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INTRODUCTION and DISTRICT
LONTEXT”

Like many districts around the country, Metro-
politan Nashville Public Schools (MNPS) has
had an eventful year, influenced in large part
by the federal policy landscape. In March
2010, Tennessee was one of two states selected
to receive funding in the first round of Race to
the Top. The state was awarded $501.1 mil-
lion, $30.3 million of which went to MNPS in
support of innovative transformational change
plans aligned with the state’s goals in the areas
of teachers and leaders, standards, data, STEM
(Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathe-
matics), and school turnaround. Of the dis-
trict’s Race to the Top Funds, $4.1 million, or
11% were earmarked for efforts directly con-
nected with MNPS Achieves: First to the Top.

While MNPS showed growth and solid gains
across the board in state testing, the district
did not make Adequate Yearly Progress and
will be in No Child Left Behind Restructuring
I status for the 2011-2012 school year. These
results occurred in the context of the more
rigorous academic standards implemented by
the state, and because of this the district was
vocal in forecasting a dip in test scores even

if student achievement stayed the same or
improved. The state of Tennessee has re-
quested a federal waiver for No Child Left
Behind requirements, citing its significant sys-
tem change efforts and proposing its own alter-
native accountability system. The district is in
the process of implementing Common Core

Standards, which will be fully implemented by

the 2014-2015 school year. In August 2011,
the district announced that ten of its most
troubled schools would be placed in an “inno-
vation cluster,” in which they would take

part in intensive turnaround efforts designed
to drastically improve student performance.
MNPS has hired the British-based Tribal Group
Inc. to support this effort.

MNPS has also seen significant changes to
teacher tenure, bargaining, and evaluation
driven by state-level policy. The state has
implemented a new evaluation system for
teachers, which went into effect in 2011-2012.
Student performance results will play a size-
able role,! and the system is designed to pro-
vide more frequent feedback to educators,
promote the practices of the most effective
teachers, and result in greater accountability
for those who are not effective. In April 2011,
a new teacher tenure law extended teachers’
probationary period to five years and tied con-
tinuing tenure status to evaluation. And in
June 2011, after much contentious debate, the
governor signed into law the repeal of collec-
tive bargaining for public school teachers.
Collective bargaining will be replaced by “col-
laborative conferencing,” which replaces
union contracts with nonbinding memoranda
of understanding on issues such as salaries,
benefits, working conditions, and grievances.
Issues such as teacher evaluation, differenti-
ated pay and incentives, and staffing decisions
may not be discussed as part of collaborative

conferencing. Both laws went into effect on
July 1.

T Tennessee Value-added Assessment System (TVAAS) scores will
contribute to 35 percent of each teacher evaluation; other student per-
formance results — e.g., end-of-course exams and Tennessee Compre-
hensive Assessment Program (TCAP) — will contribute another 15
percent.
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A central aspect of MNPS's transforma-
tional change effort is MNPS Achieves,
which has engaged more than 100 leaders
throughout the district and community in
d Systemic process to improve student

achievement.

The Metro
Council fully
funded the dis-
trict’s budget
request at
$670.5 million,
an increase of
$37 million over
last year’s
budget. Like
many districts,
MNPS faced the

loss of federal

stimulus dollars, which resulted in nearly 400

displaced teachers. The district retained all

of the displaced teachers through natural

turnover and attrition throughout the sys-

tem — none were laid off.

Within this context, MNPS been engaged in a
major transformational change effort since
2009 featuring a multi-pronged plan for trans-
formational change. A central aspect of this
effort is the implementation of MNPS
Achieves, a “transformational change leader-
ship” model (Wagner et al. 2006) that has
engaged more than 100 leaders throughout
the district and community in a systemic
process to improve student achievement in
the district. MNPS Achieves is organized
around nine “transformational leadership
groups,” or TLGs, each focused on an area

of concern for the district.> Additionally, the
district has invested significant resources in
building the capacity of principals and teach-
ers through leadership institutes, added

instructional and data coaches, and looked

FIGURE 1. Theory of action, MNPS Achieves
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closely at instruction through an instructional
rounds process (City et al. 2009) and the
Skillful Observation and Coaching Laboratory
process (Rutherford Learning Group). In

our 2010 report, we identified the theory of
action underlying MNPS Achieves, depicted
in Figure 1.

In the 2010 report, we described the graphic

this way:
The theory is that all these efforts are
focused on improving individual and
organizational performance, which, in
turn, leads to the ultimate outcome and
purpose for the effort: improving student
performance. The two-way arrows in Fig-
ure 1 depict the ways in which these ele-
ments have iterative relationships. The
work of the CLG? and TLGs feeds into
the elements of collaborative culture,
capacity building, and development of
transformational change ideas and prac-
tices and is, in turn, improved by their
continuing development. Similarly,
improved individual and organizational
performance helps to develop collabora-
tive culture, build capacity, and con-
tribute to the development of
transformational change ideas and prac-

tices.

2 Those TLG areas are high schools, middle schools, disadvantaged
youth, students with special needs, communications, information
technology, English learners, central office effectiveness, and human
capital.

3 The Change Leadership Group (CLG) is now known as the Qversight
Team.

In this year’s report, we focus on the left-hand
box: the TLGs; the middle box: collaborative
culture and capacity-building; and one of the
improved student performance outcomes in
the right-hand box: a shared understanding of
effective teaching and learning. At the end of
the report, we describe our evolved under-
standing of this complex transformational
change effort and offer recommendations for

improvement.
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AESEARCH QUESTIONS
and 08JeCTIVES”

The authors have been engaged in a multi-
year evaluation of MNPS Achieves to examine
five key transformational system change
dimensions: instructional vision, coherence,
culture, capacity building, and scale. In this
report, we address the following questions:
In what ways are the MNPS Achieves system
changes transformational?

* How do they build capacity?

* How do they improve culture?

Are the system changes being implemented
coherently?
* How are TLG-initiated system changes
being implemented?
e How do TLGs connect with departments?
With external partners? With other initia-

tives?

In what ways are the system changes being
implemented as part of MNPS Achieves
achieving scale?

e Do they have spread?

* Do they have depth?

* Do they have sustainability?

* Do they extend ownership of the system

change?

Our data collection sources are described in

Appendix A.

‘ MNP S Achieves Year 2: An Evaluation Report

[HEORETICAL FRANEWORK™

Five key themes emerge from the literature on
effective district transformational change.
First, effective districts have a defined and
shared districtwide instructional vision, with a
limited number of curricular and pedagogical
approaches and a moderate to high level of
specificity within those approaches (Supovitz
20006). In the second and related theme, suc-
cessful district system changes place a strong
emphasis on “coherence,” where “the ele-
ments of a school district work together in an
integrated way to implement the articulated
strategy” (Childress et al. 2007, p. 43). Third,
districts and educational systems that develop
collaborative professional cultures show better
results for students and sustainable success
over time (Hargreaves & Shirley 2009).
Fourth, districts that build the collective
capacity of professionals throughout the sys-
tem through well-structured, well-designed
professional learning and lateral networks that
focus on achievement, transparency, and chal-
lenging conversations show demonstrable aca-
demic gains for students (Fullan 2010;
Simmons 2007). And fifth, success of district
system changes is dependent on achieving
“scale,” which includes not just “spread,” but
also depth, sustainability, and ownership
(Coburn 2003).

4 There are exceptions, however. The evaluation of Children Achieving,
a systemwide reform effort in Philadelphia, provided regular reports
and feedback over the course of the five-year reform effort (for exam-
ple, Corcoran & Christman 2002; Foley, 2001). And Supovitz's (2006)
study of comprehensive district reform in Duval County spanned six
years and was able to provide in-depth understanding of the district
context, multiple initiatives, and stakeholders.



These lessons about districtwide transforma-
tional change, however, are almost all based
on post-hoc analyses. Evaluations of these
large-scale efforts are not frequently under-
taken at the outset of the transformational
change initiative. Rather, they are typically
retrospective, often narrowly focused on dis-
crete programs, and summative. And many
reports of school district system change efforts
are also summative and retrospective, espe-
cially those that highlight “best practices” and
successful initiatives, which limit their utility
in impacting system change as it’s happening
(e.g., Childress et al. 2007; Hess 2005).*

HNDINGS™

Transforming MNPS through
Collaborative Culture

The elements of a collaborative culture
include a shared mission and vision, distrib-
uted leadership, collaboration between the
central office and schools, district-community
collaboration, data-informed decision making,
and interactive communication. We discuss

each in turn next.

Shared Mission and Vision

The general improvement in culture that we
noted in our 2010 report has been maintained
this year. Our interview data gave a clear
sense that MNPS is in the midst of an ongoing
culture change that seems to have permeated
much of the executive and middle-manag-
ment level of the central office, and which is
beginning to filter down to the school level in
some areas, among many principals in partic-
ular. Several participants used the culture and
climate of the district previously as a point of
comparison. It was described as “negative,”
“destructive,” and “a culture of fear,” with a
lack of openness and transparency — as one
central office staff member put it, “It was a
very depressed and depressing place to work.”
There was also a sense that the district had no
common direction. One member of the execu-
tive staff said, “[There was] not a common
vision, and schools were left to do what they

felt was best.”

At the central office level we found a general
sense that MNPS has a vision and mission
focused on student achievement, highly effec-

tive teaching, leadership development, and
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continuous improvement, and is “moving in
the right direction” even if there are still sig-
nificant improvements to be made. This was
reflected in our central office survey, as shown
in Table 1.

More than two thirds of central office staff
responding to our survey agreed or strongly
agreed that the central office has a clear vision

for reform, up from

only 56 percent in

Participants repeatedly used the word 5010, The survey

didn’t show any

“hope” and spoke of a greater sense of

significant change
in principal and

nositivity, momentum, and an increased

assistant principal

focus on collaboration. perceptions of this

statement, but in

both years about
71 percent of school administrators agreed or

strongly agreed with the statement.

The other three items in Table 1 each get at
the mission of the organization and the role of
individuals in supporting that mission. Both

school administrators and central office staff

were highly likely to agree with these items,
across both years of the survey. More than
two-thirds, and in most cases upwards of 75
and 80 percent of respondents agreed with

these items.

In our interviews with central office staff, sev-
eral participants noted a shift in focus from
adult-driven practices to student-driven, with
the clear message that student achievement is
the responsibility of all adults in the system.
One central office staff member stated, “Dr.
Register brought a focus of, student achieve-
ment has to be number one, and we’re going

to do whatever it takes to get there.”

A few central office members used the term
“servant leadership” and emphasized their
roles as being in the service of and providing
support to schools. Several participants also
echoed the refrain of MNPS’s public mission
and vision: that MNPS will be the first choice

for all families in Nashville.

The sense that a district now has a direction

or common sense of purpose was sometimes

TABLE 1. Moving in the right direction

SCHOOL ADMINISTRATORS CENTRAL OFFICE STAFF
CENTRAL OFFICE... 2010 2011 2010 2011
% A Total % A Total % A Total % A Total
or SA N or SA N or SA N or SA N
Has a clear vision of reform that is linked to standards for
student leaming and growth 72.0 189 71.6 194 56.4 156 68.6 121
Is committed to high standards for every student 80.4 189 74.2 198 70.5 156 76.6 128
Is actively involved in school reform 74.1 189 74.5 192 67.1 155 74.0 123
ngcctlit\a/g;on how my job supports the district’s overall 78.7 188 805 190 776 156 835 177
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noted with what seemed to be a sense of
relief, particularly at the central office level. A
transformation to a more positive and produc-
tive culture is part of the district’s theory of
action for sustained, systemwide improve-
ment. Again, this was most pronounced at the
central office level. Participants repeatedly
used the word “hope” and spoke of a greater
sense of positivity, momentum, and an
increased focus on collaboration. These were
paired with clear expectations and a renewed
focus on rigor and accountability for students
and adults. One external partner said,

There’s a sense of renewed excitement

and hope — I mean, it's amazing. Maybe

just the whole notion of hope, that adults

can change their practice, is the single

biggest achievement of all.

Though several participants gave Dr. Register
much of the credit for spearheading the cul-
ture change, a few did note that a growing

body of individuals — many brought in during

his tenure — have taken responsibility for cul-
tivating it. One central office middle manager
said:
I think honestly [the] number one [influ-
ence on changes in culture] is Jesse Reg-
ister. But it’s not all about him. I think
the leadership he’s brought, the kind of
people he’s brought in and is nurturing
from within, who are . . . on board with
this collaborative vision — I think that’s

been a powerful influence.

Distributed Leadership

Responses to the survey items related to dis-
tributed leadership were mixed across the
items and years and among central office and
school-based staff. As shown in Table 2, the
proportion of school administrators who
agreed or strongly agreed that the central
office shares decision making with them actu-
ally decreased by about eight percentage
points from 2010 to 2011. It was one of only

three items in the administrator survey that

TABLE 2. Shared decision making

SCHOOL ADMINISTRATORS CENTRAL OFFICE STAFF
TO WHAT EXTENT DOES THE MINPS 2010 2011 2010 20M
CENTRAL OFFICE DO EACH OF THE FOLLOWING?
% A Total % A Total % A Total % A Total
or SA N or SA N or SA N or SA N
h ibiliti d decisi ki ith site-level
gdr?wri?]?srt?;?grgm ilities and decision making with site-leve 519 190 161 219 58.9 151 60.1 153
Creates structures, time, and resources for administrators
and teachers to participate in joint decision making 460 189 412 218 387 150 449 147
Implements specific strategies to develop shared leader-
ship between administrators and teachers 60.1 188 5.9 218 513 150 944 149
Creates opportunities for educators at the district and
school level to take on new leadership roles 620 187 63.7 215 533 152 65.1 152
tes struct tunities f Il ti
g:ﬁgnzssigg&gfﬁf&ié’ﬁgg unities for collaboration 495 | 186 | 616 | 193 | 482 | 137 | 630 | 108
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decreased by more than five percentage

points.

Additionally, the response to the second item
in the list, that the MNPS central office creates
structures, time, and resources for the school-
based staff to participate in joint decision
making, was consistently low across both
respondent groups and years. Less than 50
percent of staff agreed with that statement.
The third item did not change significantly
from year to year for either group. And
regarding the fourth item listed in Table 2 —
that the central office creates opportunities for
educators to take on new leadership roles —
central office staff were much more likely to
agree with that statement in 2011 than they
were in 2010. School-level administrators
responded fairly consistently to that item in
both years, and nearly two-thirds of both
groups agreed with that statement. The final
item in Table 2, however, which focuses on
central office supports for collaboration
among school staff, was much more positive
than these other examples. Both principals
and central office staff were much more likely
to agree or strongly agree with this statement
in 2011 than they were in 2010, with
increases of twelve to fifteen percentage points

for each group.

In our interviews, however, we were much
more likely to hear that principals felt more
empowered than they did under earlier
administrations. MNPS was previously
described as an environment in which central
office staff and principals were reluctant to, or
did not perceive that they had the authority
to, carry out major responsibilities and deci-
sion making, and where innovation was rarely

rewarded. Both central office staff and school

‘ MNP S Achieves Year 2: An Evaluation Report

leaders spoke of an attitudinal shift and an
environment that promotes agency and risk-
taking and expressed appreciation that there
is more autonomy and site-based decision
making at the school leadership level. One
central office staff member who works closely
with schools said:
[Previously] there was a lot more fear,
and there’s a lot more site-based manage-
ment now. I've heard principals say, “This
is my building, and I'm going to make the
decisions that occur in it.” And they say
that because they’ve been given power,

and that’s a good thing.

Multiple principals stated that they have more
autonomy and latitude to make decisions than
at any other point in their careers, which in
turn allows them to tailor resources to meet
their school’s specific needs. Coaching was
often used as an example, with school leaders
composing coaching teams based on their
own data, needs, demographics, and teaching
force. When asked if he had any concerns
about the equitable distribution of coaches,
Dr. Register noted that the structuring of lead-
ership and coaching teams were a part of prin-
cipal accountability, adding that the authority
to make decisions at the site level has led to
near unanimous principal support and buy-in
of the coaching model. One central office
leader spoke of the importance of central
office standing behind solid decision making
at the school level, even when it may be
unpopular with some stakeholders. Describ-
ing a specific school-level personnel change
that drew community resistance, he said:
Other principals saw that in the face of

pressure, the central office did not back



down. That is a kind of culture change.
[Principals] have to know that if they
make a tough decision, they will be sup-

ported.

The discrepancy between perceptions in the
interview and survey data may be a result of
the relatively small group of principals that we
talked to, as well as the fact that those who
were interviewed were “high-flyers” or early
adopters who are likely not representative. All
of our principal interviewees were involved in
TLGs and other system change efforts
throughout the district and seemed particu-
larly primed to be given and utilize greater
autonomy. Despite their positive examples,
the survey suggests that, particularly in the
area of decision making, there are a substan-
tial number of school administrators in the
district who do not feel as empowered. In the
recommendations section, we provide specific
examples of the kinds of efforts that might be
useful to develop distributed leadership at the

school level.

Distributed Leadership within the
Central Office
Respondents spoke not only of greater distrib-
uted leadership generally in the district, but
specifically at the central office level. Ele-
ments of distributed leadership that were
most often mentioned included a culture that
encouraged individuals to generate ideas and
take risks and gave them the authority to
make and enact decisions that affected their
departments. One central office leader stated,
“There is less of a threat. . . . People are not
scolded when they take courageous steps and
fail.” A middle manager said:
People that have been here a while have
expressed to me, like water cooler talk,

that before they understood their job to

be, they do their function, they leave at
4:00, and they go home. Now it’s like,
“Wow, I actually have ideas that I can
bring to people and they care about

them.”

Despite this shift, we heard some concerns
about gaps or a lack of “bench strength” at the
executive level of leadership, particularly from
external partners. Though the theory of action
promotes distributed leadership, it is not clear
that all leaders yet have the will, or perhaps
the capacity, to be fully effective in a strong
leadership position. One community partner
said:

Ideally, you want a manager in each area

of MNPS with drive and energy to imple-

ment change.

Not all those
folks have
that. It can be
a frustrating

exercise for

— Central office leader

folks having

“[Principals] have to know that if they make

a tough decision, they will be supported.”

to partner
with the school district — there’s a lot of

talking, but things don’t happen.

Efforts to build capacity among leaders, dis-
cussed later in this report, are key to building
and sustaining change across the system. One
community partner expressed hope that
capacity will grow to meet expectations, thus
building a strong set of leaders in the district:
If [Dr. Register] can empower leaders
under him, and he is creating that — giv-
ing them professional development and
looking at how they think, expecting

boldness out of his leadership team, and
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making changes when it doesn’t happen.
He’s hopefully making changes in other
leaders that will propagate down and

acCross.

One external partner also noted that building
leadership internally is a crucial step in
decreasing the district’s reliance on the exter-
nal expertise and consultants that have bol-
stered its capacity throughout the first two
years of MNPS Achieves.

Data-Informed Decision Making

In the central office staff and school adminis-
trators’ surveys, items related to data-
informed decision making showed significant
improvement in the overall proportion of
respondents agreeing, or were consistently
agreed with by two-thirds or more of respon-
dents on both surveys, in both 2010 and
2011. For example, both groups were much
more likely to agree or strongly agree in 2011
that central office is responsive to schools’

data needs, as shown in Table 3.

More than seven out of ten of the survey
respondents agreed with the first item, an

increase of more than ten percentage points

for both groups. Also, more than 80 percent of
school administrators and more than 70 per-
cent of central office staff agreed that central
office is engaged in analysis of student per-
formance data and collects and uses data to

improve its support for schools.

We heard this same emphasis and support for
using data in our interviews. Participants at
all levels clearly identified data-informed deci-
sion making as a major focus and priority of
MNPS, and both the data warehouse and data
coaches were often mentioned as markers of
the district’'s commitment to and support of

becoming data-driven.

One central office staff member noted the
importance of emphasizing data use not just
at the school level but throughout the system,
saying, “We provide training to district staff as
well. If we're going to use data, then princi-
pals need to know that everyone is looking at
using data.” There is evidence that the data
warehouse is being accessed by a broad spec-
trum of district and school staff, including
hundreds of new users each month. In 2010-
2011, 4,123 users — including over 2,500

teachers — accessed the data warehouse, con-

TABLE 3. Data-informed decision making

SCHOOL ADMINISTRATORS CENTRAL OFFICE STAFF

CENTRAL OFFICE... 2010

2011 2010 20M1

% A

Total

% A Total % A Total % A Total

or SA N or SA N or SA N or SA N
Understands and is responsive to each school’s data needs 63.0 189 73.3 202 55.2 145 718 124
!jsateangaged in systematic analysis of student performance 815 187 828 192 678 152 723 19
Collects and uses data to improve its support for schools 76.8 190 73.3 191 67.5 157 73.2 123
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ducting over 220,000 executions (see Tables 4
and 5). The majority of participants who
spoke about data noted that although the dis-
trict is evolving, it is still at the beginning
stages of this work, and that there is a great
amount of capacity building to be done at
both the district and school levels. Their com-
ments often paired a sense of enthusiasm and
excitement about moving in this direction
with a caveat that “we have a ways to go” or
“we are nowhere near there . . . [but] we are
on our way.” The scope of the task was duly
noted — one central office middle manager
characterized it as “having to teach a whole

system how to use data effectively.”

The importance of data access, understanding,
and use at the teacher level was stressed often,
particularly by data and instructional coaches.
As described later in this report, this varies
widely at the school level, and principals often
serve as “gatekeepers” who do or do not
encourage teachers to become more data-dri-

ven and access and use available resources.

Though we didn’t hear directly from any
teachers or school leaders who were them-
selves resistant to efforts to become more
data-driven, coaches theorized about the anxi-
ety that might lead to resistance amongst

school staff. Of teachers, one coach said, “I

TABLE 4. Data warehouse usage summary, 2010-2011

Role Role Group #Users | #Executions
o Data Coaches 13 32,079
District
Other District Users 388 49,303
School Staff 1,189 88,846
Teachers 2,533 52,890
Total 4123 223,118

think it’s still fear and denial with so many
teachers.” Another said of principals:
I think some principals are scared that
they don’t really understand the data, and
they don’t want any-

body to know they )
don't know the data. The importance of data access,

There are some that

understanding, and use at the

[want] control. . . .

They don’t want any-

teacher level was stressed often.

one from the outside

looking at their data.

Several instructional coaches in particular
praised the service orientation of both data
coaches and central office staft members who
trained them in using the data warehouse,
asked for feedback, and accommodated their
needs by creating easily accessible reports.
One said:
That's an example of the power of some-
body being in charge who knows their
area, has a plan, and listens to the audi-
ence. It should be like that in every

department in this district.

One central office staff member noted that

previously when teachers requested data, the

TABLE 5. Data warehouse: new
users per month

Month # New Users
3/2011 705
4/2011 544
5/2011 339
6/2011 121
7/2011 101
8/2011 986
9/2011 365
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response process was lengthy or sometimes
didn’t happen. Now, however, the data ware-
house is becoming part of the culture and has
“taken away the excuses” for teachers not to

use data.

Interactive Communication and
Collaboration

We identified communication as an issue in
last year’s evaluation report, and despite some
improvement, it continues to be a challenge.
The 2010 and 2011 surveys of central office
staff and principals/assistant principals
included items on communication, as shown
in Table 6.

This general item on communication stood
out for us. It was one of six items that consis-
tently showed low proportions of staff agree-
ment. Less than 50 percent of staff across both
surveys and both years agreed or strongly
agreed that the channels of communication

are open in MNPS.

Next, we first describe internal communica-
tion within the central office and then discuss
communication between central office and
schools and across TLGs and departments
before ending with a discussion of external

communication.

TABLE 6. Communication

Communication within the Central Office
The increase in both the amount and quality
of communication and collaboration between
individuals and departments in the central
office was a notable theme, particularly for
members of the executive staff. Both the train-
ing sessions with John Norris, a consultant
from Group Dynamics and Strategy Training
Associates, and the culture-building work of
the Central Office Effectiveness TLG sup-
ported by Marla Ucelli-Kashyap from the
Annenberg Institute for School Reform were
mentioned as conscious and deliberate efforts
to focus on improving communication and
collaboration throughout the central office in
a context where the professional demands of
central office administrators would otherwise
make such a focus difficult. One central office
leader said:
If we got anything as an outgrowth of this
transformational effort, it is the collabo-
ration across departments. It’s a complete
turnaround. . . . If we don’t do anything
else, we've learned to communicate and

collaborate.

However, interviews with central office
employees not in executive leadership posi-
tions suggested a more complicated picture.
When asked how departments within the cen-
tral office collaborate,

one middle manager said,

“I personally think that’s
2010 2011 )
THE CHANNELS OF COMMUNICATION a real weakness still.
ARE OPEN IN MNPS. %A Total %A Total s .
or SA N or SA N Communication in the
central office is still
School Administrators 457 188 495 190 somewhat difficult, and T
Central Office Staff 316 158 38.4 125 think the departments do
not communicate with
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one another very well.”



Respondents to the district’s central office sur-
vey made similar comments. In response to a
general question seeking additional comments
or concerns, seven of twenty-two central
office staff who wrote comments raised the
issue of communication, including this one:

Some chains of commands are better

than others but as whole, there [aren’t]

enough meetings between top manage-

ment and middle managers. Therefore,

the lower managers don’t have enough

information to share with the “folks on

the ground.” We frequently hear about a

new policy or a procedure and everyone

in the room “has never heard of it.” Deci-

sion makers assume that once they tell

their next in command that everyone will

hear the news. This is far from the case.

This keeps adding to a lack of trust

among the district AND a huge waste in

resources.

Though participants described something of
an evolution from an environment where col-
laboration was practically nonexistent or
“people didn’t even know people in other
departments,” continuing communication
problems, particularly about new develop-
ments or initiatives, have impeded the ability
of central office staff to adequately support
schools. One middle manager said, “Some-
times we get calls on things and we can’t
answer, because we were totally unaware of

those things ourselves.”

A few participants noted that though there
was a general sense of increased collaboration

and communication, certain areas within the

central office remain more isolated. One cen-
tral office staff member said:
There is a high level of collaboration gen-
erally, but that’s not always the case. It

depends on indi-

viduals and
departments. . . .
Some decisions
we haven’t been
included in. To be
honest, with
[names depart-—frp the case.”

ment], we have

not been at the

“Decision makers assume that once
they tell their next in command that

everyone will hear the news. This is far

— A central office staff member

table as much as
we'd like. Sometimes we're seen as out-
side, and we need to be jointly at the

table in some of those decisions.

Again, respondents to the central office survey
also raised similar concerns:

Central Office is still working in silos

with little communication between

departments.

Communication is an issue between and
within different departments. Depart-
ments and tiers (elementary, middle,
high) seem to work in isolation and often

at odds.

Communication and shared vision across tier
leaders was an issue. Each tier has a separate
approach to transformational change: in ele-
mentary it is balanced literacy and math; at
the middle school level balanced literacy and
math are also a focus but so are the sixteen
qualities of effective middle schools; and at
the high school level it is the academies
approach, which includes project-based learn-

ing, block scheduling, and career-based
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themes. These approaches are not necessarily
in conflict; much about them is compatible,
and the differences are appropriate to address-
ing the developmental needs of students at the
various levels. However, being explicit about
how they are connected and the rationale for
differences is a critical communication chal-
lenge. Respondents attribute the divisions by

tiers as issues of work and communication

school reform, with one exception. Fewer
than 50 percent of central office staff and
school administrators agree or strongly agree
with the final item, “central office priorities
are consistent with schools’ priorities.” Still,
the other items paint a picture of a central
office that is increasingly providing research-
based and relevant supports for teaching and

learning.

styles of key staff in these departments. As The survey findings were reflected in inter-

one participant in a TLG co-chairs meetin . T .
p P 8 view data, which indicated that central office

stated, “Internal communications, that's what - .
administrators were attempting to move

this is about. Does anyone own this?” . . .
4 toward a servant leadership approach in their

Between Central Office and Schools relationships with schools in hopes that

The central office and school administrator school staff would see them as agents of sup-

surveys included several items that address port rather than of punitive measures. One

how the central office and schools interact. central office staff member said:

We highlight several relevant items in Table 7. In the early 2000s, we were part of a cul-

. . ture where it was not about collaboration
Table 7 demonstrates consistently high or

L . . — the less you hear from the central
significantly improving rates of agreement ffice. the b it e inth
for both principals and central office staff on office, the better off you are. We're in the

items related to central office support for

TABLE 7. Central office/school interaction

SCHOOL ADMINISTRATORS CENTRAL OFFICE STAFF
CENTRAL OFFICE... 2010 2011 2010 2011
% A Total % A Total % A Total % A Total
or SA N or SA N or SA N or SA N
Helps schools identify research-based strategies to better
meet their reform goals 60.8 189 65.9 205 448 143 62.2 119
Uses the experiences of its schools to improve its strate-
gies and approaches for supporting reform 489 188 54.2 201 444 144 61.2 121
Provides school leaders with information about high-quality
support providers relevant to the focused efforts of their 52.7 186 65.9 185 413 138 52.7 110
schools
Hel hool t t f teachi
Ieearr;ﬁnsgc ools promote and nurture a focus on teaching and 761 188 70.9 203 605 147 756 19
Priorities are consistent with schools’ priorities 432 185 421 197 37.7 151 48.8 125
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process of changing that. I don’t want
principals to fear me or think I'm there

because something’s wrong.

Despite positive examples, both survey and
interview data show that experiences of com-
munication between central office and schools
vary widely throughout the district. Seven of
thirty-three principals or assistant principals
who responded to an open-ended question
asking for additional comments or concerns
on the principal survey noted negative experi-
ences communicating with the central office.
One said:
A lot of central office personnel still do
not respond to principals’ emails and/or
phone calls on a consistent basis. It is
frustrating to make contact with someone
and wonder if they will do something as
simple as email or call me back. What
would happen if someone at central office
called or emailed me and I did not return

the communication?

The implementation of the district’s coaching
model was generally seen as an effort from the
district to support teachers and help them
develop their practice. One school-based staff
member said:
I think that teachers are starting to feel
like the whole idea of putting all those
coaches in buildings is really meant to
support them, so [Dr. Register] is putting
his money where his mouth is. . . . 1
think that teachers feel like that's an
effort in good faith, to help them and not

to watch them.

There were some questions from various par-
ticipants about whether the kinds of culture

changes — including improved collaboration

and communication — that were noted at the
central office level or among TLG members
have translated to schools. One community
partner said, “The challenge and task is to
make it feel like there is change and transfor-
mation going on, to move that buzz down
into the school level.” An external partner
noted that culture change at the school level
is uneven. I think it's very uneven. And I
think the people who are in [middle
management] positions, they're the key
translators of the culture from central
office to schools, and I think that’s both a
work in progress and uneven in how it’s

being executed.

School-based staff spoke about the inconsis-
tencies in communication from the central

office, and

teachers in par-
ticular noted
that much of
what was shared
with them was
affected by
administrator
interpretation.
One school
administrator,

in response to a

“Teachers are starting to feel like the whole
idea of putting all those coaches in build-
ings is really meant to support them. . ..
Teachers feel like that's an effort in good
faith, to help them and not to watch them.”

— A school-based staff member

general com-
ments question on the survey, also raised the
question of whether central office tailored
supports for schools.
The mandates this year have been given
to our school regardless of the work that
we are currently doing. It seems that

someone at the central office hears about
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a great program and wants it imple-
mented right away with everybody with-
out going to the schools to find out, what
are the needs, what is the school already
doing, how does the program fit into the
overall efforts of the school, etc. I believe
we were told in one meeting that
although our schools might not be wor-
ried about math scores, the district is, so
we are all doing math interventions
whether we want to or not. This would
not be in line with collaborative decision
making and finding reform initiatives
that fit the needs of individual or small

groups of schools.

One coach spoke about the need for more
direct communication about system change
efforts to teachers, noting that when informa-
tion gets processed through multiple levels of
the system before reaching them, a “rumor
mill” begins. The coach said:
Teachers do get frustrated that there’s no
direct line of communication for reform
efforts. They hear things from us, they
hear things from principals. Some princi-
pals are not as timely with getting infor-
mation to teachers, so they hear it from
other teachers, their buddies in the dis-
trict. Even as a [coach] T hear, “Have you
heard about this? Have you heard about
this?” No, I haven’t. There’s not a direct
line, a place you can go for all of your
information, or a timeline for even get-
ting information to teachers. . . . That can

be very frustrating.

This also led to the perception from school-
based staff that there were communication

problems among decision-makers or depart-
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ments within the central office. Additionally,
inconsistent communication coupled with
fast-paced, continual, and high-stakes change
led school personnel to feel frustrated and
overwhelmed. During a focus group, two
teachers had the following exchange:
T1: So much changes at the district level
that principals aren’t even aware of until
the last minute. Our principal came in
the other day, and I can’t remember what
it was that she was panicking about —
some issue relating to graduation that
had just changed and they didn’t know

about.

T2: And it’s vital, and it’s like you've got
to do it, and it’s like I didn’t even know
we were supposed to be doing that, what

are you talking about?

Some coaches noted that their increased
access to information and decision-makers
allowed them to circumvent ineffective com-
munications processes and get information to
teachers more quickly than if it were delivered

by administrators.

One common theme from school-based staff
was the disconnect between central office
managers and administrators and the realities
“on the ground.” One teacher said, “I think
that the higher level of administrators, from
Dr. Register to the top brass, they’re still too
insulated on what happens on campuses.”



Across TLGS and between TLGs and
Departments

Most TLG co-chairs and members agreed that
collaboration among TLGs was limited. When
asked how TLGs collaborate, comments like

»

“I don’t know,” “not much,” or “that’s proba-
bly one of the weaker areas” were common
for about two-thirds of participants. While
some of the TLG leaders could cite specific
examples of collaboration with other TLGs,
even in those cases this typically amounted
to exchange of information rather than joint
work plans, or involved process TLGs such as
IT or Communications supporting emerging
work. Meetings of co-chairs and quarterly
meetings were seen as opportunities to get to
know the work of other TLGs, but 60 percent
of the respondents — including co-chairs of
the TLGs as well as members of the Oversight
Team themselves — saw the Oversight Team
meetings in particular as passive exchanges of
information. Some new tools and processes
have been developed that are designed in part
to encourage more opportunities for collabo-
ration but had not made a discernible impact
in the 2010-2011 academic year. Most dis-
trict-based TLG co-chairs felt that there was a
strong connection between the work coming
out of the TLG and the work being done in
their departments, and in many cases it was
difficult or impossible to delineate between
the two. One co-chair stated, “I don’t know
how much I can say is TLG work and how
much I can say is what we're trying to do in

our own jobs. But I think that’s a good thing.

I feel like if you've got a match there, I feel
like that’s what it’s all about.” Several agreed
that, while sometimes the TLG is primarily a
“sounding board” used to reinforce the direc-
tion that the

work is going, a
strong commu-
nity presence
on the TLG can
add valuable
ideas and
resources that
would not
likely come out

than joint work plans.

of a district-

While some of the TLG leaders could cite
specific examples of collaboration with other
TLGS, even in those cases this typically

amounted to exchange of information rather

only group.

One central office leader said, “Some of [the
work] has been created in the TLG, things we
haven’t thought of, connections we haven’t

made with the community.”

TLG co-chairs who are also central office lead-
ers told us that the work of their TLG is con-
sidered in executive-level decision making:
“When we meet as an executive staff, when
we’re making big decisions, that info from the
TLGs, from what they’re doing, flows into the
decision making process at top level executive

staff meetings.”

In the Community

One clear change in culture has been the dis-
trict’s close partnerships with community
organizations, businesses, and individuals
through their involvement as TLG members
as well as through initiatives such as the high
school academies. MNPS Achieves has
brought together partners across the city, and
there is alignment on several important issues:
ASSET, high school academies, and use of
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data. Both community partners and district
staff stated that this has been a positive
change. One central office leader said:
[Dr. Register] has given us engagement
with the community. He came in and that
was one of the first things he did. He has
given us the

“Community participation in high-level
decision making — that in and of itself is
transformational. Community never felt it

had as much of a voice as it has now.”

encourage-
ment to reach
out into the
community
and see them

as partners.

A community

) partner said,
— A community partner B _
Community

participation in

high-level decision making — that in and of
itself is transformational. Community never
felt it had as much of a voice as it has now.”
Additionally, a few participants noted that the
district’s focus on best practices, with corre-
sponding efforts to bolster its knowledge base
with external expertise, has been an important
change from a formerly insular environment.
A community partner noted that the district
was becoming “an intentionally contemplative
institution,” and one central office staff mem-
ber said:

We're looking outside the district for the

first time. . . . Part of the issue with the

state has been that we’ve been so isolated.

To bring in outsiders . . . and look at best

practice is very welcomed.

Though the continued, substantive engage-
ment of community partners was widely
praised, a few participants noted areas where

there were “turf wars,” potentially duplicative
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work, “prickly” relationships, or a lack of clear
alignment between some external groups and
the work of the TLGs or district. One commu-
nity-based TLG co-chair said, “We know what
each other is working on, but we’re not work-
ing in tandem. The trains are not running in
the same direction. There’s not collaboration,
just good will at this point.” A district-based
co-chair said, “I feel like I have three different
groups that are working on the same thing, so
next year I'm hoping I can . . . look at the peo-
ple and sort of [put] them together in one core
group.” While part of this is a communication
issue, it also speaks to the ongoing challenge
of enacting changes that require substantial
collaboration, partnership, and shared
resources between the district and multiple
community organizations, particularly if there
is not a common vision across the engaged
stakeholders. Additionally, questions of who
“owns” the work (or specific elements of it)
has the potential to create divisions, particu-
larly if one or more external groups have had a
significant hand in idea development or imple-

mentation or if external funding is at stake.

Some participants also mentioned that what is
becoming a citywide focus on education, with
continually increasing collaboration with and
support from organizations such as the
mayor’s office and chamber of commerce as
well as an improved sense of confidence in the
district from the community at large, has con-
tributed to the shift to a more hopeful culture.
One central office staff member said:

I think that there’s what I call the stars

aligning. There’s political will to see

MNPS be successful, there’s community



support, there’s support from the busi-
ness community and from the chamber
and all the partnerships for the acade-
mies. There’s support from the state.
Everyone needs MNPS to be successful.
... The support is there, and that has
been helpful to the culture as well.

Ongoing efforts on the part of district leader-
ship to build and sustain positive and produc-
tive working relationships with both local and
state leaders has been integral to maintaining
ongoing dialogue, support, collaboration, and
commitment to shared ideals, even when

philosophies or approaches may diverge.

Interviewees who were also parents of MNPS
students praised the district’s efforts in com-
municating to families, and some believed
that the community is developing a greater
sense of trust in the district. However, we
heard from both district and community par-
ticipants that MNPS is still facing challenges
in changing public perceptions, especially
given the multi-year timeframe of transforma-
tional change efforts, and in building under-
standing of change efforts taking place. One
coach acknowledged that system change ini-
tiatives were not necessarily clear to parents
and community members:
I don’t think that people are as aware of
what’s going on. I think there are also
some misconceptions out there about
what'’s going on. I think that they’re try-
ing to address those, but I think we still
have some big improvements in commu-

nication that need to occur.

A central office middle manager who is also a

parent noted that community members don’t

necessarily need or want to know about the

TLG process or
internal workings
of the district, but
rather:
I think what the
community
wants to know
is what's chang-
ing because of
all this effort.
... They just
want to know,
how are you
making my kid’s
school better?

“There’s political will to see MNPS be
successful, there’s community support,
there’s support from the business com-
munity and from the chamber and all the
partnerships for the academies. There's
support from the state.”

— A central office staff member

What's changing at the school level? . . . 1

think maybe the communications effort,

if there is one, should be focused on what

are the outcomes of MNPS Achieves.

THE NCLB Context

Participants at the central office and school

levels widely noted that the pressure for the

district to make AYP, and the corresponding

threat of the state taking a larger role in the

district, has been the cause of a great deal of

anxiety across the system and has at some

level detracted from a more general sense of

positivity about the direction of the change

initiative. One central office staff member

said:

There’s fear, because we're on a path

where we're really getting some traction

and making some change, and people are

excited. And no one wants to be derailed

by the test scores not having caught up to
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where we are. Because everyone I've
talked to believes we're on the right path.
A lot of implementation still needs to be
done, but that's something that's been
distracting, quite frankly, from some of
the good reform strategies that are trying

to take root.

Though teachers and coaches recognized the
various priorities of the district mentioned
above, it was clear that pressure around AYP
was what they felt most immediately. When
asked about district priorities, one coach said,
“Making AYP, and if you say anything else
you're being disingenuous. That’s the political
times in which we live, that’s the focus.”
Another added, “It’s sad that we can all sit
here, and the only goal we can tell you that
this district has is to make AYP. Because that’s
all we feel.” The effect that AYP pressure has
had on morale was palpable, particularly

when speaking of schools that had been

repeatedly unable to meet targets. And school-
based staff felt the stress of a “pressure
cooker” atmosphere in which multiple and
immediate short-term strategies to meet AYP,
which may not be well aligned or sustainable,
“turn [their] lives upside down.” One external
partner characterized this issue as “a discon-
nect between the meeting AYP strategies con-
versation and the district transformation

conversation.”

Some teachers and coaches talked about low
morale and a sense of fear that didn’t stem
from the district per se but rather more gen-
eral attitudes about teachers that are populat-
ing the state and national landscape and that
are difficult to overcome at a local level. One
teacher said:

I'd love to say the fear factor is gone. I

don’t think that [Dr. Register] is driving

the fear factor, but it’s still alive and well.

TABLE 8. Major professional development initiatives

CENTRAL OFFICE STAFF

PRINCIPALS

Executive Leadership Training and Coaching

Group Dynamics and Strategic Training Associ-
ates: Provides executive leadership training and
coaching through the Central Office Effective-

ness TLG and one-on-one coaching with execu-

Principal Leadership Institutes: Central office

two- or three-day bi-annual retreats.

Principal Leadership Institute

Two- or three-day retreats are held bi- annually, which
include an introduction to or extension of content and
processes that are central strands for the improvement of
teaching and learning that will be embedded over time

tive staff. including:

Annenberg Institute’s District Redesign and * Instructional Rounds

Leadership group: Provides leadership and tech- e Training on Inclusion and Differentiated Instruction
nical assistance. o Developing the Artisan Teacher/Skilled Observation and

Coaching (Rutherford)

leaders design, present, and participate at these | e SUCCEED Training in processes for teacher evaluation
and removal (McGrath)

e Using Data for Leadership Decisions

e Continuous Improvement Process

e Making the Transition to the Common Core

o Tennessee Value-Added Assessment System (TVAAS)
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It’s the dark ages of education right now.
I feel really sad to be a teacher sometimes
now. Victimized. And I don’t know that
the changes we're making are changing
that right now. However, I don’t feel like
my superintendent anymore is creating a

culture of fear. I think the world is.

A few leaders noted the difficulty of overcom-
ing negative public perception stemming from
the district’s NCLB status, which not only
detracts from the very real progress that has
occurred, but leads to anxiety and defensive-
ness within the district. One said, “The nega-
tive publicity, negative public perception, that
standard of measuring the success of this dis-
trict, is a very narrow view of what education

is about. It has been destructive.”

Transforming MNPS through
Capacity Building

In addition to the work of the Transforma-
tional Leadership Groups, MNPS leadership
embarked on an ambitious effort to build the
capacity of central office staff, principals and
teachers. We focused our attention on central
office staff and principals. Table 8 describes
the major professional development initiatives

for each group.

Throughout our data collection, we tried to
get at the ways in which central office sup-
ports and builds the capacity of school leaders
to improve student achievement. Table 9
focuses on the perceptions of central office
staff and school administrators about how
well central office is able to build capacity in

specific areas.

Looking across these items suggests two
trends: First, that the central office values pro-

fessional development and is providing it

TABLE 9. How well central office builds capacity

SCHOOL ADMINISTRATORS CENTRAL OFFICE STAFF
CENTRAL OFFICE... 2010 2011 2010 2011
% A Total % A Total % A Total % A Total
or SA N or SA N or SA N or SA N
Provides school leaders with professional development
that involves opportunities for modeling, shadowing, and 425 186 53.8 186 36.8 136 53.6 110
reflection
Provides school leaders with professional development
centered on teacher evaluation and observation 64.4 188 723 184 426 136 61.3 106
Promotes the professional development of teachers and
principals/APs 82.0 189 83.5 200 63.0 154 77.4 124
Provides struggling school administrators with targeted
intensive professional development and support 288 175 339 183 231 134 346 104
Provides differentiated support for principals and APs at
different stages of their careers 342 187 406 187 226 133 305 105
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more often. For example, we see significant
increases in the proportion of both respondent
groups agreeing or strongly agreeing that the
central office provides and promotes profes-
sional development involving opportunities for
modeling, shadowing, and reflection and also
provides professional development focused on
teacher observation and evaluation. And sec-
ond, we see that specific and targeted support
for administrators either at struggling schools
or at different stages of their careers were areas
that are not yet viewed as strengths among cen-

tral office staff. These last two items on Table 9

Capacity Building in Central Office

In our interviews with central office staff at
the executive level, they gave multiple sources
from which they receive support to develop
their capacity as leaders. They pointed to
opportunities for professional development
through training with external consultants
(executive leadership training with John Nor-
ris, Instructional Rounds training, and presen-
tations at the Principal Leadership Institutes),
external conferences, and interactions with
internal and external colleagues (Dr. Register,
Dr. Gloria Frazier, WEB Associates, and

were two of only six items that fewer than 50
percent of respondents agreed or strongly

agreed with, across both years and both respon-

dent groups.

Much like many other urban districts
across the country, Metropolitan
Nashville Public Schools (MNPS) has
experienced its share of leadership tran-
sition at the top. However, prior to 2009
when Dr. Jesse Register became the
director of schools, there was a period of
seven years in which stability existed at
the helm with the same director. Yet it was
a system that continued to spiral down-
ward and was in need of a long-term over-
haul that would challenge and change its
culture, climate, structures, and practices.

Many staff had responded to the style and
expectations of the former leadership with
trepidation and quiet compliance, believ-
ing that to ask for help or admit you didn’t
know something was tantamount to being
singled out as incompetent. In a fragile
environment where leaders lacked the

higher education partners). They frequently
noted their time spent with the Central Office

Effectiveness TLG as an opportunity for colle-

gial interaction and reflection. Central office

confidence, support, or encouragement to
take risks, there were few moves made to
step outside the box with a creative idea
or innovative practice.

Coupled with inertia and internal isolation,
MNPS also maintained a relatively insular
stance toward integrating knowledge
about urban school system change efforts
emerging in the field and the district did
not look to engage external partners with
internal staff as a way to deepen their
expertise and build capacity as a learning
organization.

The challenge of developing the capacity
of school-based and central office staff to
become “greatleaders” had to begin with
a fundamental change of mind and a
change in attitude. Transforming schools
in Metro Nashville had to start with trans-
forming personnel from being compliant

P Developing Great Teachers and Leaders: The Engine for School-Based Transformation in Metropolitan Nashville Public Schools

to becoming courageous, and a central
mechanism for making that change has
been creating a collaborative culture.
“Collaboration” has become the word of
the day in MNPS, and its frequent use,
particularly among principals, has been a
signal to each other that there is a new
way of doing things in MNPS.

Beginning with transparent, definitive, and
passionate messages from Dr. Register,
principals seem to understand the chal-
lenges they are facing but also acknowl-
edge the opportunities they have to grow
as professionals and improve their
schools. Principals continue to comment
about what it means to have a committed
director of schools, and while they have
become increasingly aware of his high
expectations, they also recognize and
mention the available supports.



leaders at all levels also told us that they
looked to other colleagues for support and
noted that their supervisors and colleagues
were accessible and willing to help them in
their work. As one leader stated:
[It's been] very helpful for me to have
opportunities to be with other depart-
ment leaders and other employees in cen-
tral office. Everyone’s extremely busy

[which] led to the silo-ing everyone talks

However, middle management seemed to have
fewer structured opportunities for ongoing
professional development. Recent hires also
told us that they received no structured or for-
mal district orientation, induction or training
as new central office staff in the district. What
they did receive was either procedural or
informational in nature — particularly among

mid-level management or below.

Central office leaders also expressed concern

about that is prevalent. . . . People some-
times assume something can’t be done
some way because of a preconceived
notion or [they] didn’t know who to ask.
Whenever we can get together, it’s benefi-
cial — to have discussions to share what

you're doing. Even more of that would be

stronger.

The change in attitude and actions of
MNPS leadership has begun to take root
across the district, and a major factor in
accelerating that shift has been the huge
investments made to develop the capacity
of principals. The Principals Leadership
Institute (PLI) has become a cornerstone
of those investments and provides a struc-
ture for the delivery of ongoing profes-
sional development. Created early on in
Dr. Register’s tenure, the three-day expe-
rience held twice a year provides content
knowledge and also process knowledge
so that principals develop their capacity
in multiple ways.

Each PLI has been bookended with a set
of key messages from Dr. Register that set
the tone at the beginning and the charge
at the end. Over time, principals have
begun to see the institutes as unique
learning opportunities where they can
share strategies and challenges in the

company of their colleagues and in a non-
threatening way. The district has become
more open-minded about using consultant
expertise from outside the district, but it
has also used the Institute format to
showcase local work and practice.

One theme of instructional leadership
training that has been carried through the
Institutes as a central thread is the work
of Mike Rutherford of the Rutherford
Learning Group, Inc. Developing the Arti-
san Teacher is grounded in the belief and
understanding that the role of an instruc-
tional leader is to build the talents and
capacities of teachers — in other words,
great leaders grow great teachers.

Rutherford’s Skilled Observation and
Coaching Lab (SOCL) model has become
the framework around which principals
have been given ongoing, job-embedded
professional development. A key point
about the decision to embrace this

about the sheer volume of meetings they are
asked to attend on a daily basis (only a frac-
tion of which are expressly for professional
development). They viewed this as a conflict
with their ability and desire to spend more of
their time in schools, which they affirmed as a

priority area of work.

approach is that it internalizes the idea of
developing a workforce by first acknowl-
edging the talent and ability that is inher-
ently there and can be unleashed so
teachers reach their fullest potential. The
belief in principals to transform schools is
then transferred to a belief in the capacity
of teachers to transform teaching and
learning for their students.

A significant number of staffing changes
have also occurred at the principal level
and a sizable number of principals have
been in their positions in MNPS for five
years or less. Some of the new principals
were promoted from inside the district
while others were recruited from outside,
but together they represent roughly one
third of the school-based leadership.
Simultaneously, there have been several
promotions among school-based leaders
to central office positions ranging from the
cabinet level to mid-level management.



Capacity Building at the School Level
In our data collection, we've regularly
observed the Principal Leadership Institutes
(PLI), which occur biannually in January and
June. Principals have provided extensive eval-
uation data from each of these retreats. We
have noted the following trends across the five
PLIs that we have observed:

* Ongoing professional development: Efforts to
develop the capacity of principals as
instructional leaders began at the PLIs and
have been continued between PLIs and
revisited in subsequent leadership retreats.
Developing the Artisan Teacher through
the Skilled Observation and Coaching Lab-
oratory, Instructional Rounds, and the
Continuous Improvement process are three

examples of an effort to “seed” best prac-

tices in stages using the PLIs as a fixed
structure upon which to add building
blocks and move principals through cycles
of training and implementation.

Greater engagement: As rapport, collegiality,
and trust have developed among principals
and their interest in the topics has grown,
we have observed greater engagement in
sessions and fewer side conversations and
distractions from smartphones. Principals
have increasingly asked for more time to
spend with their colleagues and seem to
place more value on those interactions over
time.

Wider involvement: While the initial PLIs
drew on the expertise and skills of prima-
rily external consultants, a conscious effort

has been made to tap internal expertise,

Another approach to leadership develop-
ment in MNPS has been to grow great
leaders through an internal leadership
pipeline. The Teacher Leadership Institute
(TLI) was launched by the district in the
summer of 2011 and is designed to recruit
cohorts of promising teacher leaders with
at least three years of classroom experi-
ence and prepare them for leadership
positions throughout the district. By devel-
oping the potential for leadership among
its more recent hires, the district is hop-
ing to build its human resource capacity
over the long term.

The focus on developing their own
pipeline for leadership has spurred along
the development of the Leadership Per-
formance Strands and Skills, which are
now the guideposts for the professional
development that takes place in the PLI
and the TLI. The five performance strands
are: Setting Clear and Compelling Direc-

tion; Shaping Culture for Learning; Lead-
ing and Managing Change; Transforming
Teaching and Learning; and Managing
Accountability Systems.

Principals have been given new tools in
their “leadership toolkit”, a new language
of “transformational and servant leader-
ship,” and a supportive culture in which to
improve their practice. But they have also
been given a more rigorous version of the
Tennessee Comprehensive Assessment
Program (TCAP), the Tennessee Value-
added Assessment System (TVAAS), and
the overarching mandates of No Child Left
Behind (NCLB). There is less timidity
among these leaders every time they
come together for a PLI, and their enthu-
siasm does not seem diminished by the
difficult road ahead. Gains that are made
at the school and district level are often
celebrated. But it is the aggregate of their
efforts that seems to matter most and will

determine whether as a district, they can
make AYP and avoid a state takeover.
Behind the smiling faces on the first day
of an Institute and the exuberant talk that
fills the room, there are many principals
who feel overwhelmed by the number of
new initiatives that must be implemented
and are concerned about how to balance
breadth with depth.

Pulling it all together into a coherent and
manageable framework has to be a major
part of the district’'s ongoing processes,
especially when there are so many mov-
ing parts. The stakes are high, but the dis-
trict’s structures, policies, and practices
are becoming stronger, and so is their
belief system. Most importantly, there are
now a growing number of principals who
are willing to withstand the pressures so
that they can move their schools forward
and see their students make unprece-
dented gains.



with central office staff and principals serv-
ing as presenters, facilitators, and panelists.
These opportunities have increased sharing
of best practices along with challenges
faced by other principals and new connec-

tions have been made across schools.

Clearer standards for leadership development:
The district has developed a set of five
Leadership Performance Strands (Setting
Clear and Compelling Direction; Shaping
Culture for Learning; Leading and Manag-
ing Change; Transforming Teaching and
Learning; and Managing Accountability
Systems) that frame their professional
development for leaders and they have
defined the knowledge and skills that cap-
ture what leadership looks like in each of

these areas.

Principals frequently referred to the Develop-
ing the Artisan Teacher, Instructional Rounds,
and the SUCCEED training as key profes-
sional development strategies that have sup-
ported their work as leaders. Some noted that
the opportunity to visit other schools through
these models and have a better understanding
of what is happening in other schools in their
feeder pattern is as beneficial as the content of

the trainings.

Principals, however, also returned frequently
to the issue of time and expressed their desire
to have more time to work more closely with
their staff in focused areas of development.
Given the number of in-service days, some
principals expressed frustration in trying to
keep pace. As one principal noted:

If T had the money, I would pay for all

teachers to do an extra month in the

summer, and we would plan ahead of the

school year, look at data ahead of the

school year. Instead, we get going then
wait until October. We have two days
together as a faculty to get to know one

another and take off.

Instructional coaches in general acknowl-
edged the increase in professional develop-
ment they now receive and specifically noted
the changes in structures (“built-in” net-
works, PLCs, etc) as beneficial. As one coach
commented:

I think we have networks really that we

did not have before. I went to reading

specialist meetings for years and felt like

I hardly knew

anyone; I just sat

here and wlked  PTINCIpAIS returned frequently to the

about what needs

issue of time and expressed their desire

to be done next

and that kind of
thing. They were
fine, but Lehinkwith their staff in focused areas of

we now have

these built-in . . . []EVH“][][]]B"[_

now we're attend-

to have more time to work more closely

ing these cluster

leadership meetings — they’re hard to
squeeze in, but I know all the coaches
from the middle and high schools in my
cluster. We come to these coaching meet-
ings, get to know coaches from other
clusters. We have a lot more support as

far as a resource than we had in past.

However, they did note that the trade-off of
having more coaches working in diverse areas
has meant less time to meet in content and

role-specific groups than before. Coaches also
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recognized a shift in the focus of their profes-
sional development to include both content
and process skills — for example, developing
skills for working with teachers as adult learn-
ers. Some veteran coaches further explained
that the nature of the job has changed over
time from working directly with students to

having more direct contact with teachers.

And finally, a strategic component of the dis-
trict’s leadership capacity building has been
the development of the Teacher Leadership
Institute (TLI). Developed in collaboration
with multiple partners, the Institute has
become the district’s internal structure for

developing

“If you [compare] planning and implemen-
tation, we were heavy on the planning side.
Now we've moved along the continuum

toward implementation.”

— Dr. Jesse Register; Director of Schools,
Metropolitan Nashville Public Schools

leadership
capacity of
teachers to lead
from the class-
room within
the school and
at the district
level. An initial
cohort of

twenty-eight

third-year
teachers went through a rigorous selection
process and in June began a year-long devel-
opment experience to increase their knowl-
edge and skills in each of the MNPS
Leadership Performance Strands. The intent is
to increase retention of effective teachers and
support them in the development and applica-
tion of their leadership skills to improve adult

performance.

5 See Appendix B for a list of National Advisory Panel members.
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Implementation

During the visit from the National Advisory
Panel in December 2010, Dr. Register and
other central office leadership noted that they
believed MNPS is at the point with TLGs and
other systemwide changes where planning
was moving into implementation.’ Dr. Regis-
ter noted, “If you [compare] planning and
implementation, we were heavy on the plan-
ning side. Now we’ve moved along the contin-
uum toward implementation.” However, Dr.
Register and others recognized that leveraging
the work of 150 people to impact the entire

school system is a tremendous challenge.

Discussing “implementation” in a district as
large and complex as MNPS is a challenge, as
there are multiple initiatives in play at any
one time, each one on its own timeline with
their own definitions of what constitutes
strong implementation and fidelity. Further
complicating the picture for this evaluation is
the fact that some initiatives pre-date MNPS
Achieves or are only tangentially related to the
work of the TLGs. Next, we explore issues
related to implementation. We describe in
general the work of each TLG, then focus on
some notable examples of ideas and programs
developed through the TLG process.

Implementing the Work and Ideas of
the TLGs

In our evaluation report last year, we noted
that most TLGs, up to that point, had been
engaged in intensive planning processes that
would, hopefully, set the stage for moving
from planning to design and implementation
of transformational changes in the 2010-2011
school year. We also saw different paths to

implementation for different TLGs depending



on the closeness of “fit” between the TLG and
a related office or unit within the central
office. For example, the High School TLG is
clearly aligned with a particular department
and line of authority within the central office.
And the organization of that TLG — with the
associate superintendent of high schools serv-
ing as TLG co-chair — reflected that alignment
and clear line of authority. We argued that the
path to implementation for these TLGs would
be a simpler process (in theory, at least) than
TLGs whose membership and authority
crossed multiple departments within the cen-
tral office, the most notable being the Per-
formance of Disadvantaged Students TLG.

One year later, there are several TLG-designed
or TLG-supported initiatives that have moved
beyond the planning and design stages to
implementation. Next, we outline the main
focus areas of each TLG, along with some
notable highlights and challenges faced dur-
ing their second year of work. While not
intended to be comprehensive, the following
descriptions give a flavor for the work that
each TLG is doing and how they are proceed-
ing in studying, designing, and implementing

transformational change ideas and practices.

Performance of English Learners

The Performance of English Learners TLG
(EL TLG) used both student data and recom-
mendations from an external appraisal con-
ducted by George Washington University to
identify priority areas for their work. A major
focus for the EL TLG has been on decentraliz-
ing EL services and on creating the conditions

for an inclusive culture for English learners

districtwide. Part of that effort has involved
increasing recognition that English learners
live throughout the Nashville community and
has led to an emphasis on teacher effective-
ness and increasing parent outreach and fam-
ily support. The latter has proved a challenge
within the TLG as members struggle to iden-
tify effective outreach strategies that sustain
the voice and participation of parents and
families. Highlights of their work include the
creation of tier-level professional learning
communities, restructuring the English
learner coaching system to reach more
schools, providing professional development
for coaches, expanding English learner serv-
ices to more schools, initial planning for an
ESL endorsement and professional develop-
ment program, and the initial implementation
of the LEAF (Linking, Educating, and
Advancing Families) program, which offers
literacy and life skills training to non-English
speaking parents. The TLG made a transition
to a new district co-chair and seems to have
developed effective processes for teamwork

and collaboration.

Performance of Students with Special Needs
The Performance of Students with Special
Needs TLG continued to focus on creating a
culture of inclusion in all learning environ-
ments, developing the capacity of both gen-
eral and special educators to support student
learning, and aligning and implementing col-
laborative professional development support
practices throughout the district. An addi-
tional area of focus for the coming school year
is the concept and implementation of acceler-
ation of learning for students with special
needs, which the TLG has struggled with. The
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group’s work on implementing inclusive prac-
tices and integrative service delivery more
deeply in the district is geared toward both
improving student achievement and to chang-
ing attitudes and mindsets about instruction
and best practices for students with special
needs. The TLG recommended the district
have an external assessment of the education
of gifted and talented students. MNPS expects
to award a contract for this assessment at the
beginning of the school year based on
responses to a request for proposals. The Per-
formance of Students with Special Needs TLG
is also working to embed social-emotional
learning strategies into the district’s approach
to support services delivery for all students.
The TLG had a district co-chair transition and
has also continued to partner with the
Mayor’s Advisory Council on Special Educa-

tion.

Performance of High School Students

The work of the Performance of High School
Students TLG continued to focus on rallying
stakeholders together around a common
vision, goal, and structure for high school sys-
tem change. The group’s focus areas included
identifying the characteristics for an MNPS
graduate, building on the momentum from
the launch of the Academies of Nashville and
continuing to garner support and engagement
from the business community, and transform-
ing instruction through teacher collaboration,
professional development, and project-based
student learning. The TLG also worked on
communication and messaging about the
academies to the community using student

ambassadors, though it has struggled to over-
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come some perceptions both internally and in
the community about the academy model.
Additionally, the TLG supported a path of
national certification, which requires data
collection and a process to monitor the effec-
tiveness of the academies model and imple-
mentation fidelity, and developed and
launched virtual education options. The TLG

transitioned to a new community co-chair.

Performance of Middle School Students

The Performance of Middle School Students
TLG streamlined its number of subcommit-
tees this year and also had a transition at the
district co-chair level. The TLG focused on
continuing to build a districtwide vision and
implementation of the sixteen effective char-
acteristics of middle schools, creating an
aligned system of curriculum and assessment,
which included building teacher capacity
(with an emphasis on how to teach mathe-
matics) through professional development
and establishing a school culture that
embraces practices and services to support the
whole child. A self-assessment survey con-
ducted through the National Middle School
Association helped to identify weak areas
across the district and define priorities. The
TLG also planned and implemented a middle
school conference serving 1,200 teachers,
which included training in formative assess-
ment, highly effective teams, and teaching in
block scheduling.

Performance of Disadvantaged Students

The Performance of Disadvantaged Students
TLG transitioned to a new district co-chair
and also transitioned to a new community co-
chair twice. Several community-based partici-

pants in the TLG, including two co-chairs and



a subcommittee co-chair, were hired by the
district, leading to a heavier internal presence.
The group narrowed its focus areas to include
best instructional practices, including ensur-
ing effective instructional practices for disad-
vantaged youth and aligning curricular
resources and data to make instructional deci-
sions; the impact of mobility on learning; and
increasing student and family supports for
health and social services. The district imple-
mented the TLG’s year one recommendation
to hire data coaches, as well as develop K-12
pacing guides. The group has analyzed data
on and increased awareness of student mobil-
ity issues throughout the district and collabo-
rated with the Mayor’s Task Force on Youth
Mobility. In the area of student and family
supports, four new Family Resource Centers
were opened in the district with efforts to
standardize services. The group also began to
reexamine the concept of community schools
and has explored various models and
providers. With a charge to impact over two-
thirds of the district’s students, the group has
struggled with finding paths to implementa-
tion in focus areas that spread across multiple
district departments and which in some cases

require significant financial investment.

Human Capital System/ASSET

ASSET, which is a merged entity comprising
the original Human Capital System TLG and
the Mayor’s Teacher Effectiveness Initiative,
focused on the areas of redesigning the dis-
trict’s human resources department to become
a high-performing human capital system, hir-
ing a professional development director to
lead the district’s efforts in this area, and

working at the state level to inform changes to

both teacher and principal evaluation systems.
A major goal of the group was to systemati-
cally identify and build the capacity of teacher
leaders to increase retention and build a lead-
ership pipeline, and as noted previously, the
district’s inaugural year-long Teacher Leader-
ship Institute was put into place. The TLG
launched action teams focused on prepara-
tion, induction, professional development,
and evaluation for the second phase of its
work and had a community co-chair transi-
tion. Given that the work of ASSET has such a
wide spread, the group has at times struggled
to ensure that human capital efforts are coher-
ent and aligned both among TLGs and the
larger district. A separate effort, focused on
improving the business practices of the
human resources department, was conducted
by CSS.

Information Technology/Data Management
System

The Information Technology / Data Manage-
ment System TLG took on the federal 2010
National Education Technology Plan as a
framework and focused on instructional as
well as operational technology. The TLG
worked to support instruction and student
learning through training and the use of elec-
tronic learning tools, continued to update and
support the district’s technological infrastruc-
ture, and most notably, expanded the capabili-
ties, staff, and use of the district’s data
warehouse by teachers and administrators.
The TLG played a role in supporting the tech-

nology and data management needs of other
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TLGs, including establishing the district’s vir-
tual high school. The group also developed a
data governance model and action plan for
MNPS. Because, like ASSET, this TLG has a
focus that spreads throughout the district, the
group has also struggled with ensuring coher-
ence and alignment throughout the larger sys-
tem. The Information Technology / Data
Management System TLG also had a commu-
nity co-chair transition, and MNPS hired the

co-chair at the end of the year.

Communications System

The Communications System TLG focused on
implementing a district communication plan,
which had strategies for both internal and
external communications. Internal communi-
cations work focused on connecting district
communications to the classroom and creat-
ing a common knowledge base and more col-
laborative culture within the central office. As
noted earlier in this report, internal communi-
cations continues to be a struggle. The TLG’s
work on external communications focused on
utilizing a variety of formats, languages, and
delivery systems to communicate to external
stakeholders. This included a greater online
and multi-media presence; a commitment to
greater transparency and easy access to stan-
dard documents; clear and consistent mes-
sages about district priorities, efforts,
expectations, and results; and training to help
employees communicate with parents from
diverse backgrounds. This focus also led to a
collaboration with the EL TLG to examine
best practices in translation and interpretation
services in a multilingual school district. The
Communications System TLG had a commu-
nity co-chair transition and also brought on

several new external TLG members.
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Central Office Effectiveness

The Central Office Effectiveness TLG focused
on the ongoing monitoring and adjustment of
central office structures, roles, and resources;
creating a culture and developing leaders to
support the district vision and beliefs; and
benchmarking and measuring the effective-
ness of central office leadership practice. The
Federal Programs office was restructured, and
the district also began implementation of a
project designed to align human capital
resources. The executive team, executive
directors, and supervisors participated in
training on “Retooling the Organizational
Culture,” and associate and assistant superin-
tendents took a lead role in designing and
implementing the district’s bi-annual Princi-
pal Leadership Institutes. TLG members, who
are primarily district executive staff, reviewed
the research base on central office effective-
ness, identified best practice districts in par-
ticular areas, and began planning for an
Emerging Knowledge Forum on Effective Sys-
tem Practices. The TLG group also identified
the strategic initiatives of the district funded
by Race to the Top or general funds. The
director of schools assigned MNPS Achieves
staff to design a project management frame-
work and accountability system that will
benchmark district, TLG, and executive staff
transformational change efforts to increase the

central office effectiveness during Year 3.



Implementation and TLG Structure

Several TLG members raised a concern
around the relative lack of principal participa-
tion on TLGs, and that this would complicate
implementation of TLG-led transformational
change. Principals need to both have knowl-
edge of and buy into the initiatives developed
by TLGs (as well as other districtwide changes
not developed by TLGs), since, as one TLG

member put it, the principal is the “gate-

P Implementation Vignettes

The following vignettes explore imple-
mentation more deeply in two areas: high
school academies and instructional and
data coaching.

HIGH SCHOOL ACADEMIES

The largest and most visible initiative at
the high school level in MNPS is the
development of academies. While this
“small learning community” approach to
secondary schools pre-dates MNPS
Achieves, its adoption at all high school
campuses in the district has been accel-
erated significantly in the last two years.
This has been accompanied by a compre-
hensive effort around the academy vision,
branding and marketing, organizational
structure, teaching and learning practices
and expectations, and external assess-
ment and accreditation of academy
quality.

The curricular and instructional focus
within the Academies of Nashville is to
have all instruction be project- and
inquiry-based and reinforced across mul-
tiple disciplines. There is also an empha-
sis placed on practical work experiences
through internships and job shadowing.
This vision is explicit and consistent

across central office and the High School
TLG members and is supported by a
branding and marketing campaign that
(literally) summarizes the academy vision
on the back of a business card. Beyond
print and web-based marketing, each
school has developed two student ambas-
sadors from each school who promote the
academy model across the district, but
particularly to their fellow high school stu-
dents and middle school students. The
importance of the ambassador program to
promoting academies was evident at one
of the TLG quarterly meetings, where the
High School TLG used a significant portion
of time to have a set of student ambassa-
dors promote the academy model to the
other TLG members present.

Implementation of the model is occurring
on several tracks, with some at a more
developed level of implementation than
others. At a purely structural level, imple-
mentation of academies is well devel-
oped. There are forty-three academies at
twelve high school campuses. Twelve
academy coaches work with high schools
as liaisons to both the central office and
to the business and higher education

keeper.” Light principal participation and
sometimes poor communication with princi-
pals is a threat to implementation of MNPS
Achieves transformational change efforts. One
ASSET TLG member argued:
We need to engage our principals more in
the TLG/ASSET process. I don’t think
most of them are aware of the work and
recommendations of the TLG/[MNPS]

Achieves. I was disappointed to learn that

communities. Buy-in from the business
community is also far along, with more
than 140 partners signed on to work with
academies.

Implementation of project-hased and
inquiry learning, the instructional heart of
the academy model, is at an earlier stage,
“20 to 30 percent implemented” accord-
ing to one TLG member. School team lead-
ers have been trained in the project- and
inquiry-based learning model, and thirty-
three of forty-three teams have been
trained. Additionally, MNPS is setting up
two
academies have been implemented with
fidelity, and model classrooms and les-
sons will be set up for visiting teachers to
observe and adapt at their own schools.
A TLG member said that MNPS “want[s]
to build capacity here and not rely on out-
side experts.”

“demonstration” schools where

While academies have been widely
embraced by MNPS, its business part-
ners, and many in the broader Nashville
community, one example of resistance
was highly publicized. One high school
with a longstanding International Bac-
calaureate (IB) Program became a center



of controversy when its IB coordinator
publicly disagreed with the movement of
MNPS towards the academy model.
When the coordinator was subsequently
transferred to another school by central
office, many parents of the school’s IB
students protested that move. One TLG
member described the situation as one of
miscommunication and district history:
Parents of upper-level IB, high SES
[socio-economic level] parents
believe that academies are trying to
dumb down schools and expecta-
tions. ... Thatis the unfortunate thing
that that message has permeated
through a small core group of parents
who are influential and loud. One
thing | have noticed in this city is dis-
trust of the school district. Parents
have been burned time after time. |
hear that consistently. . . . They sus-
pectwe’re not doing [academies] for
the right reasons. That has been a
challenge to overcome perceptions.
The only way to do that is with real
results and data.

Early results are positive. In 2011, an
MNPS high school was the only high
school in the country to receive the
National Community Schools Award of
Excellence from the Institute of Educa-
tional Leadership/Coalition for Community
Schools. Several academies are prepar-
ing for accreditation from a national
organization focused on academies.
Finally, there is an increased focus on vir-
tual learning, expanding partnerships, and
working more closely with middle schools
to align visions and practices.

The Academies of Nashville is generally
recognized within MNPS Achieves as the
initiative at the most developed level of
implementation. Part of this is due to the
fact, as mentioned above, that the acad-
emy model has existed in some form in the
district since 2006. But there is also a high
level of clarity around the academy vision,
significant internal and external buy-in,
and a focus on teaching and learning best

practices, which are unusual to see in
tandem in most district change efforts.
Still, challenges remain to deeply impact
teaching and learning in Metro Nashville.
In addition to the well-publicized resist-
ance mentioned above, one key issue is
the coherence of the academy model at
the high school level with system changes
at the middle school level. The Middle
School TLG is engaged in a deep study of
middle school issues in the district and
has adopted the “16 Essential Attributes
and Characteristics of Effective Schools”
advocated by the Association for Middle
Level Education (n.d.). The other main
focus in district middle schools has been
addressing achievement in math, and
there has been an emphasis in profes-
sional development in this area. At the
same time, the High School TLG has been
interested in bringing the academy model
to eighth grade. This interplay of current
and proposed initiatives at two different
schooling levels has led to some tension
between the TLGs. At its heart, however,
there are significant coherence and mid-
dle-to-high-school-transition questions
that need to be addressed by both TLGs
and district departments over the next
year, even as the implementation of the
Academies of Nashville continues and
deepens.

NOTE: For more detailed information on the Acad-
emies of Nashville, please visit
http://www.mnps.org/Page68146.aspx

INSTRUCTIONAL AND DATA COACHES

Data and instructional coaches have been
a significant investment by MNPS in
ensuring that best practices are imple-
mented with fidelity at the school and
classroom levels. Their presence in
schools is seen as a positive by central
office staff, principals, and teachers.
While there are a number of instructional
coaching models that have been used by
MNPS, the primary focus has been on giv-
ing schools access to literacy and numer-
acy coaches, especially at the elementary

and middle school levels. Shortly after Dr.
Register’s arrival as director, the number
of instructional coaches increased signif-
icantly, to over 300 (with more literacy
than numeracy coaches). In the first two
years using coaches,
reviews were very positive. One central
office staff and TLG member said that
“even in two years they've made a big dif-
ference.” Although one-time funding sup-
porting many coaches ceased in the
2011-2012 school year, and there was anx-
iety about potentially significant cuts,
many schools have chosen to use their
federal money to retain coaches. Dr. Reg-
ister noted that between one-third and
one-half of coaching positions are now
funded as part of MNPS's regular operat-
ing budget, and the remaining are funded
by Title money, so the positions are no
longer supported by “soft money.”

instructional

Both the source of funding and the fact
that principals are electing to retain
coaches provides evidence that the
coaching model is not only valued but
becoming institutionalized. Still, the role of
coaches, and how those coaches are
accessed by schools, was a source of
confusion for some teachers we inter-
viewed. First, there was concern that
some school administrators do not under-
stand the role of instructional coaches,
believing that those coaches were
intended to evaluate teachers, which is
not their role (administrators evaluate
teachers). This issue has the potential to
be exacerbated when the new teacher
evaluation system is implemented in the
2011-2012 school year, and principals are
expected to observe teachers for evalua-
tion purposes at a much greater rate. And
second, how coaches are assigned to, or
requested for, schools was not well
understood by some teachers. “Coaches
were given and then taken away” was a
representative response from teachers.

The introduction of a data coach coordi-
nator and twelve data coaches — each
assigned to a feeder cluster — has been a

(continued on page 34)



many of the teachers that are part of the
Teacher Leadership Institute had to ask
their principal to nominate them. Many
principals were not aware of the Institute
and/or did not demonstrate the leader-
ship to recognize outstanding teachers

and nominate them on their own.

MNPS leadership has taken the viewpoint that
all principals don’t have to be a part of the
TLGs to be involved, but all principals should
be engaged in the district rollout of TLG rec-
ommendations. Principals must understand
the implications of the changes and the link-
ages in order to lead and manage others in
making the necessary changes. As Dr. Register
has often said, “Systems changes don’t happen
without the superintendent and principals

supporting the change.”

Intentional decisions have been made by the
leadership about how to involve principals in
the transformational change of the district.
Work of the TLG is carried into the practices
of the district through the executive staff and
operations of the departments of the district.
There is a bridge between the work of the
TLG and district administration — between
recommendation and implementation —
through the TLG structure. All TLGs have a
member of the MNPS executive staff as one of
their co-chairs. The executive staff meet with
the director of schools every Monday, and
together, they talk about the TLG recommen-
dations in relation to making them opera-

tional.

Then there are principal meetings in which
the executive staff engage all principals in the
plan of action for implementation of the ini-
tiative if it is K-12 and districtwide. If the ini-
tiative is tier-specific (elementary, middle, or
high school), principal tier meetings are the
place where feedback, discussion, and educa-
tion occurs. Often the Executive or Lead Prin-
cipals, along with school-based principals, are

leading the discussions.

How to achieve the most effective engagement
of principals in TLG efforts is an open ques-
tion. Principals have busy jobs — leading and
managing change efforts daily to improve stu-
dent and adult learning. Yet the principal
voice is key for framing and implementing
district and community transformational rec-
ommendations and practices. Designing
mechanisms to keep principals informed
about how the various initiatives fit together
is also important. As the work of the TLGs
deepen the focus on implementation, the need
for coherence — an area we address later in the

report — will become even more important.
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significant and well-regarded investment
in MNPS, with district stakeholders at all
levels speaking of potential for data
coaches to help improve instruction dis-
trictwide, praising the work that they have
done so far, and sharing hopes for deeper
implementation and a solid impact on stu-
dent achievement in the coming years.
Funded for four years through Race to the
Top, data coaches work with school-level
personnel to interpret, analyze, and use
data for instructional improvement,
including helping them become proficient
in using the district’s data warehouse. The
data coaches are deployed by tier — four
each for elementary schools, middle
schools, and high schools. One central
office leader argued that data coaches
have been influential — | can’t think of
anybody who can't say that they've
not been vital this year in being able
to go into the schools, work with the
teams, look at the data, determine
what is it that our children or what
areas our children need support in,
and how they can support those
teams.

A principal said that the data coaches had
created an interest in using data at the
school level and a new level of trans-
parency and honesty: “I think we're more
able to intelligently discuss data and feel
comfortable with putting out there — this
is what we are, where we are, where we
need to improve.” Another principal, who
employed a data coach at his school prior
to the expansion of the initiative, said that
atthe time, “We as a district were report-
ing incorrect data. [It] was a mess.” The
data coaches, he said, are “phenomenal,”
and at his school there was a 21 percent
increase in the Hispanic graduation rate
in one year, and a 20 percent improvement
in algebra within the African American
subgroup. Despite these positives, one
participant noted that with twelve data
coaches spread across the entire district,
these coaches are “thin on the ground.”

Data coaches themselves spoke of feel-

ing well respected and supported by dis-
trict staff, from the director of schools to
the Research, Assessment, and Evalua-
tion Department with whom they are most
closely aligned. On the day of our group
interview with data coaches, they had a
planned debrief with the director of
schools and executive staff to talk about
their experiences during their first year on
the job and get help on their next steps. It
is clear that the district takes its invest-
ment in data coaches seriously, values
what they are doing, and wants to maxi-
mize their impact going forward.

Implementation of data coaches across
all schools has been uneven and is in
large part dictated by principals. Data
coaches —who are assigned to a district
cluster but for their first year of imple-
mentation are essentially “invited” into
schools by principals — contrasted their
experiences at schools with welcoming
leaders with those where leaders were
resistant. One data coach said, “Some of
my principals are really into bringing me
in and having me work with teachers and
really involving their teachers in the data.
You can see the effect that it has on
teachers and their instructional thinking.”
Another described a particularly welcom-
ing school, saying, “The first time | went |
thought | was just going to meet with the
principal and talk about some things we
could do, and she said the third- and
fourth-grade teams are waiting for you.”
However, coaches noted that “Some prin-
cipals are just not there.” One coach
described the frustration at encountering
schools that need help but are resistant to
available supports:
It's just difficult when you're looking
ata school’s data over time, and you
see there’s a population of students
that are not improving at all, and you
have no relationship working with
that school. . . . You want those stu-
dents to be served, and you want to
make sure that those teachers
understand those students are not

improving, and you don't know if any-
one is paying any attention to it.
Although data coaches are in some cases
working directly with teachers, there was
consistent acknowledgment that this
practice is critically important and is not
nearly as widespread as it needs to be.
One data coach noted:
What's really exciting [in] the school
[is] that you can get to the teachers.
Because it happens at the teacher
level. No matter what you say. The
principal has the attitude and wel-
comes you in, but things that happen
are at the teacher level — we know
that the teacher is the most important
person in this whole process.

There was some concern by data
coaches that their role has not been
clearly articulated or communicated
throughout the district and a wish that
central office leaders would take a
greater role in encouraging principals to
use them as resources. One said:
If I had my wish, | wish that the exec-
utive directors who oversee my prin-
cipals would have a conversation
with them — what are you doing with
your data coach? How are you using
your data coach? And help them, if
they say we're not doing anything
with the data coach — help them see
how they could use me.

The hiring and deployment of data
coaches is an interesting study in imple-
mentation of a TLG recommendation that
both spreads across the entire district and
requires a significant investment of
resources. The initial recommendation for
data coaches came out of the Perform-
ance of Disadvantaged Students TLG, in
part due to the observation that instruc-
tional coaches were spending much of
their time reviewing and interpreting data.
The TLG presented their recommendation
to both the executive staff and Oversight
Team. TLG members noted that initial
reactions to the recommendations were

(continued on page 36)



Coherence

As these individual initiatives touch more
classrooms within MNPS, coherence becomes
even more critical. At the National Advisory
Panel meeting in December 2010, panelists
raised the issue of coherence across the multi-
ple initiatives that make up MNPS Achieves.
As panel member Joe Johnson, executive
director of the National Center for Urban
School Transformation and professor of urban
education at San Diego State University,
noted:

But I'm struggling trying to find the

mechanism for coherence. What's the

design that’s going to ensure that what is

bubbling up is going to work in a way

that is going to address the specific felt

needs of the district and the community?

And even though I hear about structures,

like the oversight committee, I'm not

hearing how that guarantees coherence.

Is there a conceptualization of how that

coherence is going to come about? Or is

it not baked yet?

Panel member Andy Hargreaves, a professor
of education at Boston College, mentioned a
study he and colleagues conducted in three
school districts in Alberta and noted:
They all have different theories of how
you got coherence. . . . We have different
beliefs of how we get everyone on the
same page, different theories for different
stages. What’s your theory? Does it come
from your beliefs? Or some understand-

ing of where you are and what you need?

The issue of coherence is critical to MNPS
Achieves. We heard concerns about it in inter-

views, responses from surveys, and in the

meetings we observed. For example, a com-

munity leader told us:
I continue to go back to the coherence
piece — it’s hard to understand what is the
overarching goal here? Feels like we're
dealing with too many goals, rather than
[focusing on] transforming the way peo-
ple teach. We need a big three rather than
a big thirty-seven.

District, school, and community leadership
are clearly thinking about this issue. One

interviewee ques-

tioned whether
employees at all lev-
els, but especially
school-level employ-
ees, could manage
the many initiatives
that are being under-
taken as part of
MNPS Achieves: “I
get a general sense
that at the school

level, people are

“What's the design that's going to
ensure that what is bubbling up is going
to work in a way that is going to
address the specific felt needs of the

district and the community?”

— Joe Johnson, National Advisory
Panel member

overwhelmed by it
all. And I'm afraid that’s turning into — oh my
gosh, one more thing, can you leave me alone

so I can do my job effectively?”

This concern about the challenge of multiple
initiatives was raised regularly. In one of the
monthly co-chairs’ meetings we observed, a
central office leader noted:
There are fifty strategic actions that are
taking place as a result of this [TLG]
work; some are very significant. You can
talk about any one of those fifty . . . but

how do you do it overall?
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External leaders responded to that comment:

Those fifty actions can be put in a couple
of sentences, but my kids are in Metro
schools, and they are oblivious [that any

system changes are happening].

The coherence challenge comes from
that. How do you show that there are fifty

things going in the same direction?

But the Director of Schools reiterated to his

TLG co-chairs in February 2011 his commit-

ment to a comprehensive approach:
I have been in this career for a long time.
This is a once-in-a-career, lifetime oppor-
tunity to turn around a huge urban
school system. We have the right model,
we have brought the right people on
board the leadership team, we have
resources, we have a community behind
us that wants it to work. This is a special
time. I've really had an epiphany, a light
bulb go off. Before this particular experi-
ence, I had Change Leadership training at

Harvard. The conclusion was that you

shouldn’t take on more than one to two
efforts because districts don’t have the
capacity to do this. I think that is a con-
tributor to [the failure of systemwide
change efforts]. This task is difficult. It is
comprehensive. It reaches across depart-
ments. This [comprehensively] is how

you transform systems.

This quote suggests that the theory of action
of MNPS Achieves actually requires multiple
simultaneous ongoing initiatives, involving
many actors at different levels. Given this
complexity, the mechanisms that are part of
MNPS Achieves and are designed to foster
coherence deserve scrutiny. In the following
sections, we turn our attention to the Over-
sight Team (formerly the Change Leadership
Group), the monthly TLG co-chair meetings,
and the quarterly all-TLG meetings. Another
coherence mechanism, regular meetings of
executive staff members and principals, was
not a subject of this year’s data collection so is

not addressed in the following.

seemingly focused on the prohibitive cost

of implementation. One said:
And when we presented it, it was
like, uh yeah, you know how much
that's going to cost? And we said
yeah, we did the math on it. And
that's where we left it. Because we
just assumed that because of the
funding, it wasn’t going to happen.

The district's decision to hire data
coaches came as a pleasant surprise to
the members of the Performance of Dis-
advantaged Students TLG. One member
said, “We presented the data coach idea,
and when we first brought it, they were
saying they didn’t know if they could do

that. And then the next thing we knew,
they were doing it.” TLG members were,
in one person’s words, “overjoyed” that
their recommendation was implemented
and saw it as evidence that the TLG
process was effective. However, they had
no knowledge of how the recommenda-
tion moved to implementation, though they
did assume that there was a connection
to the district’s Race to the Top funding.

The murky process between recommen-
dation and implementation in this example
is something that has been a particular
issue for the Performance of Disadvan-
taged Students TLG, which works in serv-
ice of nearly 70 percent of the student

body. Not only is the scope of this group
particularly large, but, as noted in the year
one evaluation report, the lack of a direct
connection with a discrete department
within MNPS (such as the TLGs on high
schools or English learners have) often
means that the path to implementation is
less clear or direct than it would be other-
wise, particularly for the subcommittee
chairs who lead the development of the
work in the TLG's focus areas. As one TLG
member said, “That’s one thing that as a
...whole TLG we struggle with. We make
the recommendations, and then what's
next?”



Role of Oversight Team/Quarterly
Meetings

Each quarter, the TLGs meet with the Over-
sight Team. Beginning in 2010-2011, two of
these meetings were an all-day, all-TLG meet-
ing — meaning all TLG members were asked to
attend the meeting all day. In the other two
cases, the Oversight Team met with each TLG
individually across the course of the day. TLG
co-chairs and Oversight Team members
requested the individual meetings to reduce
the burden on TLG members from the com-
munity (it is often difficult for them to stay
for a full day) and to have deeper conversa-

tions with the Oversight Team.

On the positive side, TLG members felt that
the quarterly meetings with the Oversight
Team “kept us focused.” They appreciated
being told that they were “on track.” But most
also felt their quarterly interactions with the
Oversight Team were primarily a missed
opportunity. Most TLG members we inter-
viewed described the quarterly sessions with
the OT as passive, with comments like “it was
mostly reporting out” or “sometimes it felt
like just another meeting.” One co-chair sug-
gested that the tables be turned on the Over-
sight Team:

How about the OT being less passive? At

the end of the day they should have to do

a skit or [present a] video. Why shouldn’t

they feel a little bit of the anxiety to pro-

duce something? Then they could model

what they want to see.

With one exception, the TLG co-chairs

couldn’t point to specific feedback from the

OT that had led to changes in their TLG’s

work. As one central office leader told us:
In terms of being supportive of the TLG
effort, helping them align and integrate
their efforts, helping to shape the coher-
ence of what's going on, and provide
valuable and meaningful input beyond
the closed door Oversight Team meet-
ings, I don’t think they’ve done a good
job of that.

Oversight Team members agreed that their
time with the TLGs was not as productive as
they wanted it to be. OT members wanted to
add more value and make quarterly meetings
with TLG members more interactive. To that
end, the OT members wrote a discussion pro-
tocol to address the need for deeper engage-
ment that both the TLG and OT wanted. But,
from the OT’s perspective, it was difficult to
get TLG members to use the time for anything
but identifying accomplishments and
progress. Presenting challenges, identifying
roadblocks, and engaging around the hard
issues remains difficult and is an aspect of cul-

ture change that needs to be further

addressed.
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Co-chair Meetings
Monthly co-chair meetings are another oppor-
tunity to create coherence across the multiple
initiatives of MNPS Achieves. As Dr. Register
noted in one of those meetings,
We counted up, not an exhaustive list,
[and there are] forty-six different initia-
tives that are running at the same time as
a result of the resources of MNPS
Achieves. Making sure that all of this is
effectively coordinated and that we col-
laborate well and we have a good focus is
extremely important. This group of co-

chairs will help us do that.

These meetings typically occur the first Friday
of every month and are 2.5 hours in length. In
addition to the eighteen central office and
community co-chairs, Dr. Gloria Frazier, from
WEB Associates, and Dr. Register also attend.
In the eight meetings we observed in 2010-
2011, co-chair attendance ranged between ten
and eighteen. There is good rapport among
the group. Agenda items frequently included
plans and/or feedback from the quarterly
meetings and TLG board presentations,
updates from Dr. Register on key issues facing
the district, updates on Race to the Top fund-
ing for TLGS, and discussion of the progress
of TLGs.

There was much conversation at co-chairs’
meetings of the importance of inclusion for
special education and English learner students
and the role of the district in communicating
and advocating for that. This was a regular

topic of co-chairs meetings the previous year
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as well, and participants voiced very consis-
tent messages about the need for inclusion
over the past two years. Family Resource Cen-
ters, known as FRCs, were another frequent
topic of discussion in 2010-2011 as district
leadership worked toward improving the
coordination and developing standards for

these service providers.

Co-chairs valued these meetings as an oppor-
tunity to get to know the work of the other
TLGs, and some examples of joint work have
begun to emerge from these discussions. For
example, the Communications and EL TLGs
worked together to improve multicultural
communication. There has also been much
effort to develop a results-based project man-
agement accountability framework, stemming
from the work of the Central Office Effective-
ness TLG. The framework was just unveiled
to TLG co-chairs in the summer of 2011.
Implementation will begin in November 2011,
so this report cannot assess its impact, but it
does include mechanisms for data-informed
decision making, coherence, and trans-
parency. The tool builds on the use of dash-
board and status reports for each TLG that
were a regular feature of the first two years of
the transformational change effort. It will cat-
alog TLG efforts, as well as other district
strategic initiatives, and will be accessible by

community and district employees.



Scale

Cynthia Coburn (2003) asserted that scale in
education reform involves four dimensions:
spread; depth; sustainability; and ownership.
MNPS has adapted Coburn’s dimensions of
scale to apply to a systemwide improvement
effort. In the Transformational Leadership
Group Support Toolkit (2011-2012), the
dimensions of scale are defined as follows:
1. Depth: Nature of change
* Does the change go deep into the organi-
zation’s beliefs?
* Does the change go deep into the individ-
ual beliefs?
* Does the change have an impact on
teaching and learning?
* Who is responsible for the change?
2. Spread: Norms, principles, beliefs understood
by expanding numbers of people
* How widespread is the change?
* Who is involved in the change?
* Who should be involved?
* Who will benefit from the change?
3. Sustainability: Endurance over time
* How long will the change endure?
* What strategies are in place to assure sus-
tainability of the change?
e What structures are in place to assure
sustainability of the change?
e What policies, procedures are in place to
sustain the change?
4. Ownership: Shifts in reform ownership (knowl-
edge and authority) to implementers

* Who “owns” the process and action? (p.
44)

There are many initiatives that make up
MNPS Achieves, and each one is at a different
place within each dimension of scale. In the
following sections we discuss the four dimen-
sions of scale, the progress MNPS has made in

addressing it, and the challenges that remain.

Depth

Depth gets to the heart of changing the prac-
tices and beliefs of adults in classrooms that
will have an impact on the interaction
between teacher, student, and instructional
content. Efforts such as those led by the Eng-
lish Learners and Special Needs TLGs to bet-
ter serve English learners and to fully include
special needs students in regular education
classrooms have challenged longstanding, tra-
ditional beliefs and values of individuals and
of the organization as a whole. Implementa-
tion of the middle school model and the
development of High School Academies are
also efforts to transform teaching and learning
and are both grounded in a new belief system
about what young people need at the second-
ary level in order to be successful. There are
early adopters of some of these ideas and ini-
tiatives throughout the district — pockets of
depth that have the potential to be transfor-
mational, given continued support from the
district as a whole. Central office executive
leadership, as well as co-chairs of TLGs, in
particular, voiced a deeper understanding and
commitment to district practices like inclu-
sion and differentiation, and they could in
turn point to schools and school-based practi-
tioners that had taken the lead in implementa-

tion.

Depth, however, needs to be combined with
spread in order to achieve scale. “Spreading”

the depth of transformation beyond the early
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adopters to all classrooms in MNPS will take
many years. We are encouraged that so many
reforms are intended to make deep changes at
the classroom level. For example, training in
the Skilled Observation and Coaching Lab,
which is a core strategy in Developing the
Artisan Teacher, has been implemented with
two-thirds of principals, and that training is
consistently strengthening the district’s belief
system about teacher practice and transforma-
tional leadership and has been embraced by a

critical mass of principals.

However, to better understand the depth of
MNPS reforms, system leadership needs to
more clearly emphasize and devote resources
to a deeper level of evaluation of individual
initiatives. Otherwise, it will be difficult to
know whether a reform is being implemented
effectively and deeply enough within class-
rooms to produce evidence of its impact on

teaching and learning.

Spread
In the past year, a mantra heard in meetings
and repeated by several interviewees was the
need for the transformation effort to “touch
all classrooms.” As one central office leader
noted,
The practice in the classrooms is the last
thing to change. If there [was] an anxiety
now [about MNPS Achieves], it would be
that we finish and implement all this, and
we really haven’t impacted our 5,000

classrooms.

This is the essence of spread. Ideally, the
transformative ideas and initiatives move
beyond the early adopters to encompass
everyone in the district — inside and outside
the classroom — so that non-implementers are

the exception, not the rule.
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Several interviewees raised issues related to
the spread of the initiatives that are part of
MNPS Achieves. A common concern was that
knowledge of reforms is understood at the
executive level, but is not spreading to other
areas of the central office, or to schools. In a
district with a number of “moving parts” and
multiple initiatives being rolled out concur-
rently, infrequent and/or poor communication
could result in the inability of staff at the cen-
tral office and school levels to articulate the
core beliefs, norms, and guiding principles
that undergird the transformational process.
This would limit spread to only those directly

involved in the design of the transformation.

Another concern related to spread was
whether the district could shift from external
expertise to internal capacity in designing and
implementing initiatives, while at the same
time broadening the number of people within
the district with the requisite knowledge and
ability to carry them forward. As one external
consultant said, MNPS needs to
transfer the capacity building to a much
more internal leadership. . . . In essence,
this is the year that it has to happen — the
year that we’ll be starting it. That transi-
tion has to happen. I'm concerned about
the dependence on a few people to really
move some things along, keep coherence,

keep folks on their toes.

Attention has been directed at building this
internal capacity, with contracts for several
key consultants reduced or ending after three
years, and explicit plans for MNPS staff to
take on their duties and build the capacity of

others through a “train the trainer” model.



However, the shift to internal MNPS staff
needs to be balanced against the prospect of
“burnout” from the still relatively small num-
ber of people directly involved in MNPS
Achieves. Central office staff described being
“triple-booked” for meetings. Several intervie-
wees discussed the unexpected level of com-
mitment and time required to effectively be a
member of a TLG in MNPS Achieves, and
there was even confusion about the end date
for MNPS Achieves work, with some commu-
nity representatives believing their commit-
ment to their TLG ended at the conclusion of
the 2010-2011 school year. This balance —
between intense systemwide reform, the need
to begin focusing on implementation, and the
reliance on a relatively small number of dedi-
cated internal and external actors — will need
to be addressed to ensure spread of the trans-
formational ideas and initiatives at the heart
of MNPS Achieves.

Sustainability

As mentioned earlier in the section on imple-
mentation, there are several MNPS Achieves
initiatives that have developed the structures
necessary to bring them to scale, districtwide.
Structural, procedural, and policy changes
that pave the way for the depth and spread of
reform are critical and reflect the sustainabil-
ity dimension of scale. For example, as
described in the vignette on High School
Academies, all high school campuses have
adopted the academy model, academy coaches
are working with each campus, and campus
leadership teams have received professional
development around academy development
over time. Structures and strategies like these

are necessary but not sufficient aspects of high

school transformation, and designers of the
reforms are the first to admit that much of the
heavy lifting to transform teaching and learn-

ing is still to come.

The addition of data coaches to MNPS is a
structural change that might not be extensive
enough to develop and sustain the focus on
data-informed decision making. While early
reviews for the data coaching initiative have

been very positive and

all schools, in theory, ]
have access to data Designers of the reforms are the
coaches, the fact ) .
remains that twelve first to admit that much of the heavy
coaches are deployed to
work with all MNPS

schools. This raises two

lifting to transform teaching and

learning is still to come.

key questions that can

be applied beyond the

data coaches. First, given the size of the dis-
trict and the limited number of data coaches,
how can MNPS best leverage the expertise of
these coaches and other instructional sup-
ports to sustain a districtwide focus on data-
informed decision making? And related to
that question, how is the district incorporat-
ing other strategies, structures, and proce-
dures to build additional capacity for data use
among principals, teachers, and central office
staff?

Ownership

MNPS Achieves, in its two years of develop-
ment, has already outlasted many other well-
intended reform initiatives in other districts.
This transformation effort has garnered city-
wide ownership and buy-in, deepened the
long-term commitment by system leadership
to the MNPS Achieves process, and prioritized

the distribution of resources devoted to the
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effort from ARRA federal stimulus funds and
Race to the Top funds (called First to the Top
in MNPS).

Developing broad internal and external own-
ership of MNPS Achieves is embedded in the
TLG structure itself, as each TLG includes
individuals from MNPS and external commu-
nity partners. And that structure has had a
major impact on community understanding
and engagement in the work of the district.
For example, one TLG co-chair said that it
has given us an opportunity for a variety
of organizations in the city to work with
us [and] allowed for networking between
different government offices [and] differ-
ent agencies. People are proud to be a
part of it and expressed their interest in

supporting the community.

Central to the success of this approach seems
to be the co-chairs structure, which partners

an internal dis-

trict leader who

Now that many of the structures, policies, 1. s “knowl.

edge and author-

and procedures are in place, it will be ity to move the
ideas and recom-

particularly important for the system to

mendations of the

address spread and ownership of the ~ TLC forwardin

the system, with

transformational ideas and initiatives. an external part-

ner who has the

interest, commit-
ment, and leadership to help sustain the

workgroup over time.

However, this engagement has tended to rely
on the highest-level central office leaders as
well as “grasstops” leadership and staff of

local nonprofits, city agencies, and higher
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education. As discussed earlier, even though
the engagement of external partners has been
intentional, there are still a relatively small
number of people engaged in the transforma-
tion of a large school district, and that has led,
in some cases, to bottlenecks in decision-mak-
ing and the potential for burnout. It also lim-
its the scale of ownership of MNPS Achieves.
Grassroots organizations and community
members who are not typically included in
reform design and implementation are cur-
rently missing in the conversation as they are
not proportionally represented within the
TLGs. An ongoing challenge is how to expand
outreach without making the size of the TLGs

unwieldy.

The discussion around community schools is
both more positive and more complex. This
model of providing services to students and
families at the school-based level has the
potential to broaden the involvement of grass-
roots and neighborhood organizations, com-
munity members, and parents in the work of
MNPS. The Disadavantaged Youth TLG,
according to one interviewee, has visited dis-
trict schools with a history of success in
engaging parents and the local community.
She said that the committee “felt like we were
starting to put together to some degree a
vision for how to take this, not to scale neces-
sarily, but how to share this information
across the district.” And while the status of
community schools expansion in MNPS is
uncertain at this time, there are other models
for parent and community engagement in
Nashville, like the “Parent University,” that
leverage the knowledge and expertise of
MNPS partners.



Scale — developing spread, depth, sustainabil-
ity and ownership — will be an ongoing chal-
lenge in MNPS. Now that many of the
structures, policies, and procedures are in
place, it will be particularly important for the
system to address spread and ownership of
the transformational ideas and initiatives.
Specifically, MNPS Achieves needs to affect
classroom instruction throughout the district,
as we discuss in more detail in the following

section.

Shared Understanding of
Effective Teaching and Learning

The MNPS Achieves National Advisory Panel
emphasized the importance of defining good
instruction in MNPS. As Joe Johnson, execu-
tive director of the National Center for Urban
School Transformation and professor of urban
education at San Diego State University, noted
in December 2010:

In places where there’s traction around

this . . . there has to be a very clear

notion of what is good instruction. Some-

how out of all this process, if MNPS

Achieves does not somehow come to this

powerful picture of what is good instruc-

tion in MNPS, you've missed an opportu-

nity.

In the MNPS Achieves theory of action (see
Figure 1 on page 2), “a shared understanding
of effective teaching and learning” is an out-
come of the TLG and capacity-building work.
In our interviews and focus groups, we asked
respondents to describe their vision of good
instruction and to assess the degree to which

that is shared across the district. In many

cases, this question drew silence initially: it
did not seem to be something our respondents
had thought about before. And eight respon-
dents said it was “hard to articulate” or
“fuzzy.” When they were able to define good
instruction, responses frequently differed by
tier. At the elementary and middle school lev-
els, respondents emphasized balanced literacy
and math. Respondents working at the high
school level cited both structural changes
brought about by academies (block schedul-
ing, theme-based schools) and project-based

and inquiry-based learning.

Differentiation

However, one theme emerged from all the
responses. Differentiation — instruction tai-
lored to the needs of individual learners or
groups of learners — was mentioned frequently
(by about one-third of participants). As one
TLG co-chair said:
I hear people talking about inclusion,
social-emotional learning, welcoming
new arrivals, friendly office environ-
ments. People are talking about those not
as isolated target activities but as embed-
ded in all the TLGs. . . . So I'm hearing
languaging. I don’t know if it’s translating
into implementation, but it sure is part of

the conversation, and it wasn’t before.

A teacher said:
I think the most productive part of this
initiative is that no matter what need the
student has, we must meet it. It doesn’t
matter — autistic, can’t speak the lan-
guage, can’'t move. Whatever it is that the
child needs, Metro has put it out there
that we must accommodate and meet that
child’s needs. Home, in school, whatever.
We do it.
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Messages about student achievement as a top
priority, with a focus on educating all students
including those with special needs and Eng-
lish learners, seem to have been received
clearly by school-based personnel. One coach
said simply, “Raise the achievement of every

child. T think that’s a strong vision.”

This emphasis on the needs of diverse learn-
ers was also a recurring theme of TLG co-
chair meetings and a focus of the January

2011 principal leadership institute.

Using Data
A significant proportion of respondents talked
about using data as part of the instructional
vision. As described in earlier sections of this
report, MNPS has made significant invest-
ments toward becoming a data-driven culture,
and participants at both the central office and
school level noted the impact that the data
warehouse and data coaches are beginning to
have. One central office staff member said:

When 1 first came [to the district], I can

say one or two persons [were proficient]

on the data. It’s not like that anymore.

I've seen a shift, with us becoming a very

data-driven district. We have a ways to

g0, because I don’t think it’s at the

teacher level like it needs to be, but it’s

amazing how it has shifted.

At the school level, participants agreed that
the data warehouse was a powerful tool but
emphasized the need for ongoing support.

One teacher said, “I think we’re on our way.
[The data] is there, but now what do we do

with it?”
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Challenges to Defining
Good Instruction
Respondents did point out two challenges to
defining/further developing the instructional
vision. First, the new Common Core Stan-
dards mean that any connections between
standards and the instructional vision are at
an early stage. Those standards are just being
rolled out to Tennessee teachers in grades K-2
only. And second, tools that are meant to sup-
port good instruction — such as the pacing
guides and benchmarks — are not seen as use-
ful by teaching staff. For example, in one of
our focus groups with coaches, one partici-
pant mentioned pacing guides, and the other
participants audibly groaned. We asked the
group why in this exchange:
Q: When you said pacing guides, why
did everyone groan?
P2: Some are good.
P4: Middle school were a disaster.
P3: Basically, we were given pacing
guide, and were told teachers were to
follow them.
P2: Teachers were told they were manda-
tory.
P5: They're horrible.
P3: They had different people — like there
may have been one little group that
did sixth-grade reading, another
group that did seventh-grade reading,
another group that did eighth-grade
reading. They didn’t use a common
template.
P5: And they may not have had the expe-

rience to do it.

The recommendation for creating pacing
guides came out of the Disadvantaged Youth

TLG, whose members also headed up their



development. As in many initiatives, there
was a short time window for the completion
of the guides and not enough expert staff
available during that window to support their
development. This example raises the issue of
the need for the capacity, time, and personnel
to implement ideas effectively to assure con-

sistent messages about instruction.

In addition to questions about the pacing
guides, there were also multiple and conflict-
ing responses on how the district is imple-
menting an instructional vision at the
classroom level. Several interviewees, espe-
cially at the central office level, saw the issue
of implementation of instruction as a commu-
nications issue — that the district has an
instructional vision but is not communicating
that vision effectively to teachers to imple-
ment. Others saw the issue as one of vision vs.
interventions — that MNPS has an instruc-
tional vision but has not given teachers the
tools or resources to respond with appropriate
interventions for students. A third interpreta-
tion is that there is confusion within MNPS
about instruction vs. strategies. One central
office interviewee put it this way: “The
instructional coaches are not good definitions
of good instruction. The coaches are a strategy
to infuse or implement what you define as

good instruction across the district.”

As the instructional vision emerges and is
defined further, it will be critical to develop
common criteria for what constitutes “good
teaching and learning.” The new teacher eval-
uation system should contribute to that con-
versation, as should the continued
development of the skilled observation and

coaching model.

RECOMAENDATIONS™

As we noted last year, MNPS has much to be
proud of in building a comprehensive and
inclusive systemwide transformation effort.
Several initiatives described in the report —
data coaches, high school academies, and
principal leadership development, to name
just three — show great promise, though they
are still in the early or middle stages of imple-
mentation. We also highlighted challenges in
specific areas, especially coherence, scale, and
implementation. After preparing a draft of this
report, we asked the National Advisory Panel®
for MNPS Achieves to examine our findings
and co-construct with the Annenberg Institute
a set of recommendations moving forward.
The following five recommendations are not
tied specifically to one particular initiative or
another but are rather designed to address the
capacity and coherence of the system to han-
dle the major changes taking place in MNPS.

Bundle Multiple Initiatives to
Improve Coherence

Within MNPS, and among the evaluation
team and our National Advisory Panel, there
have been many discussions of the viability of
a complex system change with multiple ini-
tiatives. At the December 2010 meeting, pan-
elists urged the district to consider focusing
on a few of the “forty-six” initiatives under-
taken as part of MNPS Achieves. However, the

theory of action of the system change requires

6 See Appendix B for a description of National Advisory Panel members.
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strong effort on multiple fronts simultane-
ously; reducing the number of initiatives is
not possible because the complexity is part of
the plan. Advisory Panel member Carrie
Leana, a professor at the University of Pitts-
burgh whose work focuses on organizational
behavior in business and education, suggested
an alternative to reducing the number of ini-

tiatives.

She suggested the concept known as
“bundling.” Bundling requires a systematic
prioritizing of initiatives, making explicit con-
nections among multiple initiatives and com-
municating that coherence across the system.
The bundling approach comes out of research
on evidence-based medicine, where there may
be multiple evidence-based medical
approaches to a patient’s care, but those
approaches are often isolated. By developing
protocols that include multiple evidence-
based approaches, overall patient care can be
improved (Fulbrook & Mooney 2003). In the
context of MNPS, there are multiple change
initiatives being implemented at once with
numerous explicit and implicit connections to
one another. However, making those connec-
tions explicit through a bundling process
would strengthen each individual effort and
would allow for more seamless and coherent

implementation.

While we recognize the necessity for imple-
menting multiple, simultaneous system
change initiatives in MNPS, we would argue
that it is not feasible to bundle all initiatives,
both for practical and evidence-based reasons.
It is not practical to try to tie together forty-

six initiatives in a coherent way, and there is

w MNP S Achieves Year 2: An Evaluation Report

not sufficient evidence of effectiveness for all
initiatives. Therefore, we suggest that MNPS
reduce the number of initiatives to a manage-
able set of practices that are explicitly and
thoughtfully connected to one another. Andy
Hargreaves of Boston College, a frequent
writer on effective international educational
systems, recommended the “selective aban-
donment” of initiatives to “sharpen the focus”
of MNPS Achieves. This process, which would
be carried out by top and middle-level man-
agement, requires thoughtful and structured
conversation and planning about abandon-
ment. This process would also signal to others
in MNPS and external partners that the dis-
trict is prioritizing high-yield strategies and
using resources efficiently and effectively.
Thinking through the process of what system
change efforts could be “bundled” and which
would be abandoned would be a proactive
task for the Oversight Team supported by the
new results-based project management
accountability framework and, perhaps, the

communications TLG.

Evaluate Key Initiatives

To be able to effectively “bundle” key initia-
tives and “selectively abandon” others, it is
critical that MNPS devote resources to evalu-
ating individual initiatives, either through
internal expertise or by expanding partner-
ships with external evaluators with that
capacity. It appears that MNPS is moving in
this direction by having their internal evalua-
tion team focus their capacity and resources
on managing assessment and evaluation
efforts, while monitoring external evaluations
of key complex initiatives (for example, dis-

trict STEM initiatives). More specifically,



internal evaluation should examine key “lag-
ging” indicators — student test scores, teacher
value-added measurements, and other rou-
tinely collected data such as principal surveys.
External evaluators should focus their expert-
ise on the “black box” of teaching and learn-
ing and provide formative (as well as

summative) feedback on particular initiatives.

External quality monitoring is already taking
place through the Academies of Nashville,
where schools with deep implementation of
the academy model will receive site visits and
possible accreditation from a national acad-
emy organization. Coordinating and monitor-
ing these external evaluations should be a key
function of the evaluation and accountability

department.

Clarify Purposes, Goals, and
Feedback Mechanisms

While most interviewees were positive about
the work of the TLGs, there were several areas
noted for improvement. First, there were sev-
eral individuals who were confused about the
timeline, end dates, and commitment being
asked of them for the TLG process. This was
more noticeable among non-co-chairs, whose
participation is usually less intensive. Reem-
phasizing the goals and process of MNPS
Achieves will mitigate any confusion among
participants and potential for burnout. System
leadership has already made strides in this
area by producing an overall MNPS Achieves
guide for participants for the 2011-2012 year,
but leadership needs to periodically reiterate

key goals and timelines.

Second, it is important for MNPS Achieves,
and especially the TLGs, to broaden member-
ship to ensure diverse voice from the commu-
nity and especially from school-based staff.
Given the large impact that new initiatives
will have on schools over the next school
year, feedback and input is necessary to be
able to make adjustments and for school staff
to believe that their voices are being heard.
There are already some channels for this kind
of feedback, such as the districtwide survey of
principals and focus groups and written feed-
back from principals at the Principal Leader-
ship Institute, but this feedback should be
expanded, especially given the district’s stated
focus on distributed leadership. This might
include additional focus groups of principals
and teachers to elicit information about the
strengths and weaknesses around current
implementation of initiatives and the extent to

which these initiatives are “going to scale.”

Finally, we heard from several individuals a
concern about whether the TLGs are doing
“real work” and not just perpetuating them-
selves. Avoiding this “spinning wheels” feel-
ing will prevent potential burnout. Part of
addressing this issue involves communication
of transformational change successes but also
relates back to the concept of bundling —
focusing on key strategies, backed by evidence

of success.
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Create Joint Work to Increase
Coherence across TLGs

Having attended many cross-TLG meetings
over the past two years, we recognize that
sharing information across the strands of
MNPS Achieves work is a norm of practice.
However, for MNPS Achieves to have sus-
tained and deep impact, TLGs must move
beyond sharing information and increasingly
create joint work. This will have the effect of
both increasing the coherence of MNPS
Achieves and cut down on redundant work
being done by individual TLGs. One promis-
ing area for cross-TLG collaboration is new
teacher induction. This was a topic at the May
2011 TLG quarterly meeting, and given
induction’s place as the introduction to the
district for new teachers, a real opportunity to
show a unified, coherent, and dynamic dis-

trict.

Address Variations in Vision,
Standards, and Messages

The theory of action of MNPS Achieves sug-
gests that a shared definition of good instruc-
tion will emerge from the efforts of the TLGs,
the emphasis on professional development,
and other supports for improved instruction.
District leadership point to a number of spe-
cific teaching and learning initiatives — for
example, Artisan Teacher training and profes-
sional development for K-12 literacy — that
they believe are coalescing into a coherent

systemwide instructional vision.

At this point in the initiative, we suggest a
two-pronged approach. The National Advi-

sory Panel agrees that participants will only
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come to “own” the definition of good instruc-
tion when they discover it themselves; it can-
not be imposed from above. But it might be
useful to build on the emerging areas of agree-
ment: differentiation, inclusion, and data-
informed decision making. Executive staff and
executive directors should be involved in dis-
cussions about how these areas can be linked
in a broader framework for instruction and
communicated to school-based staff. These
conversations might help address the middle-
management issue that turned up throughout
our data collection — that different tiers pro-
mote different models of instruction, that
assistant principals are left out of develop-
ment opportunities, and that the capacity of
executive directors to be the translators of
transformational change efforts to the school
level varies. While executive staff are enthusi-
astic about MNPS Achieves and have bene-
fited from the emphasis on professional
development, middle management at both the
central office and school level should be tar-
geted for differentiated supports, meeting

their specific development needs.
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APPENDIX A

MBIPS FUALUATION: Observations and Interviews Conducted,
August 2010 — MAY 20117

Individual Interviews

Participant Type Total Number of Executive Staff Interview Method
District-based TLG Co-Chairs (includes o .
subcommittee co-chairs) 12 5 Individual interview
District-based TLG Members 10 6 Individual interview
District-based staff (non-TLG) 2 Individual interview
Community-Based TLG Co-Chairs - ) )
(includes subcommittee co-chairs) 8 Individual interview
Community-Based TLG member 3 Individual interview
Community Partner Organization . . )
Members (non-TLG) 2 Individual interview
Consultants 2 Individual interview
MNPS Achieves Designers 2 Individual interview
Total Number 4 Individual interview

Group Interviews
Participant Type # Interviews | # Participants Interview Method
Principals 2 13 Group Interview
Coaches (Instructional and Data) 3 19 Group Interview
Teachers (Middle and High School) 3 20 Group Interview
Total Number 8 52
Observations

Type of Meeting Total Date
TLG/CLG quarterly meeting 3 November 2010; February 2011; May 2011
Oversight committee meeting 3 August 2010; November 2010; February 2011
Co-chairs meeting 8 October 2010 — May 2011
TLG meetings 13 October 2010 — May 2011
Principal Leadership Institute 2 January and July 2011
Community partner meeting 1 November 2010
Professional development training 1 May 2011
Total Number 31
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Surveys

Participant Type Respondents Date
Central office staff 159 April — May 2011
Principals/assistant principals 190 April — May 2011
TLG members (not co-chairs) 32 May — June 2011
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IVIBPS JIATIONAL ADVISORY PANEL MEMBERS”

Norm Fruchter

Senior Advisor, Annenberg Institute for School Reform
Norm Fruchter supports the Community
Organizing and Engagement work — for-
merly the Community Involvement Program
at New York University’s (NYU) Institute for
Education and Social Policy (IESP) — of the
Annenberg Institute for School Reform. He
is also a clinical professor of education pol-
icy at New York University. Previously, he
was director of IESP, which he formed in
1995, in collaboration with the deans of
NYU’s Steinhardt School of Education and
Wagner School of Public Service, with the
mission of improving public education so
that all students, particularly in low-income
neighborhoods and communities of color,
obtain a just and equitable education and
can participate effectively in a democratic

society.

Prior to his work at IESP, he served as a sen-
ior consultant with the Academy for Educa-
tional Development and Advocates for
Children of New York; director of the Insti-
tute for Citizen Involvement in Education in
New Jersey; co-founder and co-director of
Independence High School in Newark, an
alternative high school for dropouts; and,
for ten years, an elected school board mem-
ber in Brooklyn’s District 15. He holds a BA
from Rutgers University and an MEd from
Teachers College, Columbia University. He
has published extensively in the field of edu-

cation policy and equity.
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Andy Hargreaves

Thomas More Brennan Professor of Education, Boston

College

Andy Hargreaves is the Thomas More Bren-
nan Professor in Education, endowed with
the mission of promoting social justice and
connecting theory and practice in education,
at the Lynch School of Education at Boston
College. His teaching and research at Boston
College concentrates on educational change,
performing beyond expectations, sustainable
leadership, and the emotions of teaching. He
taught primary school before studying for
and completing his PhD thesis in sociology
at the University of Leeds in England. He
lectured in a number of English universities,
including Oxford, until in 1987 he moved to
the Ontario Institute for Studies in Educa-
tion in Canada, where he co-founded and
directed the International Center for Educa-
tional Change. From 2000 to 2002, he was
also Professor of Educational Leadership
and Change at the University of Nottingham
in England.

Professor Hargreaves has authored or edited
more than twenty-five books which have
been translated into a dozen languages. His
book Teaching in the Knowledge Society: Edu-
cation in the Age of Insecurity is published by
Teachers’ College Press and Open University
Press and has received the Choice Outstand-

ing Book Award from the American Libraries



Association for Teaching and the American
Educational Research Association Division B
Outstanding Book Award. His current
research is funded by the UK Specialist and
Academies Trust and the National College
for School Leadership and is concerned with
organizations that perform beyond expecta-
tions in education, sport, business, and

health.

Joseph Johnson

Executive Director, National Center for Urban School
Transformation

QUALCOMM Professor of Urban Education, San Diego
State University
Joseph Johnson is the executive director of
the National Center for Urban School Trans-
formation and the QUALCOMM Professor of
Urban Education at San Diego State Univer-
sity. Previously, he served as a classroom
teacher in San Diego, a school district
administrator in New Mexico, a state depart-
ment official in both Texas and Ohio, a
researcher and technical assistance provider
at the Charles A. Dana Center at the Univer-
sity of Texas, and Director of Student
Achievement and School Accountability at
the U.S. Department of Education, where he
was responsible for directing the federal Title

I Program and several related programs.

Dr. Johnson earned a PhD in educational
administration from the University of Texas
at Austin’s Cooperative Superintendency
Program, an MA in education from San
Diego State University, and a BS magna cum
laude from the University of Wisconsin at
Oshkosh. In 1987 he received the Special
Educator of the Year Award from the New
Mexico Council for Exceptional Children. In

1989 he was the founding president of the

National Association for the Education of
Homeless Children and Youth. In 1993 and
again in 2000, he received the Educator of
the Year Award from the Texas Association of
Compensatory Education. In 2003 he
received the Distinguished Alumnus of the
Year Award from San Diego State University’s
College of Education.

Carrie R. Leana

George H. Love Professor of Organizations and Man-
agement, University of Pittsburgh
At the University of Pittsburgh, Carrie Leana
is director of the Center for Health and Care
Work (CHCW) and is on the advisory boards
of the European Union Center and the Cen-
ter for West European Studies. Her research
and training are in the areas of organizational
behavior and management. She has published
more than 100 articles on such topics as
authority structures at work, employment
relations, and the process and effects of orga-
nizational change and restructuring. Her
research is field-based and has been con-
ducted in such settings as steel mills, public
schools, insurance claims offices, aerospace
contractors, police departments, and nursing

homes.

Her book (with Denise Rousseau) Relational
Wealth: The Advantages of Stability in a
Changing Economy (Oxford University Press)
describes the tension between stability and
flexibility in work design, and how both can
be used to the mutual advantage of employ-
ees and employers. Her earlier book Coping
with Job Loss: How Individuals, Organizations,
and Communities Respond to Layoffs (with
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Daniel Feldman) was short-listed for the
National Academy of Management’s Best
Book of the Year Award. Her article “Social
Capital and Organizational Performance”
(with E Pile) received the Alfred P. Sloan
Foundation’s 2007 Best Paper Prize in
Industry Studies. She was also named the
2007-2008 winner of the Aspen Institute’s
Faculty Pioneer Award for Academic Leader-
ship, awarded for generating cutting-edge

scholarship with a focus on social impact.

Thomas Payzant
Senior Lecturer, Harvard University

Former Superintendent, Boston Public Schools,
1995-2006
Thomas Payzant is a professor of practice at
the Harvard Graduate School of Education.
Prior to that, he served as superintendent of
the Boston Public Schools from 1995 until
his retirement in 2006. Previously, he served
as assistant secretary for Elementary and
Secondary Education at the U.S. Department
of Education under President Clinton. Over
the past decade he has led a number of sig-
nificant systemic reform efforts that have
helped narrow the achievement gap and
increase student performance on both state
and national assessment exams, and he has
served as superintendent of schools in San
Diego, Oklahoma City, Eugene, Oregon, and

Springfield, Pennsylvania.

In 1998, he was named Massachusetts
Superintendent of the Year. In 2004, he
received the Richard R. Green Award for
Excellence in Urban Education from the
Council on Great City Schools. Governing
Magazine named him one of eight “Public
Officials of the Year” in 2005. He also
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received the McGraw Prize for his leader-
ship of the San Diego school system from
1982 through 1993. Throughout his career,
he has not only kept abreast of the profes-
sional and research literature as a practi-
tioner, he has also contributed to it regularly,
with fifty-one publications between 1967
and 2005. His essays, book chapters, book
prefaces, and book reviews have been
directed to both professional educators and

policymakers.









