 6.1
graded in the same way. What grade would Same 16.6
you give the public schools around the state of Slightly worse 29.1
Wisconsin? Much worse 34.5

A 47 (VOL) Don’t know/Refused 10.1

B 29.0

C 405 7 - (Split sample)

D 12.6 A. What do you believe to be the single most
Fail 34 important factor contributing to the higher
(VOL) Don’t know/Refused 98 quality in Suburban Schools (those who an-

swered “Slightly worse” or “Much worse” in

4. What about the public schools here in Mil- question 6)

waukee? What grade would you give them? More funding 27.8




Better teachers 11.0
Fewer social problems such
as drugs, gangs, etc. 14.7

More stable and involved families 36.9
or something else? (SPECIFY) 8.2
(VOL) Don’t know/Refused 1.4

B. What do you believe to be the single most
important factor contributing to the higher
quality in Milwaukee (those who answered
“Slightly better” or “Much better”) in question
6)

More funding 17.0
Better teachers 34.6
Fewer social problems such

as drugs, gangs, etc 15.2

More stable and involved families 26.1
or something else? (SPECIFY) 3.9
(VOL) Don’t know/Refused 3.2

8. When you hear about students at a Milwau-
kee public school who are failing to learn,
who do you think is primarily responsible for
this failure: the school itself, the parents who
send their children to this school, or the larger
community?

School 12.0
Parents 56.0
Larger community 28.0
(VOL) Don’t know/Refused 4.1

9. As you may know, many states permit the
formation of charter schools, which are pub-
licly funded but are not managed by the local
school board. These schools are expected to
meet promised objectives, but are exempt from
many state regulations. Do you completely
support, somewhat support, neither support not
oppose, somewhat oppose or completely op-
pose the formation of charter schools?

Completely support 18.1
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Somewhat support 29.4
Neither support nor oppose 17.2
Somewhat oppose 16.2
Completely oppose 14.0
(VOL) Don’t know/Refused 5.1

10. We are interested in what you have heard
about how these charter schools operate. To the
best of your knowledge, are there any charter
schools here in Milwaukee?

Yes 61.8
No 10.7
(VOL) Don’t know/Refused 27.5

11. Some people say that teacher unions are a
stumbling block to school reform. Others say
that unions fight for better schools and better
teachers. What do you think? Do you think
teacher unions have a very positive effect,
somewhat positive effect, neither positive nor
negative effect, somewhat negative effect or
very negative effect?

Very positive effect 20.4
Somewhat positive effect 36.8
Neither positive nor negative effect 16.4
Somewhat negative effect 8.9
Very negative effect 13.2
(VOL) Don’t know/Refused 4.4

12. Here in Milwaukee, students in public
schools regularly take the Wisconsin Knowl-
edge and Concepts Examination, which is
required by the state. Do you think the results
from this test provide excellent, good, fair or
poor information about the quality of your lo-
cal schools?

Excellent information 7.6
Good information 234
Fair information 38.6
Poor information 22.4
(VOL) Don’t know/Refused 8.0
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13. In your view, should high school students
be granted the option of taking classes ap-
proved by the school district either online or in
school?

Yes, students should be given

the choice 47.6
No, students should only take

courses in school 50.1
(VOL) Don’t know/Refused 23

14 (Split sample)

A. According to the most recent information
available, roughly $14,000 is being spent each
year per child attending public schools in Mil-
waukee. Do you think that government funding
for public schools in Milwaukee should greatly
increase, increase, stay about the same, de-
crease or greatly decrease?

Greatly increase 20.7
Increase 41.7
Stay about the same 23.5
Decrease 7.9
Greatly decrease 2.6
(VOL) Don’t know/Refused 3.6

B. Do you think that government funding for
public schools in Milwaukee should greatly in-
crease, increase, stay about the same, decrease
or greatly decrease?

Greatly increase 29.0
Increase 48.6
Stay about the same 12.5
Decrease 5.1
Greatly decrease 3.6
(VOL) Don’t know/Refused 1.2

15. According to the most recent information
available, traditional public schools I Mil-
waukee receive almost twice as much public

funding per student as charter schools. Do you
think that charter schools should receive more,
less, or the same public funding, per student,
as traditional public schools?

More 6.8
Same 66.9
Less 23.5
(VOL) Don’t know/Refused 2.8

16. Do you think that charter schools should
receive more, less, or the same public funding,
per student, as traditional public schools?

More 13.6
Same 61.5
Less 21.8
(VOL) Don’t know/Refused 3.1

17. If more money were spent on public
schools in your district, how confident are you
that students would learn more? Are you very
confident, somewhat confident, not very confi-
dent or not confident at all?

Very confident 23.4
Somewhat confident 44.9
Not very confident 17.7
Not confident at all 12.2
(VOL) Don’t know/Refused 1.8

18. Some people say that Milwaukee public
schools need to lengthen the school year. Oth-
ers argue that the school year is long enough as
it is. Which comes closer to your view?

The school year should be

longer 339
The school year is long enough

asitis 64.6
(VOL) Don’t know/Refused 1.4

19. (Split sample)
A. What about the school day? Would you sup-



port a longer school day in Milwaukee public
schools?

Yes 34.2
No 62.9
(VOL) Don’t know/Refused 2.9

B. What about the school day? Would you sup-
port a longer school day in Milwaukee public
schools even if it meant having to pay higher
taxes?

Yes 29.4
No 68.9
(VOL) Don’t know/Refused 1.7

20. Who do you think should select the teach-
ers for schools: the principals in those schools
or the school district?

Principals 344
School district 59.2
VOL) Don’t know/Refused 6.4

21. In your view, how do the teachers in
Milwaukee public schools compare to public
school teachers in the rest of the state? Are
Milwaukee public school teachers much better
than, slightly better than, the same as, slightly
worse than, or much worse than public school
teachers around the state?

Much better 5.5
Slightly better 10.2
Same 50.0
Slightly worse 17.1
Much worse 6.1
(VOL) Don’t know/Refused 11.1

22. We also are interested in your views about
the particular challenges of teaching Mil-
waukee public school students. Compared to
students around the state, is it much more dif-
ficult, slightly more difficult, equally difficult,
slightly less difficult, or much less difficult to
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educate Milwaukee public school students?

Much more difficult 36.1
Slightly more difficult 31.2
Equally difficult 16.9
Slightly less difficult 7.9
Much less difficult 2.6
(VOL) Don’t know/Refused 5.2

23. What about the capacity of poor students
to learn academic material? In your view, are
students from poor families much more able,
slightly more able, just as able, slightly less
able, or much less able to learn academic ma-
terial as students from wealthier families?

Much more able 6.1
Slightly more able 6.3
Just as able 48.5
Slightly less able 23.0
Much less able 13.0
(VOL) Don’t know/Refused 3.1

24. Who, in your view, is best equipped to
make educational decisions on behalf of stu-
dents in Milwaukee public schools: teachers,
principals, parents, or the school board?

Teachers 37.0
Principals 5.6
Parents 31.0
School board 22.2
(VOL) Don’t know/Refused 4.2

25. In your view, how difficult is it for par-
ents to find out how well specific schools are
performing? Very easy, somewhat easy, neither
easy nor difficult, somewhat difficult or very
difficult?

Very easy 20.4
Somewhat easy 21.3
Neither easy nor difficult 143
Somewhat difficult 28.0
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Very difficult 9.9
(VOL) Don’t know/Refused 6.1

26. If a teacher has been performing poorly for
several years, what action should be taken by
those in charge? (RANDOMIZE) Provide the
teacher with additional training and counsel-
ing, reduce the teacher’s salary or fire the
teacher?

Provide the teacher with additional

training and counseling 67.3
Reduce the teacher’s salary 6.7
Fire the teacher 25.0
(VOL) Don’t know/Refused 1.1

27. What about schools? What, in your view,
should be done about public schools that fail
to improve student performance after five or
more years? (RANDOMIZE) Close the school,
provide more supportive services to the school
or replace the principal and teachers?

Close the school 7.6
Provide more supportive

services to the school 55.1
Replace the principal and teachers 33.7
(VOL) Don’t know/Refused 3.6

28. (Split sample)

A. Do you think students should have to pass
an exam before they are eligible to receive a
high school diploma? [SPLIT A]

Yes 80.2
No 19.0
VOL) Don’t know/Refused 0.7

B. Roughly 2 in 3 graduates from Milwaukee
Public Schools who attend UW-Milwaukee for
college require remedial education. Do you
think students should have to pass an exam be-

fore they are eligible to receive a high school
diploma?[SPLIT B]

Yes 75.9
No 23.9
(VOL) Don’t know/Refused 0.2

29. What is your gender?

Male 47
Female 53

30. Generally speaking, do you consider your-
self a Republican, a Democrat, an Indepen-
dent, or something else?

Democrat 54.4
Independent 29.0
Republican 13.6
Don’t know/Refused 3.0

31. What is the highest level of education you
completed?

Elementary school only 0.2
Some high school but did not finish 17.0
Completed high school 30.9
Some college but didn’t finish 26.1
Two-year college degree 53
Four-year college degree 12.5
Some graduate work 0.7
Completed masters or

professional degree 4.7
Advanced graduate work or PhD. 1.7
(VOL) Don’t know/Refused 1.0

32. What is your age?

18-24 years old 17.4
25-44 years old 38.1
45-64 years old 30.9
65+ years old 12.6
(VOL) Don’t know/Refused 1.1
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33. Would you describe yourself as White,
African American, Asian, Hispanic, Native
American, or some other race?

White 459
African American or Black 34.2
Asian, South Asian, or

Pacific Islander 1.9
Hispanic or Latino 9.6
Native American or

American Indian 1.4
Other 5.9
(VOL) Don’t know/Refused 1.1

34. How many children under 18 years old live
in this household?

One 20.4
Two 10.6
Three 4.2
Four 35
Five 2.3
Six 0.4
Seven 0.4
Eight or more 0.5
None 57.7
(VOL) Don’t know/Refused 0.2

Ask If Q34 =1-8
35. Do any of these children attend public
schools in Milwaukee?

Yes 58.8
No 41.2

36. How long have you lived in Milwaukee?

Less than 1 year 2.5
1-5 years 5.6
6-10 years 7.1
11-15 years 5.6
15+ years 78.0

(VOL) Don’t know/Refused 1.2
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November Education Poll Toplines

1. When trying to determine whether a student
is succeeding in school, which one factor do
you think provides the best information?

Grades 37.4%
Standardized Test Scores 18.3%
Teacher Evaluations 16.4%
Their disciplinary record 4.8%
Their general happiness 9.3%
Something else 9.7%
Don’t know/Refused 4.1%

2. The State Department of Public Instruction
recently issued performance evaluations

for public schools. What is your best guess
about the percentage of Milwaukee’s pubic
schools that successfully meet performance
expectations?

Mean: 49.39%
3. When an individual student fails to learn,
who do you think is most responsible?

The student himself or herself 27.6%
The student’s teacher 9.7%
The student’s parents 36.5%
The student’s school as a whole 5.3%

The larger community 5.3%
Something else 13.6%
Don’t know/Refused 2.0%

4. Some people believe that urban schools
cannot improve until the problems of poverty
are solved first. Others believe that urban
schools can improve regardless of poverty.
Which comes closer to the way you feel?

Urban schools cannot improve
until the problems of poverty

are first solved 27.4%

Urban schools can improve
regardless of poverty 67.9%
Don’t know/Refused 4.8%

5. What about the capacity of poor students
to learn academic material? In your view,

are students from poor families much more
able, slightly more able, just as able, slightly
less able, or much less able to learn academic
material as students from wealthier families?

Much more able 6.2%
Slightly more able 6.2%
Just as able 53.0%
Slightly less able 21.9%
Much less able 9.1%
Don’t know/Refused 3.6%

6. a. If more money were available to spend on
schools in Milwaukee, which of the following
do you think should be the top priority for the
Milwaukee School Board?

Better facilities 5.5%
More computers 8.0%
More teachers 42.5%
Higher salaries to attract

better teachers 19.8%
More elective classes

like art and music 15.8%
Better employee benefits 2.3%
Don’t know/Refused 6.1%

b. If more money were available to spend on
schools in Milwaukee, which of the following
do you think would be the top priority for the
Milwaukee School Board?

Better facilities 9.3%
More computers 6.3%



More teachers 38.8%
Higher salaries to attract

better teachers 20.4%
More elective classes

like art and music 13.7%
Better employee benefits 7.0%
Don’t know/Refused 4.5%

7. Now consider a scenario in which more
money were made available but the residents
of Milwaukee could choose between lowering
their property taxes or increasing financial aid
to the city’s schools. Which would you prefer
that they do?

Lower property taxes 33.5%
Increase aid to schools 62.7%
Don’t know/Refused 3.7%

8. Others have proposed giving more pay
to teachers who work in Milwaukee’s most
challenging schools. Do you support this idea?

Completely support 35.1%
Somewhat support 33.4%
Neither support nor oppose 13.8%
Somewhat oppose 9.0%
Completely oppose 7.7%
Don’t know/Refused 1.0%

9. In some schools, parents are encourage to
remain in regular contact with their child’s
teacher by cell phone or email. Do you think
this arrangement should be encouraged

in more schools, or do you think it is
unnecessary?

Should be encouraged 83.9%
Is not necessary 13.7%
Don’t know/Refused 2.4%

10. Would you encourage your son or daughter
to become a Milwaukee schoolteacher?
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Yes 66.2%
No 29.9%
Don’t know/Refused 4.0%

11. Now we’d like to ask some questions about
the governance of schools. In Milwaukee,

an elected school board is responsible for
overseeing and setting policies for the city’s
public schools. How confident are you that the
school board will do what is needed to improve
student performance?

Very confident 11.6%
Somewhat confident 41.4%
Not especially confident 28.3%
Not confident at all 16.9%
Don’t know/Refused 1.9%

12. In some cities there is a separate school
board that has the power to take over the
operation of those schools that have failed
over a number of years, as determined by the
State Department of Public Instruction. This
separate board would be free to make any
changes that, in its judgment, would improve
student performance. Would you favor such a
board for Milwaukee?

Strongly favor 22.0%
Somewhat favor 32.6%
Neither favor nor oppose 16.7%
Somewhat oppose 14.1%
Strongly oppose 12.1%

13. Wed also like to hear your thoughts on
principals. Some people feel that principals
should focus primarily on handling discipline
and making sure the schools stays within
budget. Others say that principals should have
significant influence over what goes on in the
classroom. Which is closer to the way you feel?

Principals should focus on
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discipline and budgetary matters  20.0%
Principals should have significant
influence over what goes on in

the classroom 76.3%
Don’t know/Refused 3.7%

14. Which type of school do you think would
best be able to improve the performance of
Milwaukee’s students?

A school with a traditional curriculum

staffed with older teachers 38.9%
A school with a newer curriculum

staffed with younger teachers 47.9%
Don’t know/Refused 13.2%

15. From what you know, do you favor or
oppose Milwaukee’s school choice program?

Favor 56.9%
Oppose 26.8%
Don’t know/Refused 16.3%

16. Some Milwaukee organizations are looking
for ways to get parents involved in schools.

A number of cities have a program in which
volunteer parents are put through six days of
training so that they can help assess the quality
of individual schools. Would you favor having
such a program in Milwaukee?

Favor 82.7%
Oppose 15.3%
Don’t know/Refused 16.3%

17. a. As it turns out, 76 percent of Milwaukee
schools failed to meet performance
expectations, as determined by the State
Department of Instruction. In thinking about
reform efforts more generally, in your view
does K-12 education in Milwaukee need fine-
tuning or does it need a major overhaul?

Fine tuning 27.9%

Major overhaul 69.5%

b. In thinking about reform efforts more
generally, in your view does K-12 education in
Milwaukee need fine-tuning or does it need a
major overhaul?

35.4%
60.8%

Fine tuning
Major overhaul

18. a. If you owned a business and were
making a hiring decision and you knew only
the school the applicant had attended, who
would you be most likely to hire:

A graduate of Milwaukee

Public School 33.3%
A graduate of a Milwaukee

private school 31.1%
A graduate of a suburban school  18.1%
Don’t know/Refused 17.6%

b. If an existing business were making a hiring
decision and it knew only the school the
applicant had attended, who do you think the
business would be most likely to hire:

A graduate of Milwaukee Public

School 14.9%
A graduate of a Milwaukee

private school 37.5%
A graduate of a suburban school  35.1%

Don’t know/Refused 12.5%

19. In your view, is it more important for
children to attend a school close to their home
or to attend a school that has a record of high
performance?

A school that is close to home 32.2%
A school that has a record

of high performance 64.8%
Don’t know/Refused 3.1%
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20. Milwaukee Public Schools currently have Age

about 20 unused school buildings. Some 18-24 17.0%
people think the district should sell of lease the 25-44 38.4%
buildings to choice or charter schools that need | 45-64 30.1%
space. Other people think the district should 65+ 13.0%
not sell or lease the space to choice or charter Refused 1.1%

schools because these schools compete with
the city’s public schools. Which is closer to the Race
way you feel? White 45.3%

The district should sell or lease Black 34.9%

the unused school buildings to Asian/l?aciﬁc Islander 2.3%
choice or charter schools 69.3% HISPamC ) 6.2%
The district should not sell or Native American 2.5%
lease the unused school buildings Other 7.7%
to choice or charter schools 27.7% Refused 1.1%
Don’t know/Refused 3.0%

Children (under 18) in Household
SAMPLE DEMOGRAPHICS One 14.4%
Gender Two 19.2%
Male 47.5% Three 5.0% Four 3.8%
Female 52.5% Five 0.1%

Six 0.4%
Party Identification Eight+ 0.2%
Republican 11.8% None 36.1%
Democrat 55.8%
Independent 20.3% Children in a Public School in Milwaukee
Other 9.2% Yes 61.5%
Refused 3.4% No 38.6%

Did you attend a Public School

Highest Level of Education Completed
in Milwaukee

Elementary School 1%

Some High School 7.2% Yes 56.3%
Completed High School 39.0% No 42.9%
Some College 19.2% ) .

Two-Year College 12.3% Working Telephone in Home

Four-Year College 12.0% Yes 12.5%
Some Graduate Work 2.0% No 87.5%

Masters or Professional Degree 5.2%
Advanced Work or Ph.D 1.2%
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Over,” “Education Unbound,” “Common Sense
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Capstone MBA course where collaboration with
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in various management
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ship, and strategic human

capital management.
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