Advice to Policymakers from Participants in the SDCF Grant

Memo
June 26, 2018

Informed Decisions Research

During evaluation interviews conducted in May and June 2018, district administrators, grant
managers and teacher leaders from Year 2 and Year 3 districts we asked:

If state policymakers came to you and said, “Is this whole SDCF grant, with the
improvement science and a coach and teachers on committees with administrators a
good way to strengthen school systems? Should we spread it to more districts in the
state?” what would you tell them? What advice might you give?

This memo summarizes the responses from twelve administrators (representing nine districts),
eleven grant managers (from ten districts) and teacher leaders from two districts.

*k%k

MAKE SDCF GRANTS AVAILABLE TO MORE OREGON DISTRICTS

Grant participants strongly support the idea of spreading the collaboration grant to more
Oregon districts.

Grant managers—who were sometimes teacher leaders, sometimes district staff—were very
much in favor expanding the grant work, as were teachers who had served on grant
committees:

I would say do it, in a heartbeat. | would say absolutely! It has changed what we do.
(Year 3 grant manager)

I would say yes, take it statewide. It has been incredibly powerful for our district, for
everyone involved. (Year 2 grant manager)

I would say it is a very good way because it makes you focus on systems change... Yes,
the grant has been very valuable. It can be an amazing force for change. (Year 2 grant
manager)
I would be so thrilled with our state legislature, if they did that! (Year 2 grant manager)
For me personally, this has been the most successful and exciting work | have been
involved in. It feels teacher-driven; it has been fun professionally.(Year 2 teacher on
grant committee)

In addition, most administrators also endorsed the idea:
Yes, definitely continue to do this. It has been great for everyone involved, including

myself. Going thru this experience with all the stakeholders is good, and it is set up for
growing good people. It is a growth mindset, right? (Year 2 superintendent)
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I definitely would tell them to move forward with it. (Year 2 assistant superintendent)

Absolutely. If you really want to change, there has to be a different culture about how we
go about our work. It can’t just be about compliance, it has to be about looking forward,
re-imagining, and frankly reinventing the K12 educational experience for kids. In order to
do that, teachers need to be at the table when the state looks at, ‘how do we really
change what kids experience is?’ Education is the most unchanged industry in last 100
years. How do we do it differently? (Year 2 superintendent)

A few administrators combined support with some cautions:

...l think that | would probably give some degree of cautious optimism about such a
thing. Absolutely we want teacher voice and a team orientation toward school
improvement.. That is what needs to happen. The part where | would hedge a little bit
would be on how much autonomy would we give teachers and association members in
designing what needs to happen. (Year 3 superintendent)

Yes... [but it] depends on the district capacity. (Year 3 district administrator)

I think it would be a good idea if, and only if, they partnered with other departments at
ODE when rolling things out. (Year 3 district administrator)

PROVIDE HIGH-QUALITY COACHING SUPPORT

The message respondents most commonly wanted to convey to policymakers was the
importance of providing high-quality coaching to the districts doing this work. This issue
came up in interviews in six different districts.

I think that’s an amazing idea if you are thoughtful in your rollout. One piece | would
stress heavily is the need for coaching in the process. Make sure you have the capacity
in people who can coach districts through it. (Year 3 grant manager)

| think that the support that would be needed on a mass scale would be a large need. |
have seen some districts with more success, others with less. | don’t believe it came
down to any one element that we were introduced to. But the coach being able to
support the district leadership and the grant manager [was crucial]. (Year 3 grant
manager)

I would take the [coaches and experienced grant managers] who are involved now and
spread them out like Johnny Appleseed, share all the seeds. When | started as grant
manager, | didn’t have a clue what | was doing. | had no idea. But | would recommend
just to share out from the people who are already doing it. (Year 2 grant manager)

Having a consistent coach all the way through is phenomenal, because she knows our
district well and can push us. It truly has strengthened things we are doing in our district.
Are we done? No, but it is about the journey. It has kicked up the speed on our journey.
(Year 2 assistant superintendent)

[I'd say it would be good to expand it], if you have a coach on your side, who is trying to
make it good for you. (Year 2 grant manager)
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ALLOW VARIATION AMONG DISTRICTS

Many respondents also wanted to advise policymakers to stay true to the vision of the grant
as a way to address issues locally in a way that fits the specific district context. For
participants from five of the districts, this was a primary concern.

Yes, the state should do this, but what works with this system is that you are tailoring it
to each district. Sometimes when you go large scale, it becomes one-size-fits-all. But if
we really go, what is that thing we are trying to fix? The answer will be personalized, and
it will apply to us. (Year 2 assistant superintendent)

If every district could play it out for their own way, yes, it would be good. The essence of
the collaboration grant is letting the stakeholders define collaborative, and I'm worried
that the state would say ‘“to get that money you must do X...” (Year 2 teacher on grant
committee)

It is not a one-size-fits all. It has to be personalized for each district. | think if it was a big
policy of “it is supposed to look like X...” Here is what is powerful: it is that things evolve
as we work; it doesn’t have a fixed end point. | would be cautious of having it as a new
policy that you must have this way. But too much leeway is also dangerous too—it could
go rogue if there are no parameters to define it. It would have to be done at the districts
first and then maybe evolve into a policy. (Year 2 teacher on grant committee)

In some cases, respondents said that flexibility should include the opportunity to not work on all
four blueprint areas. In particular, people said they felt pressured to work on compensation
issues, even though they felt it was more productive to spend their time and money on
professional learning, leadership and/or evaluation.

The one thing | would say is since it is only three years--and | appreciate the three
years—Iet’s narrow our focus a bit.... | think all these components really do matter, but |
don't think we could do all of them in three years. Like compensation, we all know
compensation is about budget, and [any changes] have to go to unions or they have to
be opt-in. And right now it feels we are being rushed to this, because we are bargaining.
...to do all of that in three years is really, really hard to do. Yes, we need to address all of
those, in time. ... just work on one system or have a framework overarching all the
systems. | would have said let’s just focus on [professional learning] and collaboration
work, just focus on the classrooms, that is what | would have picked. (Year 2
superintendent)

[It shouldn’t] be the traditional method of ODE and legislatures managing a new
accountability system. A one-size-fits-all approach does not work. For example, the
compensation thing has never shown up well for us here. So that taints everything that
comes with the grant. Do we have to do this? ... | would say they should make it more
flexible. (Year 2 grant manager)

One thing | have felt sometimes is pressure, like “you aren’t moving fast enough in
compensation,” for example. I'd have them ease off on that. Our district needed to work
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on professional and evaluation. The districts may not need to spend the same amount of
money and effort on all four blueprint areas. | have had some comments on our plan
about that, even when my coach agreed that what we needed was to work on the
professional learning. (Year 3 grant managers)

The four areas of focus could be adjusted. Teacher leadership and compensation could
be one, then they could simplify the work into three areas overall. (Year 2
superintendent)

PROVIDE APPROPRIATE SUPPORTS

In addition to the coaching already mentioned, respondents identified some other supports they
felt were crucial to provide to districts doing this work. One of these was the use of
improvement science as a methodology for creating change. People from three different
districts in Year 3 of implementation said they wished they’d been introduced to improvement
science earlier and recommended that this approach be incorporated for other districts
from the outset.

When we started the grant, improvement science was not a part of it, and | would
encourage that to be in there from the beginning. | look back to Year 1 and how different
it might have been for us. (Year 3 grant manager)

Well they need to do a lot of front loading about improvement science, for all of the
people participating in the grant, not just the people on the committees, but all the
district. It is new to education. So many things are new to educators. There is always a
new idea, so it is hard to get buy-in when people think, oh it’s just another new thing. So
there needs to be a big emphasis on that, what it is and how to do it. (Year 3 grant
manager)

Grant participants from Year 2 districts also felt improvement science was an integral
component of what made the collaboration grant meaningful:

I would say it is a very good way because it makes you focus on systems change. And |
think that it's important that the grant be followed, that the principles of IS be followed,
closely... Yes, the grant has been very valuable. It can be an amazing force for change.
(Year 2 grant manager)

Another support that came up repeatedly was guidance and training for the grant managers,
particularly when this role was filled by teachers rather than district staff, who were more familiar
with district systems already. Many current grant managers mentioned how challenging the role
was.
The grant manager position was the most ambiguous position ever! It is such a weird
place to be. You don’t have any formal authority, but you are trying to bring in so many
stakeholders and see their perspectives. You have to have system thinking and
leadership skills, and if you don’t, you have to develop them right away. The support is
very much needed, or the whole thing could fail. You couldn't just read it in a handbook.
You need specific guidance. (Year 3 grant manager)

If they are going to do it, there needs to be a boot camp for the grant managers. When
we walked in, to be blunt and honest, there were opportunities that we missed because
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we did not know what we were doing. We had no real guidance. We had [our coach]
checking in on us, but not as much as we probably needed. If the grant is going to be
run this way, you need to get grant managers up to speed on how to do PDSAs and how
to make things happen. That would be way more bang for the state’s buck, | think, and
you’d see more changes faster. (Year 3 grant manager)

I think when we went thru the design phase with the big group, whoever the grant
managers were, we could have met with experienced GMs then, to figure out how the
design work would play out. And the plan morphed so much, when | work back at the
first blueprint, and now it’s so different. We had a lot of things in there as dreams and
hopes rather than concrete things to do. (Year 2 grant manager)

Respondents from several districts recommended that state policymakers think carefully
about how the SDCF connects to other state initiatives, the work of other agencies or
efforts of the Oregon Department of Education. Often they felt that other initiatives could
learn from the collaborative approach of SDCF, including the continuous improvement
approach. They appreciated it when other grants or other entities used similar approaches.

... we have a close partnership w NWRESD, luckily they are also using improvement
science. AVID is bringing some of thinking of improvement science forward. For us in
final year, we’'ll be able to integrate quite well. It’'s not that easy or simple, it’s lots of
work, but it's more aligned than [other efforts] in the past. (Year 2 principal)

| think it would be a good idea if they partnered with other departments at ODE rolling
things out. Like at the collaboration grant meeting [recently], | raised my hand and said,
how does this interface with other initiatives? With [grant program]? They said, it doesn't.
See, again, different tracks. We are going the road of improvement science, and |
believe that is the way to go. But we also have [two other state grants], they are all
intertwined, and they should be doing the work of the collaboration grant as well. It is all
going the same direction, but not always in the same way. If that could happen, | think it
would be great. (Year 3 district administrator)

I would encourage the legislature to think more about what ODE is doing. | would like to
see an inventory of everything that is going on, so we are all going forward with similar
tools. | am trying to get into the RTI cadre for middle school next year. | can see how
improvement science would help that work, too. (Year 3 grant manager)

In various ways, respondents also talked about the significance of being able to pay
teachers for the time to learn, plan and collaborate. This, they noted, was an essential
support to make the work possible. They valued the funding of a planning year and the time
spent learning about what strong systems looked like.

And another piece that was helpful that year before we were funded, where we really
digging into research and see what was useful to us. (Year 3 grant manager)

Teachers working on grant committees commented on how much they had learned and

accomplished in two years of implementation. They noted that it would have been impossible
without the funding to pay for teachers’ time to do this.
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...also having the time to muddle through, to problem solve, to do the IS, to try it out, to
see if it works. Having that time has been a luxury, you know; being paid for the time to
make it happen has been valuable. (Year 2 teacher on grant committee)

Not surprisingly, the appreciation of having time for teacher collaboration was closely connected
to concerns about what might happen after the funding was over.

When the money does go away, how will we sustain the momentum and energy that has
been sparked over the last several years? That is the work at hand. | am grateful that
we've been a part of it and continue to be a part of it. (Year 2 assistant superintendent)

[If | could, | might ask legislators to] ...maybe giving us more time, a fourth year. We
finally have systems in place and are fine-tuning them, and a huge challenge is how I will
get my teams together when | have no more funds to do that. | understand we can’t get
money forever. (Year 3 grant manager)

For me personally, this has been the most successful and exciting work | have been

involved in. It feels teacher-driven, it has been fun professionally, | just worry about
sustainability. (Year 2 teacher on grant committee)
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