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ABSTRACT

The following capstone explores how a technical task, such as a program review,
can be used to surface the root causes preventing a district from optimally meeting the
needs of all its students. Once the underlying needs are surfaced, it also discusses ways to
support a system in building structures, developing a culture, using its resources, and
engaging stakeholders in a process of continuous improvement. The paper explores how
an approach to continuous improvement might be a way to build action into the review
process such that organizations can be improving while learning, with a focus on how a
central office team can optimize their leadership to support the teaching and learning in

classrooms.



INTRODUCTION TO THE CAMBRIDGE PUBLIC SCHOOLS

Cambridge is a city of 100,000 residents, and yet it often feels like a small town
(Cambridge CDD, 2011). The mayor, a recent immigrant, a Harvard professor, a school
committee member, and the head of a leading technical service provider in education
reform may all bring their children to the same bus stop on one side of the city. Each
morning, from bus stops in neighborhoods throughout the city, kids are bussed in a
complex grid, as the Cambridge Public School District proudly has a controlled choice
system to ensure diversity of students and programs. While busses whiz all over the city
to get students to school in waves, hitting three different start times, I typically am
peddling to work on my bicycle. At the start of my 10-month residency with the
Cambridge Public Schools, I decided to embrace the city’s green efforts and cycle to the
central office on Thorndike Street, as well as between its 18 schools within the city’s six
square miles.

Saddling up gave me a new view of Cambridge, including its politics, while also
giving me a space to process all the leadership learnings of the final year of my doctoral
program. Many lessons came to me on my bike. I realized that in Cambridge, as in so
many places, the work on behalf of the 7,500 students in the Cambridge Public Schools
was not only occurring at the executive table. Rather, just as much work was moving in
the unofficial “meetings” that followed the meetings. From my bike, I cycled past a
cabinet member and city official walking around the block just after a meeting had ended.
On countless Tuesday evenings biking home from school committee meetings, I observed
which committee members walked away together to further discuss the workings of the

district. At least monthly, I observed a power meeting at a local coffee shop between key



stakeholders, including a school committee member and the union president, taking care
of business. I also learned that, as I was observing the interactions of others from my
bike, my moves were being observed too, both my leadership actions as well as when a
parked car’s door opening nearly side-swiped me, and the people at the district office
knew about it before I even made it to my desk that day.

The Superintendent Team and Plan for the District

Superintendent Dr. Kenny Salim began his tenure in Cambridge in July 2016, 11
months prior to my residency. Dr. Salim engaged the district and broader Cambridge
community over the course of his entry during the 2016-2017 school year and developed
a district plan framework (DPF). The DPF outlines five strategic objectives, with
strategic initiatives under each objective, to drive the work over the next three school
years. My strategic project, the Elementary Program Review, is an initiative under the
fifth objective to improve implementation and progress monitoring. Throughout this
capstone, I note initiatives that are part of our DPF, such as {DPF 1.1}, to show the many
ways | worked to align my project with the plan and the other initiatives.

The superintendent currently has a team of 11 on his cabinet. Three
members of the team were born in Cambridge and attended the Cambridge Public
Schools. Another two members worked for the City of Cambridge prior to coming
to work with the district. While the superintendent himself is new, most of the
team has deep connections to the city and the system. This team includes a part-
time Chief Strategy Officer, Legal Counsel, head of Human Resources, Chief
Financial Officer, Chief Operations Officer, an interim Assistant Superintendent

for Student Services, the Assistant Superintendent for Curriculum and Instruction,



the Assistant Superintendent for Elementary, the Deputy Superintendent and two
Ed.L.D. residents. The final six roles make up a subgroup of the cabinet referred
to as the Teaching and Learning Team (TLT), of which I was brought in as a

member for residency.

Superintendent’s Cabinet §Y 17-18
Teaching and Learning Team noted in green

Ed.L.D. Residents (2)
[ I I
Chief Strategy Officer Legal Counsel Director of HR ChiEfO?ﬁP;Tﬁrs Supel::ﬁ'lpt:mrrdent

Superintdem,
Curriculum and
Instruction

Chief Financial Officer

Assistant
Superintendent,
Elementary

Assistant
Superintendent,
Student Services

The Cambridge Public Schools’ Greatest Resource: Our Students

The Cambridge Public Schools is known for being very well-funded, allocating
$27,474 for each student, nearly double the statewide average (CPSD, 2017a). Yet the
greatest resource of the Cambridge Public Schools is its 7,000 students. Our students are
diverse in many ways including race, language, experience, and perspectives. CPSD
students represent more than sixty languages spoken at home (CCOD, 2018). System-

wide, our students are 12% Asian, 25% Black, 14% Latino, 40% white, and the
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remaining 8% of our students identify as multiracial. The percentage of students who are
economically disadvantaged is currently 28%; however, there has been a recent trend of
our youngest students being more and more economically advantaged over the past few
years (MA DESE, 2017b).

Through the Elementary Program Review, I had the opportunity to look closely at
the instructional core—the interaction among students, teachers, and the content—in each
of our 12 schools serving our youngest students. The findings of the review will be
discussed throughout this capstone, and one is important to set the context here: gaps in
performance based on students’ race existed not just across our elementary programs but
within each as well.

The Massachusetts Department of Education is currently in the middle of a
campaign, Leading the Nation, celebrating how it ranked #1 on “The Nation’s Report
Card”, the NAEP in 2015, was #1 in the world on PISA in 2016, and #1 in AP success in
2017 (MA DESE, 2017a). In line with the state, the Cambridge Public School District
(CPSD) also boasts some impressive outcomes. As an example, one high school,
Cambridge Rindge and Latin, sent 17 of its 2017 graduates to Harvard College. CPSD
outperforms other Massachusetts districts with similar levels of student poverty, but this
data point masks significant achievement gaps among Cambridge students (see
Appendices A-D). As evidenced in the following figure, white and Asian students in
Cambridge perform at the average level of students in districts with similarly high per
pupil spending whereas Black and Latino students in Cambridge perform at the average

level of all students in districts with half the per pupil spending as Cambridge.
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Average Grades 3-5 MCAS ELA Scaled Scores, 2017

520 White and Asian students in Cambridge
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Note: Size proportional to number of scores in district
Source: Mass DESE

Cambridge’s most urgent need is to improve on behalf of the students for whom

the district has not yet found a way to ensure high-quality, rigorous, culturally responsive

learning experiences: kids who come from lower socioeconomic statuses (SES), kids of

color of all SES backgrounds, kids with disabilities, and kids who are English learners—

outside of the three highly sought after dual language programs. However urgent, this

problem is not new. At a school board meeting in July 2017, then-Mayor E. Denise

Simmons referenced work going back to 1983 to address the achievement and

opportunity gaps in Cambridge. And yet, with 34 years having elapsed, very little has

changed for students of color, students with disabilities, and English learners. In 2017,

just 10% of CPSD’s African American eighth-grade boys passed the MCAS (MA DESE,

2017b).
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In my informal conversations throughout the Cambridge community, during
official interviews with CPSD employees, as well as recorded conversations during
meetings of the school committee, the following question was repeatedly posed: with all
of Cambridge’s rich resources, what is the explanation for having persistent achievement
and opportunity gaps? The way in which so many posed this question, as if they are
looking for a single explanation and a straightforward way to then solve it, is part of the
problem. The issue and the work required is much more complex than that. When my
strategic project assignment was described as an Elementary Program Review, the
superintendent and I discussed that the project presented an opportunity to explore this
question of the historic gaps despite enough resources to prevent them.

The Many Authorizing Environments: Outside and Within

“Superintendents are continuously accountable to their local publics and those who won
the right to represent them (either in school boards, or mayors’ offices, or city councils).
They are accountable both prospectively as they set out plans, and retrospectively as
their performance is revealed through observed results...Some demands for
accountability are relatively stable and predictable, but many are not. The variety,
volatility, and intensity of the oversight structure can make school superintendents feel
they are under siege. Making executive decisions in this context can challenge even the
most determined and confident public manager. It often feels like an impossible job, and
of the few brave enough to undertake it, even fewer manage to stay in the job long
enough to shepherd through real changes” (Alonso & Moore, 2014, p. 15).

In the Cambridge Public Schools, there are many authorizing environments. An
authorizing environment is the people or groups which give approval or the support
necessary for work to proceed and succeed. The work I led in Cambridge as well as the
work I witnessed had authorizers both outside and within. While the superintendent
attends to the elected school committee as a clear authorizer—as is the case nationally—

the Teaching and Learning Team has a parallel relationship with the appointed principals
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leading CPSD’s 18 schools. This dynamic is worth underscoring as the impact of that
relationship will be explored throughout this capstone.

School Committee

The Cambridge School Committee has seven elected members and is chaired by
the mayor. Though the role pays $30,000 annually, which is above average for the role
and yet significantly below what it would cost to live in Cambridge—a requirement for
the position—it is worth noting that just one of the members has another job in addition
to being a committee member (and just two were otherwise employed last term). The
committee members are dedicated and commit time equivalent to a full-time job to their
elected position (City of Cambridge, 2018).

While at times Cambridge can feel like the small town I described earlier, the city
also has structures and systems which create a formality and complexity through the
elected bodies of the school committee and city council. As an example, on a single
school committee agenda, one could extract three examples of the city council expressing
interest in increasing their involvement with the school committee, inviting more power
and politics into the school committee even after the citizens of Cambridge have elected
six members to represent them on matters of school system policy. The agenda of the
January 16, 2018, meeting had motions to create a new standing committee with
members of both city council and school committee and another motion to increase the
number of joint meetings of both full bodies. Our elected officials continuously seek
more control over the workings of the district (CPSD, 2018).

Even without the involvement of the city council, the school committee is a

political force which requires a great deal of focus by the superintendent and his full
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cabinet. On any given week, there is an average of two or three reports requested on
everything from chocolate milk to reviewing practices of school instructional councils,
often seeming like the school committee is overstepping their authority with both the
superintendent and the local school communities of educators and families (School
Committee Motion #18-21).

Preview of the Assigned Strategic Project

As part of the Cambridge Public Schools’ district plan framework, Cambridge
committed to conducting grade-span reviews {DPF 5.2} of which the Elementary
Program Review (EPR) is the first review (CPSD, 2017). The EPR has been proposed for
many years in Cambridge and pre-dates the current superintendent, Dr. Kenny Salim.
Interviews I conducted across central office and principals demonstrated a lack of shared
understanding of what was meant by “elementary program” and of the purpose of the
review. The variability in responses created space to tightly align the project with the new
district plan framework, which the school committee approved in my second month of
residency. The DPF has a focus on continuous improvement, and therefore creates an
opportunity to align my strategic project to the broader district strategy. Rather than
creating a deliverable that would be a document, instead I proposed to the superintendent
to use the EPR to build a process which provides ongoing feedback on the program being
reviewed while building systems and structures for continuous improvement. The
meaning of continuous improvement will be discussed in the Review of Knowledge for
Action (RKA).

The Elementary Program, for the purpose of the review, is what the Cambridge

Public Schools offers students from Junior Kindergarten through fifth grade through our
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12 elementary schools. Many within the system perceived the Elementary Program
Review as the review “flavor of the month” (principal, personal communication, July 17,
2017) as Cambridge has a “history of always studying something without a history of
implementation on the findings of the studies” (principal, personal communication,
August 22, 2017). To confront the skepticism, specifically of the principals, I have
worked to ensure the experience of the EPR is unique, with the key strategy of building
action and improvement science into the process of the review itself. This will be
explored further in the Description, Evidence, and Analysis section.

A Second Phase to the Strategic Project

The full description and analysis of the EPR will be explored in the following
sections. I will describe two distinct phases of the project. Since I designed the EPR to
follow a continuous improvement framework, I surfaced initial findings early and then
worked to modify my own theory of action, as needed, based on what the EPR was
discovering. While the underlying issues of each finding varied, I realized that one
existing structure had the opportunity to influence each: the Teaching and Learning Team
(TLT). My focus on this central leadership team did not replace the assigned leadership
project, but rather the EPR illuminated it and presented my first opportunity for
continuous improvement resulting from and occurring during the EPR.

Given that findings from the review caused me to focus on the TLT as a critical
unit of change, the following provides historical context for this group of leaders.
Members of the TLT, members of the instructional council, and our principals have each
shared in their own ways that the new leadership of Dr. Salim has been a very positive

change for the district. Those groups also consistently shared that cabinet leadership from
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the prior administration had created a toxic working environment that led many to

29 ¢¢

“disengage,” “stop communicating with central,” and “do whatever [they] had to do to
shelter [their] teachers™ (principal, personal communication, November 14, 2017). The
breakdown in effective communication and collaboration across central offices and
schools gets in the way of the best support and improvement of teaching and learning and
therefore was more than just tensions among personnel but rather a lever for

improvement.

PROBLEM OF PRACTICE

“Strong, strategically managed public schools have to be the first contribution that
public school superintendents make to the future. Their success in running their schools
will continue to be the driving force for educational improvement over at least the next
decade or so, and probably beyond” (Alonso & Moore, 2014, p. 19).

“Our viewpoint is that strengthening and expanding leadership and managerial skills of
the people who are running public educational systems will lead to better educational
outcomes and better systems...that is a critical piece to really improving public
education.” — John J-H Kim, Senior Lecturer of Business Administration, Harvard
Business School (PELP, 2003)

There are and will continue to be various problems of practice which are brought
to light through the Elementary Program Review. Rather than addressing each one by
one, focusing on the existing structure of the TLT has the potential to build the district’s
capacity to address both current and future needs. The deputy and three assistant
superintendents who make up the standing members of the TLT directly supervise the 18
principals, 17 curriculum coordinators, 41 staff supporting students with disabilities, and
various other leadership roles (Data, Title I, etc.) (CPSD, 2017a). The focus on the TLT
as a unit of change a) was a finding from initial data from my assigned strategic project,

the EPR; b) provided an opportunity for the TLT to start more optimally addressing
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existing needs across the district; and c) is a group I could work with directly and
frequently during the 10-month residency.

While the TLT did not create opportunity and achievement gaps, the team forms a
connective tissue across issues and could be utilized to address the various priorities of
CPSD. The current TLT is not working optimally to address the complex issues of the
district. Therefore, how the TLT functions with each other and in service of the district is
critical. The Review of Knowledge for Action that follows seeks to understand the
following question:

How might a central leadership team support continuous improvement of teaching
and learning and ensure equity of access to rigorous, joyful, culturally responsive

learning experiences within and across the Cambridge Public Schools?

REVIEW OF KNOWLEDGE FOR ACTION

This Review of Knowledge for Action brings together both research and practice.
Through the review of knowledge, I seek to gain a deeper understanding of questions
which, in my previous leadership experiences, we were not able to answer. By
strengthening my understanding of ways to be more effective in leading school systems
for improvements to the instructional core, I can continuously improve my leadership and
make more sustaining improvements on behalf of the students of the Cambridge Public
Schools.

Intersection of Research & Practice

I had the great privilege of working for the New York City Department of

Education for nearly a decade and during that time worked in various parts of the
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organization, including both leading a classroom and leading a central office team. It was
during my experiences as a leader with the NYCDOE that I began to think deeply about
the importance of the connection between those setting the policies and the priorities for
the system, most often in central office, and those at the heart and core of our business,
the school leaders, teachers, and students. I made a rare transition from the role of teacher
directly to a role in central office and, within a few years, was leading an office with over
1,000 staff, responsible for the learning of our 200,000 students with individualized
education programs (IEPs) in the NYCDOE. I believe much of my effectiveness—as |
continued to be promoted to oversee more teams and more projects, impacting more
students—came from my awareness of how the discussions we had at boardroom-style
tables would play out in the classrooms of our 80,000 teachers, because I was one of
them just months before. Even when working on high-functioning central teams with the
NYCDOE, by my third and fourth year, I already felt too far disconnected from schools
to get an authentic feedback loop for continuous improvement. I relied heavily on what I
unofficially heard through my own teacher networks about how policies played out.
However, with each school year that passed, I wrestled more and more with the question
of how to ensure a connection between leading a system for continuous, often urgent,
improvement and a strong pulse on the instructional core.

A 2010 report by the Wallace Foundation included the NYCDOE as one of the
three example districts where they studied central office turnaround to strengthen
teaching and learning (Honig et al., 2010). I have a unique perspective as I review this
report as knowledge for action because I was working as a teacher in an Empowerment

Zone school, the focus of the study, during the time the Wallace report was being
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developed. Eric Nadelstern designed the Autonomy/Empowerment Zone and served in
various chief roles and then as Deputy Chancellor for the Division of School Support and
Instruction during his time at the NYCDOE. In the years following my time teaching in
an empowerment school before I came to the Ed.L.D. program, I worked for Nadelstern’s
former Chief of Staff, Johannah Chase at Tweed, the old courthouse adjacent to City Hall
which became the central office of the NYCDOE during the Klein administration. The
report explores the influence of Nadelstern’s leadership in transforming central office
leadership, and I have experienced it in practice, as he is my “grand-boss,” having greatly
influenced the approach of my former boss. What Chase learned from her work, which
was a part of the Wallace report, heavily informed our shared work. When we led 4
Shared Path to Success, a district-wide reform on behalf of students with disabilities, our
theory of action included significant reforms to our office of 1,000 central employees.
The key learnings from the Nadelstern/Chase leadership, which the Wallace report
surfaces, connect to the Carnegie research which will be explored later in this RKA. Both
reports and the aligned practice I experienced inform my theory of action, which is
centered around the critical need to engage all those who will be impacted by the work in
clear, transparent ways. My team missed opportunities for sustained reforms in NYC
which I hope to prevent through adjusted approaches to my individual and our collective
leadership in Cambridge.

Continuous Improvement

In education, the term continuous improvement refers to any school or
instructional improvement process that unfolds progressively, does not have a fixed or

predetermined end, and sustains over extended periods of time (Great Schools
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Partnership, 2014). This is also the definition we use in our Cambridge DPF action plans.
Edmonson has also described it as “getting the work done while simultaneously working
on how better to do it” (2012, p. 30). Within a school system, continuous improvement is
not just about students improving but rather about every individual, whether the
superintendent, a central team leader, school leader, or teacher, also working to get better.
The Carnegie Foundation (2017) recommends engaging in rapid cycles to “learn fast, fail
fast, and improve quickly.” (p.1)

The education sector has embraced the practice of continuous improvement for
decades and yet nationally, we still have significant improvement to address. As systems
work to embrace a practice of continuous improvement, they can take into consideration
various lessons from those who have tried it before. One such lesson, from research and
practice, is the benefit to having the improvement practice live throughout the
organization, not only in classrooms. Central leaders can benefit from improving their
own practice while simultaneously modeling for the rest of the system. Another
important tenet of continuous improvement implementation is to celebrate both the
improvement and the learning. As shared in the revised edition of Data Wise, “to make
the improvement part of the new way of doing business, it is essential to understand what
specific things educators did differently to make the improvement possible” (Boudett,
City, & Murnane, 2005, p. 214).

In addition to the practices that have facilitated the continuous improvement
practice in taking root, systems should take heed of the lessons from why it has not
worked. In the last 15 years, the education sector has had a significant focus on

accountability. Given the urgency to close gaps and meet the needs of every student,
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those held accountable—who were told their instruction could have “no child left
behind”—often confronted more frustration than motivation. When implementing a
continuous improvement approach, it is essential that the team works to refine the issue
they are addressing and the path to get there so that all involved agree the steps are clear
and realistic, rather than admirable yet unattainable (Boudett, City, & Murnane, 2005).

User-Centered Problem Solving

Researchers focused on tackling complex problems, both in the education
sector and outside, emphasize the importance of understanding the needs of the
users of a system before designing something they must implement (Carnegie,
2014; Cohen & Mehta, 2017; d.School, 2009). To do that, authentic stakeholder
engagement is key.

In their principles of improvement, the Carnegie Foundation (2017) urges
organizations to make the work user-centered. When Carnegie poses a guiding
question for that first principle as, “What specifically is the problem we are trying
to solve?” too often the “we” becomes a central team or a well-intentioned cabinet
that is simply too disconnected from the problem leaders in our school would flag
as critical to solve, as I experienced in NYC. This is an important intersection
with research by Cohen and Mehta (2017) who have determined conditions that
produce education reform that endures. Cohen and Mehta emphasize the
importance in addressing problems that those who will be impacted by the change
identify, or by bringing to light an issue to those end-user stakeholders and
showing them why it is an issue worth addressing. Bringing together Cohen and

Mehta’s research with Carnegie’s user-centered approach to ensure improvement
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work is sustainable, central office teams must get clear on whose problem they are
solving and make sure that the implementers of the solution are the users driving
that determination of the problem.

Ensuring a user-centered problem definition requires communication and
authentic engagement within the organizational infrastructure. The Carnegie Foundation
(2017) emphasizes that engagement can 1) break down silos 2) ensure there is
understanding of the root causes of the problems 3) create interdependency of the
organization’s key processes and 4) build a clear sense of shared accountability. While
these results are a strong rationale for user-centered focus, further research drives at
engaging those who are closest to teaching and learning.

Micro-Politics of Improvement: Engagement and Investment of Those
Closest to the Instructional Core

“Individuals tend to increase their engagement in various activities when they see
themselves as valued participants in the activities and, early on in their engagement, as
people capable of strengthening their engagement in those activities, regardless of their
starting capacity” (Honig, 2008, p. 636).

While the process is not specific to the education sector, a growing number of
organizations, including traditional school districts, are working to use the process of
design thinking to tackle complex questions, partnering with those impacted by the issue
as co-designers.

During residency, I had the opportunity to visit Stanford University’s d.school,
which many think of as the place where design thinking grew into the worldwide
approach it is today. There I saw alignment with Carnegie’s user-centered tenet and
Cohen and Mehta’s call to address an actual pain point. The d.school emphasizes that in

whatever you are designing, whether furniture or a solution for closing educational
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opportunity gaps, that, “As a human-centered designer, you need to understand the
people for whom you are designing. The problems you are trying to solve are rarely your
own—they are those of particular users; to design for your users, you must build empathy
for who they are and what is important to them.” (d.school, 2009)

In addition to deeply understanding the problems we are working to solve in
education, another important element of engaging stakeholders closest to the instructional
core is that they are the ones who will be implementing the strategies and potential
solutions. In a recent report from the Center for Reinventing Public Education (CRPE),
Hill and Jochim (2018) highlight one of the complexities of leading a system toward
instructional improvements:

“No matter how much they know about teaching and learning, superintendents can
accomplish very little without gaining the cooperation of others who aren’t compelled to
go along. Teachers, principals, central office staff, school board members, city officials,
interest groups, and, in some cases state officials, all have their own jobs to do and their
own ways of ignoring or thwarting the superintendent’s initiatives” (Hill & Jochim,
2018, p. 1).

A superintendent relies heavily on the ability, willingness, and interest of others to
accomplish the vision for the system. The work of CRPE cited above notes that many
superintendents have determined methods to get educators to comply. However, it is far
rarer to have the buy-in and “consent” from those educators. CRPE’s report discusses
going beyond merely providing professional development to align with an initiative to
building the capacity of the educators. Those educators, who unfortunately some system
leaders may not initially think of as authorizers but are certainly critical to
implementation, need to be more invested. The CRPE study offers three
recommendations for working with staff who are essential to implementation and have

less formal authority over the decisions made in the district:
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1) communicate explicitly and often, not expecting staff members to automatically
understand their goals.

2) identify incumbent staff members who show real interest in the superintendent’s
priorities and find ways to use their skills through special assignments,
promotions, etc.

3) pay attention to staff statements and actions in public, and deal directly with any

clear cases of sabotage (Hill & Jochim, 2018, p.15).

By building coalitions throughout the system and bringing a design thinking
approach to developing the work as well as solutions, there is a strong likelihood,
according to the research, of having more engaged teacher leaders and school-based
administrators ready to implement reforms at the instructional core.

Central Office Transformation

To draw together some of the research explored thus far, I will now focus on
knowledge of central office as a lever to create and support a system through a
continuous improvement journey including using user-centered problem solving.

Across my research and practice, a common perception is that central office often
stands in the way of implementing what could strengthen student learning. I conducted
interviews in districts in receivership and at one of the highest-performing charter
management organizations (CMO), and leaders of those systems reported that their
educators and principals were dissatisfied with the support they were receiving from
central office (Superintendent of district in Western Massachusetts, personal
communication, January 9, 2017; Chief Academic Officer at CMO, personal
communication, November 17, 2017). Therefore, in addition to conditions for continuous

improvement, this review of knowledge also seeks to explore the proven practices that
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have led central office teams to connect practices of continuous improvement directly to

the instructional core.
The Wallace Foundation (2010) found that there are five key dimensions to

transform a central office toward improving teaching and learning.

e Dimension 1: Learning-focused partnerships between the central office and
principals

e Dimension 2: Assistance to the central office—principal partnerships by the rest of
the central office

e Dimension 3: Reorganizing and reculturing other central office units to support
teaching and learning improvement

e Dimension 4: Stewardship of the overall central office transformation process

e Dimension 5: Use of evidence throughout the central office

The Five Dimensions of Central Office Transformation

1. Learning-focused
central office—
principal partnerships

3. Refocusing all
central office units
on teaching and
learning support

2. Assistance to
partnerships

5. Using evidence
throughout the
central office

Of those dimensions, one, four, and five heavily inform my residency theory of
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action. The Wallace report says one of the five dimensions of central office
transformation is the “Use of evidence throughout the central office to support continual
improvement of work practices and relationships with schools” (Honig et al., 2010, p.
102). The other dimension that informed my theory of action is learning-focused
partnerships with school principals to deepen instructional leadership practice. Finally,
the dimension of stewarding the transformation effort became a way I could see one of
my critical functions during residency. As I built relationships throughout the system and
had the opportunity to learn directly from those in schools about their work, I was well
positioned to be a steward or champion of the transformation effort in sharing messages
in both directions between schools and central.

The study of transformation in Atlanta, San Diego, and New York that the
Wallace Foundation conducted, and referenced in the opening of this RKA, found that

learning-focused partnerships, dimension one, require the following four elements:

o “Differentiating supports for principals’ instructional leadership consistently

over the entire academic year.

e Modeling ways of thinking and acting that exhibit the exercise of effective

instructional leadership practice.

o Developing and using tools that helped principals engage in instructional
leadership practices.

e Serving as a broker between principals and external resources, by bridging and
connecting principals to sources of assistance, and buffering them from negative

external influences, both in service of supporting principals’ instructional

leadership” (Honig et al., 2010, p.19).
Since the Wallace report was published in 2010, Meredith Honig, who was one of

the authors, has contributed additional knowledge to the question of how to transform
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central office. In her 2014 book, Learning-Focused Leadership in Action, Honig and her

colleagues frame the conditions that support the transformation:

1) getting the “right” people into the right roles and clarifying the work to be done
2) clarifying the roles

3) anchoring the work to an explicit theory of action

4) supporting the professional learning of leaders and other central office staff

5) protecting people’s work so that it can stay focused on learning improvement
6) using evidence for continuous improvement in people’s practice (Knapp et al.,

2014, p. 103).

A critical shift from the 2010 to the 2014 research is that the conditions, rather
than the Wallace dimensions, are not simply about changing structures. Rather, this
knowledge emphasizes that, within whatever existing or new structures are in place, who
is doing the work and the clarity those individuals and teams have about what they are
charged to do and lead are essential. Additionally, an important element to underscore is
the ongoing attention that is required to not only establish but maintain these conditions
for people to do the necessary work to transform systems and improve the teaching and
learning for every child (Knapp et al., 2014).

Throughout the review of knowledge thus far, various themes appeared across
bodies of knowledge and therefore are central to my theory of action. The figure maps the
elements of Carnegie onto the Wallace dimensions to show how the research intersects,

aligns, and informs each other.
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Wallace’s Five Dimensions of Central Office Transformation
& Carnegie's Common Element’s of Continuous Improvement

School Principals’ Instructional
Leadership Practice
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While the knowledge reviewed thus far has been informative as to how to

outwardly lead, a component about the leader’s own self has not yet been explored. The
next body of knowledge describes a process to address what prevents leaders from

changing in order to prepare them to lead change more effectively on behalf of our JK-12

students.

Adult Resistance and Immunity to Change

“Relational trust creates a moral resource for school improvement. School reform is a
long-term process that demands sustained adult effort. Extant social-psychological
research documents that the level of trust within an organization influences the
development of strong personal attachments to the organization and beliefs in its mission.
When school participants hold such commitments, they are more willing to give extra
effort, even when the work is hard. This is another key to instructional improvement”

(Bryk & Schneider, 2002, p. 117).
The bodies of knowledge reviewed related to continuous improvement,
stakeholder engagement, and central office transformation provide substantial options for
actions to drive my residency work. However, I reviewed one final body of work to

inform how I would lead my strategic project: how to address adult resistance and
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immunity to change. Immunity to change is a process to address internal barriers to
improvement (Kegan & Lahey, 2009). Immunity to change requires an individual to
analyze the actions he/she is doing and not doing related to a stated goal.

The immunity to change process follows four steps to develop a map of what is
keeping an individual or group from accomplishing their goal. First the goal is identified.
Then, one must determine the current actions that he/she is doing and not doing that work
against achieving the stated goal. Next, one determines what “hidden” or competing
commitments one has that are working against fully realizing the goal. The final part of
building the immunity to change map has the person determine what assumptions they
have that drive how they make meaning and thus impact the choices they make and keep
the individual immune from making the necessary change to achieve the goal (Kegan &
Lahey, 2009). This process is particularly powerful for individuals and groups who feel
they are working hard, toward clear goals, with the right intentions, and yet not achieving
the intended results. Having personally experienced the transformational power of this
process throughout the Ed.L.D. program on my own leadership, I am using the process to
explore how the TLT may be able to move beyond what has historically stood in their
way of their powerful intentions for school leaders, teachers and students.

PELP Coherence Framework

The PELP Framework (PELP,
2003), pictured here, shows the
interdependence of various aspects of a
school system—its culture, systems

and structures, resources, stakeholder




relationships, and environment—and shows how those elements reinforce one another to
support the implementation of an improvement strategy. By mapping my evidence using
this framework, I can see where there may have been gaps in the strategy, which then
impact whether the strategy strengthens the instructional core—teachers, students, and
content. The framework identifies the critical organizational elements and emphasizes the
importance of bringing the elements into coherence with the strategy and with each other
(PELP, 2003). Leaders can consider their actions in relation to the different components
and dynamics of the organization to help analyze their work.

Given all of the knowledge reviewed, my theory of action is as follows.

THEORY OF ACTION

Using the Elementary Program Review, if I:

e Engage a broad range of stakeholders in the design to ensure we address their
identified pain points in the current elementary program, and that the EPR
touches all layers of the Cambridge Public Schools, across classrooms, schools,
and central

e Build sustainable processes and practices of continuous improvement that enable
all stakeholders to see advances throughout the EPR, in alignment with the
district plan framework

And if [ work within the central leadership team to:

e Facilitate differentiated, learning-focused collaboration between central
leadership and principals that hold ourselves accountable for equitable access to
Cambridge’s vision of rigorous, joyful, culturally responsive learning for students

and adults
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e Overcome our individual and collective barriers preventing us from leading

effectively, including decision making (start/stop doing)
Then...

e The Elementary Program Review will provide learnings as to how to ensure all
students in CPSD will receive the supports and learning experiences they need to
thrive (one litmus/measure = third-grade reading proficiency)

e There will be champions in the district, across classrooms, schools, and central, to
sustain the work after the review is done and the reviewer is (possibly) gone

e CPSD will have sustainable processes for ongoing study and implementation
toward continuous improvement including stopping what is not effective (rather
than one-time studies that do not result in significant shifts in practice)

e The central leadership team will be prepared and positioned to transform the
instructional core (support + accountability of school leaders to support teaching
and learning)

And then over time....

e Achievement data will not map along lines of race, SES, language, or ability
status

e (Cambridge will fulfill the vision of serving as the proof point of a public urban

school district closing achievement and opportunity gaps
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DESCRIPTION, EVIDENCE, & ANALYSIS OF THE STRATEGIC
PROJECT

“In Cambridge, as you know full well, we are always ADDING and CHANGING, but
rarely REMOVING or REDUCING. The result, I think, is that we are like a big ship
moving through the sea, accumulating new ideas like layers of barnacles, without ever
removing any. These layers are slowing us down, and those of us in elementary school
feel their weight most acutely” (First-grade teacher, personal communication, November
28, 2017).

Through the voice of the teacher above came a sentiment that I heard over and
over from our school-based colleagues. With each classroom observation, interview, and
focus group of the Elementary Program Review, the theme of well-intentioned efforts to
provide the best learning experiences for students were leaving teachers overwhelmed,
resources not getting the return on investment they sought, and, most importantly, long
persistent gaps in student learning across race, SES, language, and ability status.

To address this pain point of colleagues, across classrooms, schools, and central, I
will highlight four key leaderships moves, tied to my theory of action, in this capstone.
Those actions occurred across two distinct phases. Phase I involved the design of the
review and relatedly developing a plan for the review to build structures and experiences
of continuous improvement through the process of the Elementary Program Review.
Phase Il emerged from the early findings of the EPR as new needs surfaced, providing an
opportunity to demonstrate continuous improvement practices through the remaining
work of the EPR. The plan that emerged from those findings was to focus on central

leadership, inside and out.
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Description of Phase I

Design of the Elementary Program Review

As part of the Cambridge Public Schools’ Strategic Plan Framework, the district
committed to conducting grade-span reviews {DPF 5.2} of which the Elementary
Program Review is the first (CPSD, 2017). There were two key strategies in the design of
the EPR: 1) who I engaged in the design and 2) ensuring that the design was distinct
enough from any other program review done before to combat the skepticism that the
project could lead to improvements. Building off the success of the collaborative input in
the district plan framework, I asked teachers, principals, district staff, and cabinet
members all to weigh in on the design, which was a key strategy to get buy-in before I
launched the EPR. The buy-in was simultaneously working toward increasing the
likelihood of implementing the findings.

In line with Carnegie’s research on engagement and communication and Cohen
and Mehta’s (2017) work on successful reforms, I worked to ensure that I led the review

to address pain points that those working in our schools felt while still intentionally

engaging key
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teachers, principals, district leaders and students were all driving the EPR. To bring in the
voice of students, I selected district leaders whose primary role is to think about certain
student populations whom we do not yet serve well, for example our Title I Coordinator,
the head of English Learners and two representatives from the Office of Student Services,
which oversees students with IEPs (see Appendix E for full member list). The process of
solidifying what would and would not be included in the long-discussed EPR took place
over many months.

By November, the EPR was set to include five components that aligned to our
district plan framework, which was still in a stage where alignment was good both for the
work and for publicity of the DPF. I also made sure that each member of the TLT was
connected to at least one component of the review. Then I had an opportunity to work
closely with each member of the TLT so they had shared ownership of the work, giving
whatever recommended improvements to the elementary program resulted a greater
chance of sustainability. These deliberate connections to the TLT have relevance to phase
IT of my project when TLT became the key unit of change.

In designing the EPR, the superintendent asked that each component of the review
connect with our district-wide goal of third-grade literacy proficiency and improved
growth for all our students. Our focus on third-grade literacy served as a filter when
various asks were made about what to add to the EPR. Relevant context for this focus is
that in 2017, just 54% of CPSD third-graders met or exceeded expectations according to
MCAS (See Appendices A-D for performance of subgroups on Grade 3 ELA MCAS). In
December 2017, the school committee voted to approve the district’s proposed outcome

of increasing the percentage of students meeting or exceeding expectations on Grade 3
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ELA MCAS to 62% by fall 2020. The EPR would have the opportunity and
responsibility to determine what some of the drivers of that progress should be.

Beyond the third-grade literacy anchor, the design of the guiding research
question, key considerations for special populations, and determining criteria for success
within each component was not my own decision. The steering committee of teachers,
principals, curriculum leads, and cabinet members determined the design collectively.
During steering committee meetings, members self-selected into subgroups for the
different components of the review and co-constructed those various elements. Once the
steering committee had initial drafts, those proposed plans were vetted by colleagues who
were more closely connected to the work of a given component of the review. As an
example, once the steering committee recommended a guiding question, considerations
and criteria for success of the Curriculum Implementation Review component of the
EPR, the committee brought that plan to the Instructional Council, comprised of all the
Curriculum Coordinators, to ensure the Council approved that the content and process
and would support the findings and recommendations of a review done in the proposed
way. Additionally, the elementary principals—an authorizing environment for this
project—rvetted all five components and their processes for feedback and input to ensure
we were addressing their needs (Cohen & Mehta, 2017) and keeping them invested along
the way.

The first of the five components of the EPR to begin was the resource review. The
resource review looked across the 12 elementary schools with the intention of rethinking
resource allocation (people, time, and money) to be equitable, surfacing where and how

current systems are creating inequities for certain populations. In partnership with
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Education Resource Strategies (ERS), a partner we hired to do the resource analysis of
the review, and the steering committee, we explored the question: Are our resources—
time, people, money—being effectively deployed and leveraged to equitably support our
goal on third-grade reading proficiency and improved growth? Connected to one of the
five key strategies in the DPF, the EPR is working to “ensure equity and access to
increase opportunity and achievement” (CPSD, 2017). By reviewing, recommending, and
piloting shifts to how we use people, time, and money, the EPR intends to align our
resources toward all our students becoming successful readers, as measured by third-
grade reading. For information on all five of the components of the EPR, see Appendix F,
which includes the guiding research questions and data points to be collected for each.

Building Processes for Continuous Improvement

The second strategy was to design the project to be different enough from the
current perception of a program review, while still meeting authorizer expectations, so
that stakeholders took pause, asked questions, and began to see the Elementary Program
Review as different enough that they no longer defaulted to the assumption that the
project would not lead to change. Through the EPR, I sought to offer my site, and the
sector more broadly, an approach to a program evaluation that builds action into the
process. The superintendent speaks about the EPR as a review with no beginning or end
date. While there are certainly dates where I launched and closed my role in the project,
the intent was always that [ would lead the district to develop sustainable structures. The
product of the review has been more than just recommendations for what needs to happen
in Cambridge immediately, but also giving Cambridge a way of continually determining

what needs to be done, acting toward those goals, and reviewing our effectiveness. In
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collaboration with ERS (2018), we described the EPR’s connection to continuous
improvement in the following way to the school committee and broader public:

“The work of the EPR also proceeds in the context of a district-wide focus on

building practices and a culture of continuous improvement. This means regularly

monitoring and assessing progress on specific dimensions, building on successes,
and adjusting course where strategic decisions are not generating the desired
impact. Throughout our analysis and recommendations, we aspire to support this
emphasis on continuous improvement as a critical factor in CPSD’s long-term
impact on all students.”

The school improvement plan (SIP) development and process was a primary
way—out of several different methods—that I worked to bring action into the review,
and it will be a throughline across the evidence and analysis sections. I chose to use the
SIP as the primary lever for building continuous improvement for a few key reasons.
First, I wanted to enhance the use of an existing structure rather than introduce something
new. Second, even though the school year was underway, evidence suggested that there
was not a clear plan for aligning SIPs with the district’s new focus on continuous
improvement nor the initiatives within the DPF, which led principals to describe the SIPs
process as a “frustrating compliance exercise” (principal, personal communication,
November 3, 2017). Finally, the SIP process had been the focus of a previous Ed.L.D.
resident in SY'14-15, and so there was an opportunity to bring back that which had been
embraced by the system but then left behind, for reasons that will be explored in the
analysis.

It is worth noting that, for various reasons, CPSD has not yet selected a
consistent, district-wide improvement methodology. A district team is overseeing the

development and execution of a progress monitoring action plan. Their first progress

benchmark was to select a methodology by August 2017, and yet by April 2018 they
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have still not selected a method. Following the superintendent’s lead, I chose not to force
a decision on behalf of the EPR but instead chose to focus on teaching the tenets of
continuous improvement and keeping the decision of which process to use to the central
action planning team or individual schools, whichever made the decision first (see
Appendix G for how I communicated this).

Description of Phase I1

The second phase of my project emerged from the early findings of the EPR.
These findings will be explored in depth in the following evidence section. The plan that
emerged from those findings was to focus on central leadership, inside and out. The
language of “leadership, inside and out” comes from a core component of the Ed.L.D.
curriculum that spans across all three years of the program. I brought this approach to
how I revised my initial theory of action from being only about the EPR to also including
a phase focused on central leadership, specifically the Teaching and Learning Team.

The main activities that comprised my approach to focusing on central leadership,
inside and out, were 1) strengthening our support through the existing school
improvement plans (SIP) process, 2) adding structure to TLT meetings, 3) TLT retreats,
and 4) developing a practice and process for stopping and removing that which has been
proven to be ineffective for student learning. I will discuss each in detail in the following

sections.
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Outward Leadership

To start with practicing leadership outwardly, I worked from within the TLT to
embrace practices that the Wallace Foundation (2010) had found to be critical in
strengthening central leadership’s impact on the instructional core. The Wallace practice
that I focused on with the TLT was differentiating supports for principals by 1)
continuing with the school improvement plans described in phase I, and 2) as part of the
shared work of the TLT, designing the monthly learning days of our Cambridge
administrators—the “Admin Council.”

If we look at the EPR within the frame of the Plan-Do-Study-Act cycle, one of
many continuous improvement methodologies referenced by the Carnegie Foundation
report, as soon as we entered the “Do” phase of the EPR, it was revealed through the
responses of principals that any attempts by the TLT to offer differentiation were not yet
adequate (Park, Hironaka, Carver, & Nordstrum, 2013). Therefore, based on what was
emerging, | embraced the “Study” and “Act” stages of the cycle and adjusted the plan of
action. I moved to increase how often we differentiated and to ensure that differentiation
was done in a way that it became experienced not just intended. Across phases I and 11, I
had the opportunity to carry the focus on differentiation vertically and horizontally
throughout the organization so students, principals, and central teams would experience
and benefit from it. During my residency, some of the key examples of differentiated
support included 1) differentiated additional learning experiences for our students who
needed them (i.e., February and April vacation extended learning); 2) ensuring that

recommendations coming out of the EPR were not prescriptive but instead provided a
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menu of ways to address given findings; and 3) shifts I led in how we provide feedback
and monitor each school’s SIP.

For this third example, I took the initiative to create systems for the TLT to track
which members had reviewed which SIPs, as well as for capturing our feedback.
Additionally, since long-standing members of the TLT mentioned they have historically
struggled to provide feedback in a timely way, I worked to schedule all 18 schools to
have feedback discussions with TLT within two weeks of submitting their plans.

Another outward practice was to take on leading the weekly meetings of the TLT.
This began in November of residency and continued throughout the year, with an
intentional process of sharing this responsibility by February such that the practices
would be sustained following the departure of the residents. While developing agendas
and facilitating the meetings may on the surface seem technical, I created structures to
prioritize how we spent our collaborative time and model processes for how to confront
what we, consciously or subconsciously, were avoiding. My goal was to “[u]se the
technical to build knowledge and skills of others such that they are ready and stronger as
a team to then tackle the adaptive, or, in other words, to tackle not just the root cause
issues but also those at the surface” (Boudett, City, & Murnane, 2005, p. 208).

Leading the weekly meetings led to another technical shift that powerfully
reconnected us to the instructional core, literally and figuratively, when we started
holding our weekly meetings within schools, rather than at central office. Honig discusses
the importance of central administrators focusing on “specific problems of practice at
individual schools and to engage them in strategies that promised to advance school-

community improvement goals” (Honig, 2014, p. 637). By meeting in schools, we had
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the opportunity to do classroom walkthroughs with school leadership teams before
coming together to work through our agenda for the week. Debriefing what we saw in
classrooms as we transitioned into our agendas was another step toward re-engaging the
TLT with our core business of teaching and learning.

Inward Leadership

In addition to practicing leadership in outward ways with the TLT, I also brought
the Practicing Leadership Inside and Out (PLIO) practices of strengthening ourselves as
leaders by focusing inward, to the TLT. These practices are grounded in the work of adult
development such as Kegan and Lahey’s (2009) immunity to change process discussed in
the RKA. Once I determined that the TLT would be the unit of change, one of the first
moves [ made was to design and lead a retreat for the six of us. As part of the first retreat,
I developed ways to begin to build the immunity to change map of our group, which can
be seen in the evidence and analysis that follows. The TLT had already discussed, at the
launch of the school year, coming together at a midpoint to check-in on how work was
going, though there was not a precedent nor plan for how that time would be used. I used
the reference to such a retreat as an opportunity to offer to design a plan for the time. I
balanced gathering the TLT’s input for what they hoped to accomplish in a retreat, again
using Carnegie’s communication and engagement frame, and folding in the process of
beginning to explore our individual and collective resistance to instructional leadership
by starting the process of developing an immunity to change (ITC) map. I intentionally
did not name the ITC process, rather I created an anonymous pre-retreat survey which
included questions following the ITC map’s process such as “What processes are we are

doing and not doing as a team to drive us toward our mission of supporting growth
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mindset, individualizing leadership development, supporting opportunities for leaders to
share practice and engage in shared learning, promoting collaboration (at all levels)
across educator groups, creating conditions and development for high-expertise teaching
in every classroom?” (See additional pre-survey data in Appendix H). Given the culture
of secrecy in CPSD that was becoming evident—and will be explored more in the
analysis section—it was strategic to couple the inward leadership work with our TLT
mission to prevent people from feeling vulnerable, and then we gradually built trust over
time. The pre-survey gave us data to ground our conversation at the retreat, modeling a
Wallace practice of learning-focused leadership, and started to populate our collective
ITC map, which we continued to build so that we could identify and then confront the
hidden competing commitments and assumptions keeping us from leading at our full
potential, toward our intent, and with the courage to shift (or stop) practices. The full map
will be seen in the following evidence section. Following the first retreat, I incorporated
reflective practices which helped us as a team “get on the balcony” (Heifetz & Laurie,
1997) and analyze our collective work during the weekly TLT meetings and a second
retreat in March 2018. This emerging practice of discussing and analyzing what was and
was not effective for student learning helped us to start to develop a practice and process
for stopping and removing that which has been proven to be ineffective, which will be

discussed further as “barnacle scraping” in the implications section.

Evidence

“The whole purpose of a program review is to serve as a prism. Its function is to refract
and shed light on what is going on in schools. It is not a flashlight from above but rather
brings light to the whole room. A focus on what can be seen in the light is not separate
but rather is key work thanks to the prism of the review.” — Dr. Andrés A. Alonso
(personal communication, November 21, 2017)
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Methods

A full table of the data sources used for the Elementary Program Review can be
found in Appendix 1. For this evidence section, I will focus on select evidence collected
through the following channels. For phase I, I gathered evidence from convenings of the
steering committee, school committee meetings, focus groups across schools and central
teams, 2017 MCAS data, as well as various touch points with the 12 elementary
principals. I conducted individual interviews with each elementary principal in the first
three months of residency to engage them in the design of the EPR and then brought
principals together in small clusters for focus groups during my fourth and fifth month to
gather data as part of the EPR in action. Additionally, all elementary principals had the
option to provide their thoughts through a survey at both the design and data-gathering
stages, as a universally designed approach to differentiate how principals wanted to
engage and to respect their time.

The primary evidence I will summarize from phase II of the project includes the
immunity to change map the TLT created, results of a pre-retreat survey of the TLT, and
data on the percentage of time TLT meeting dialogue was connected to the instructional
core.

Various surveys are referenced in this section, as [ used four distinct surveys for
three different audiences to gather data: two surveys of principals to gather pre-project
exploration and mid-project input (n=12), a survey of upper school teachers (n=16)
looking at upper school readiness, and a survey of the Teaching & Learning Team in

advance of the retreat I designed (n=6).
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Evidence Mapped to the PELP Coherence Framework

I have created the table that follows as an approach to using the PELP framework
to demonstrate evidence of my project and my leadership. The colors in the table below
align with those in the PELP framework. This method of mapping each element of my

, Or to align with the language of the PELP
framework and the supporting strategies I used, when mapped across the PELP elements
of systems, structures, culture, resources and stakeholders enables a leader to see where
there may have been gaps and therefore why work did not take hold as intended and/or

where to continue to supplement strategies to ensure sustainability of the work.
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Theory of Action and Aligned Strategies Mapped to the PELP Framework

The following is a second chart of the outputs and outcomes (then statements).
Some of the observations I make when I use my adapted PELP framework to look at

occurred is as follows:

e That which was part of the “And then” portion of the theory of action has
not yet taken hold (red), and yet that is to be expected as those are longer-
term outcomes

e There are successes in culture, resources, and stakeholders.

e Despite inputs in the systems and structures column, there are no

continuous improvement full success (green) outcomes yet, only partial
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(yellow).

Multi-Tiered Systems
of Support (MTSS)

February and April
Vacation Learning
Camps for Students
with Greatest Math
Need

Increased trust in
central and belief that
their voices can lead
to change

EPR
Finding/Output:
Increase length of
the school day
(TIME)

Theory of Action and Outcomes Mapped to the PELP Framework

School and
classroom leaders
feel heard

Design Team with 1st
Grade Teachers

JK-5 Monthly Principal
Meetings

Bi-monthly Steering
Committee Meetings

School Committee
Budget Roundtable

Teacher voice steering

Trust through
continuous
communication

Involvement in design,
process, findings, and
recs

Praised for
thoroughness and
clarity

Pilot of SEL
Integrated
Curriculum

Teachers leading
pilots

Principals engaged >
monthly, vetted
findings and recs

Steering Committee
had role-diverse
participation

School Committee

Continuous
improvement
processes in some
schools

Collaboration and
differentiation of
supports across
Central to Principals
focused on
instructional core

Organizational
infrastructure
(Implications)

Knowledge Sharing
(Implications)

Engagement

Role clarity

Overcome ITC

Greater % time of
weekly meetings is
focused on teaching
and learning

Beginning to see
team’s immunity to
change

Improved use of
collaborative time
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I will now elaborate on the evidence charted above beginning with phase II first.
Phase II in and of itself is evidence of phase I successes. Phase Il is a first opportunity for
continuous improvement during and through the EPR.

Phase llI: A first opportunity for continuous improvement during and
through the EPR

Early findings of the review brought to light a benefit in focusing on the
instructional leaders of the district. Identifying our central teaching and learning
leadership team as a unit of change during the residency led to the development of phase
II. While many stakeholders were implicated in the findings that follow, and there is
shared ownership over each, early findings of the EPR surface the TLT as the unit that

has the greatest opportunity to address the following key needs:

» Finding 1: Through the EPR, elementary principals report not feeling supported
by central
» Finding 2: TLT currently leads in a way that is more transactional, rather than

transformational, and is not sufficiently connected to the instructional core
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Finding 1: In the EPR, Principals Report Not Feeling Supported by Central

“In this district, what’s sacred is what’s outside of schools. The schools feel like we are
actually the last priority.” — Principal A

“A lot of resources in this district don’t directly go to things that impact students in the
classroom.” — Principal B

“Coaches are telling me as the principal what’s happening...That feels very
disempowering when you don’t have a say or part in the discussion about what is
happening regarding teaching and learning in your building.” — Principal C
“For some [central office departments], it is challenging to work with them.”
D

(3 distinct EPR focus groups, personal communications, October 2017)

— Principal

Through the work I led in phase I, evidence surfaced that our elementary
principals and their staff did not feel very supported by our current central approach to
support teaching and learning in our schools. In the design interviews, the focus groups,
and surveys, many principals shared a frustration that the central office team
misunderstood or did not know their school. Examples of this included curriculum
mandates that did not make sense for a given population (i.e., Montessori which has its
own materials, philosophy) or expectations that a school’s budget handle all translations,
including those of curriculum (at a dual language school). The evidence continued to
build that the intent of central leadership’s direct and indirect support did not align with
the experience of our principals. The data from the EPR principal survey emphasized that
district supports are not always aligned with school needs. As one example, 75% of

principals report central office does not coordinate effectively to support schools.
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Sample of Results from EPR Survey of Principals

Strongly Agree Agree Disagree Strongly Disagree N/A, not sure,
Or no response

Central office departments coordinate effectively 8%

1) 0, 0,
to provide integrated support to my school 50% 25% 17%

When | need support from central office, | am
easily able to find the correct personanda 8% 25% 25% 8% 33%
resolution is enacted on an appropriate timeline

Rather than wait for the culmination of my project to share these findings, in
alignment with my intended goal of leading the EPR to build processes for continuous
improvement, [ took steps to triangulate what I was hearing from principals by
accelerating the timeline of holding focus groups with various central team members.
Additionally, I shared the early findings with the TLT directly to get their input on what
we were doing to contribute to the experience of principals and together plan for how to
address these findings immediately.

Testing the potential findings from the voice of the principals with central
stakeholders, including the TLT, confirmed a critical performance problem: Many
leaders supported by the TLT (principals, instructional council, etc.) feel that significant
communication issues across schools and central, and a culture of competition without
trust, are preventing central from impacting the instructional core. Four of six TLT
members also reported that TLT practices are not driving our organization toward our
mission of members engaging in continuous improvement, demonstrating a growth
mindset, and embracing risk-taking and innovation.

Adding the focus on the TLT’s functioning to my residency theory of action was
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serving a triple purpose of meeting the needs being surfaced, modeling the work of
continuous improvement, and building action into review to shift CPSD’s experience and
perception of what review or study would be. With each action and its experienced shift
to practice, the principals began to share in different ways their decreased skepticism.
Some examples of the shifting mindset about the EPR included various principals
inviting me to their schools to observe work, in classrooms and team meetings, that the
leaders believed would be relevant to the EPR beyond what I had outlined. Principals,
along with their teachers, also offered to pilot continuous improvement cycles, including

a six-week cycle to integrate social-emotional learning into the first-grade curricula.

TLT: In their own words

Collaboratively as a TLT, we created the mission statement below, which is a
revised version of a working draft the team had begun prior to my residency.

The mission of the TLT is to enable the academic, social, and emotional success of every
CPSD student through educator and leadership development efforts that support teaching
and learning throughout the district by:

e Supporting growth mindsets

e Individualizing leadership development

e Supporting opportunities for leaders to share practice and engage in shared
learning

e Promoting collaboration (at all levels) across educator groups

e Creating conditions and development for high-expertise teaching in every

classroom

Overall, TLT members did not have consensus about the group’s functioning.
However, four of the six members did agree that we do not engage in “continuous

improvement, demonstrating a growth mindset, and embracing risk-taking and
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innovation.”

T ason BT

To what extent are our TLT practices driving our organization towards
members engaging in continuous improvement, demonstrating a growth

To what extent do you feel our team lives out our TLT mission?
& responses mindset and embracing risk taking and innovation?

20

4 166.7%)

1] 1 3 4
‘

Finding 2: TLT currently leads in a way that is transactional, rather than
transformational, and is not currently connected to the instructional core

“School support is a classic example of how system leaders can create the conditions
for transformation ... Leaders who are re-thinking this crucial intersection between

schools and central office are opening the door to strategies that enable deeper change
across the entire system.

By focusing on the core elements of strategic school support—an integrated planning
process, differentiated support and school accountability,; and high-quality, efficient
services—district leaders can create a context where all-star principals emerge because
of the support they receive from their system partners. In doing so, they can move one

critical step closer to changing the odds so that every school and every student is ready
for tomorrow” (ERS, forthcoming).

When initially reviewing the report by the Wallace Foundation (2010), it may
seem that Cambridge’s central office is positioned to lead learning in a transformational
way because they have a theory of action and are beginning a practice of looking at
student data. And yet, data from principals, curriculum coordinators, and my experiences
as a resident show that we do not. Having a theory of action or receiving regular
spreadsheets with student data are not yielding the intended outcomes of improving
student learning experiences, especially for our students of color, those who are
economically disadvantaged, and those with disabilities. The focus of my leadership then
prioritized what the research would say were the gaps in the TLT’s current approach such

that I could work with the TLT to put into place what was missing: learning-focused
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leadership.

To determine if my efforts to apply the research of the Wallace Foundation were
yielding any shifts, I collected data in each weekly TLT meeting about the percentage of
time spent on discussing matters directly related to teaching and learning. In the table that
follows, I have charted the months of residency with the average percentage of time our
TLT meeting was connected to the instructional core, and when different strategies I was
using were in place, in order to see if and how the layering of different strategies
impacted whether our time as a team was more connected to the instructional core.
Examples of meeting time that I considered connected to the instructional core include
developing a plan to differentiate support for principals whose student populations
struggled greatly with MCAS, brainstorming ways to create system-wide structures to
increase collaborative time across general and special education teachers, and even
reviewing the findings and recommendations of the EPR. Examples of meeting time that
I considered disconnected from the instructional core include time spent calendaring
meetings and editing slide presentations. I intentionally did not include June, July, and
August, as meetings during those months were inconsistently held, since schools were on
break, and the discussions were largely about planning, and so the data would appear as
though there was little to no connection to the instructional core. However, even once we
made the shift to being more physically present in schools and looking at teaching and
learning together, a principal visiting a January TLT meeting said: “I am assuming
everyone in the room is engaged even though there is significant silence and body
language is communicating something else” (principal, personal communication, January

17, 2018). His quote was a reminder that, even though by that point in January we were
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spending five times as many minutes discussing the instructional core, our structures and

culture were still disconnected and disengaged as a team.

SDT’s Leadership Moves to Reconnect TLT with Instructional Core

September

October

November

December

January

February

Walkthroughs

TBD

PLIO

SIP meetings

Agendas

% of time on
instructional
core

12.5%

50%

90%

80%

65%

80%

Even with the evidence above of shifts toward a stronger focus on the

instructional core, increased time discussing teaching and learning in meetings alone was

still not sufficient. This shift must be looked at along with the evidence from the

immunity to change map we created as a TLT, which was started through an anonymous

pre-survey for our TLT retreat. Through the pre-retreat survey I developed to align with

the immunity to change framework, TLT members shared that they are:

e Handling the immediate need, but sometimes at the cost of thinking about the

long term

e Consistent with meeting days and times

e Using the running agenda

e Following improved SIP process

The theme across the responses to what TLT is doing to drive toward our mission

and vision are mostly technical. The responses serve as early evidence that actions I led

to facilitate more effective collaboration within and from the TLT were experienced as
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wins by other members of the TLT including “running agendas” and “improved SIP
process.” However, when the opposite question was posed about what we, as a TLT, are
NOT doing to drive toward our mission and vision, deeper responses including building

capacity and accountability surfaced, such as:

¢ Not effectively connecting information across educator groups and central teams

e Risk-taking feels hard in this culture

e Not coming prepared to meetings and then not engaging deeply/being present

e Not yet providing high-quality (joyful, rigorous) learning experiences for our
administrators

e No structures to support real collaboration

e No accountability for our team effectiveness/no way to assess progress and
outcomes in meaningful ways

e Not involving building leaders in planning and delivery

e Not coordinating the work of departments

The pre-retreat survey provided the data for the second column of the immunity to
change map. Through exchanges following, in whole-group and one-on-one meetings, I
have worked to build out the rest of the map for the TLT to determine what might be
holding us back from maximizing our potential influence and impact on teaching and
learning for the students of Cambridge. Each member has remained anonymous and at
the point of writing this capstone requested that the full map, specifically columns 3 and
4, which are a mix of survey responses and personal communication, not be shared with
the full TLT team yet.

The key takeaways from the full ITC map, which have implications for how the

TLT leads, include:
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e Some leaders assume that getting promoted and keeping a senior role in
Cambridge requires maintaining the status quo
e Some leaders do not feel qualified to do all the parts of their jobs optimally

e Some leaders feel powerless to make change

As aresult of the ITC findings, in addition to the actions the Wallace framework
shaped, I also started the work on addressing the internal resistance of the TLT so we
could collectively overcome the barriers which were starting to become visible.
Differentiating Support

As shared in the description of the project, I focused my work on transforming the
TLT’s ability to provide differentiated support to schools by leveraging existing expertise
and building momentum for collaboration. The choice to focus on differentiated supports
for schools stemmed from the research as well as data from principals who they felt their
needs weren’t being met. Additionally, this action is also aligned with my goal of
applying my knowledge as a special educator to the benefit of the system. While
differentiation on behalf of a student with an IEP in a classroom does not look the same
as differentiating the support and resources we give principals, all differentiation follows
the same principle. Ensuring equity is what drives my practice of differentiation. For my
students with disabilities, differentiation affords equity of access to the curriculum. For
the principals in Cambridge, our ability as a TLT to differentiate gives us the potential to
have their schools’ unique traits celebrated while we support all schools in moving
toward the district vision. It also ensures that principals who can get specific coaching or
development in thier areas of growth are leading the students in each school.

I will focus on that final example, as my work on the SIPs provides evidence of
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my leadership to facilitate differentiated, learning-focused collaborations between central
leadership and principals and evidence of how I was building continuous improvement
structures through the EPR. A short email from the Chief Strategy Officer (here and in
Appendix J) also serves as evidence of my leadership in the SIP process. This exchange
will be explored in the analysis as the few short sentences led to more wonderings about
dynamics within the central leadership team that may be creating greater hurdles toward

driving teaching and learning improvements.

Access to SIPs  inbox x

Chief Strategy Officer 7:52 AM (1 hour ago)
to me -
Hi Stephanie
You are going to laugh that I'm asking you this question :-) -- but you seem to be the go-to gal for the SIP work!

Would you mind adding me so | have review access to the SIPs? I'll be needing it for the FE plans.

Thanks!

Phase | Evidence

In addition to the evidence of my leadership that surfaced during the progress of
the EPR, which led to the development and actions of phase II, I must report additional
pieces of evidence from phase I, specifically related to the design of the EPR and the
ongoing engagement and communication with stakeholders. Evidence of various
elements of my leadership and strategy can be seen through our steering committee
gatherings. At the December 6, 2017, convening of the EPR steering committee, I shared
updates about the concrete ways their voice is influencing the EPR. Additionally, I

engaged the steering committee in further developing plans for the work ahead. Together
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we looked at findings from the components that launched first and prioritized what to
implement in the next improvement cycle. In the same meeting, where stakeholders
representing the work in classrooms, schools, and central saw evidence of their influence
and shaped a plan for continuous improvement, these stakeholders also got to steer the
direction of the remaining components of the EPR yet to launch. I developed guidance
for those elements, which I wanted the committee to autonomously determine: 1) the
guiding question, 2) key considerations for students whom we are not yet educating well
(economically disadvantaged, English learners, students of color, students with
disabilities), and 3) success metrics. The meeting is an output of my leadership; however,
what I am most excited about is the evidence that my leadership is shifting district
practice. An example of the shift is the assistant superintendent for elementary schools
requesting me to facilitate an upcoming JK-5 monthly principals meeting. Facilitating the
principal meeting illustrates a shift in district practices of optimizing the use of internal

talent.

A School Committee Roundtable about the Elementary Program Review on
January 23, 2018, highlighted another body of evidence of the progress the EPR was
making. This two-hour discussion was the first presentation of findings and
recommendations to the school committee. In collaboration with the superintendent and
the chief financial officer, we positioned this discussion so that any budget implications
from the EPR could be discussed with the school committee in advance of the
superintendent putting forth his proposed budget for the committee’s approval. The
roundtable received positive feedback across many stakeholder groups. Highlights of the

feedback include:
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e  “This is the deepest review I have seen to date regarding our elementary
program” (School committee member, personal communication, January 23,
2018).

e “Tonight's presentation was a smashing success! I'm hard-pressed to think of a
time when a presentation generated such thoughtful discussion and widespread
acceptance among school committee members. I recognize the many, many hours
of hard work and thoughtful planning and guidance you have devoted over the
past several months in shepherding the Elementary Program Review process
forward, often under tricky circumstances. You should be extremely proud of the
results of your leadership and commitment to making this project a success. It is
clear that this work has set a solid and invaluable foundation for important and
substantial CPSD policy decisions both now and in the years to come. That's

major” (Cabinet member, personal communication, January 23, 2018) .

Through the EPR, I also worked to use data as a foundation to make the case for
establishing processes and structures for continuous improvement. While we had
determined a citywide outcome of increasing third-grade MCAS scores, school by school
goal-setting had not been conducted in order to determine how we would make the

necessary improvement over the next three school years.
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2017 ELA GRADE 3 MCAS: SCHOOL-LEVEL
RESULTS

% of Students Meeting E xceeding Expectations
Gray Bars Indicate Schools Taking 2017 MCAS Online in Grade 3
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As can be seen in the graph, the performance of third graders on the ELA MCAS varied
greatly from elementary school to elementary school, and therefore the approach to
improving performance would need to vary as well. Many factors should be considered
when looking at the performance of third graders across schools. It is important to
acknowledge that, despite the controlled choice system, the level of need (as determined
by the percentage of English learners, students with disabilities, and those who are
economically disadvantaged) does vary significantly from school to school. However, a
school’s need does not always predict student performance. The variation across schools
also includes length of the school day as well as very specialized programs, such as Dual
Language and Montessori, so the EPR investigated the practices across each school to see
what could be learned from schools having success, with and without students with the

greatest needs.

The differentiated approach needed to be applied at many levels. How would we
centrally differentiate our supports, expectations, and accountability to the different

schools? How would we coach principals in differentiating their support of teachers? And
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teachers for students? We looked at how schools were serving different subgroups,
specifically comparing students who are economically disadvantaged with students who
are not and comparing students who identify as African American and students who
identify as white. From this deeper look into the anchor focus of third-grade literacy
through achievement percentiles data, we found that 1) achievement gaps were present
across schools and 2) students who are economically disadvantaged are performing far

better at some of our schools.

Spring 2017 ELA MCAS Achievement Percentiles by School:
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Graphs created by CPSD Director of Research, Assessment, and Evaluation (2018)
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The data I was gathering above informed and shaped how we would approach all
components of the EPR. With data informing the difference in performance of various
subgroups of students, I worked with first-grade teachers on hypotheses as to what was
driving those gaps. First-grade teachers expressed a theory that students who were
economically disadvantaged were not making adequate growth in reading because we, as
a district, had not been attending to the whole child, specifically how to meet first graders
with tasks that are developmentally appropriate. Through over 50 hours of observations
of first graders in over 16 classrooms across all our CPSD elementary schools and
ongoing interviews with their teachers, I worked with three first-grade teachers and their
students to create prototypes to integrate social emotional learning (SEL) into their
existing curriculum. We then ran a continuous improvement pilot of their prototypes. The
teacher-led pilots have a strong chance at sustaining and generating greater buy-in as
evidenced by teacher reports of successes for students and reports of sharing the work of
the pilots across grade-level colleagues within their school and across the district. In the
EPR findings and recommendations (Appendix L), as well as the Implications for Site
section, I recommend ways to ensure we continue to centrally support teacher leadership
through creating time and structures for grade-level collaboration across schools and
continue to share genuinely teacher-driven ideas.

Analysis
In the section that follows, I will share six noteworthy outcomes that happened

over the course of my project and then analyze why each happened. In exploring why the
project unfolded as it did, I will also highlight certain actions which can then inform how
the district, the education sector, and how I, as a leader, move forward, outlined in the

next sections, Implications for Site, Sector, and Self. Here is a summary of the findings:
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Phase I:

1. TIengaged more stakeholders than I ever have before. Many engaged, yet some
people still felt unengaged. There was mistrust, and some of the mistrust was
related to the micro-politics of Cambridge.

2. The Elementary Program Review yielded a wealth of information to inform how
the system and specific schools can continue to strengthen how they support each
child, as a whole child.

3. The practice of continuous improvement has not yet been fully embraced.

Phase I1:

4. The Cambridge central team has a culture of secrecy and resistance to follow-
through when it signals change which negatively impacts our ability to do our
most effective work for our students.

5. The agency and capacity of central leaders is questioned from within central

office and from schools.

6. Shifts to TLT practices yielded improvements to our connection to our core

business of teaching and learning.

Phase | Analysis

I engaged more stakeholders than I ever have before. Many engaged, yet some
people still felt unengaged. There was mistrust, and some of the mistrust was related
to the micro-politics of Cambridge.

Through steering committee membership, classroom and school data team
meeting observations, focus groups, and monthly update meetings through various CPSD
structures, I ensured voices from classrooms, schools, and central were all part of shaping
the EPR.

It is important to note the significance of this engagement to my own leadership

goals and growth. My bias toward action combined with my training in a district that saw
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“engagement” as a step that could be taken once a decision was already made so
stakeholders feel they were heard, meant that I needed to practice truly listening and
engaging stakeholders through this project. To resolve the tension between the time it
takes to authentically engage others in designing the work with the short duration of the
residency, I made a conscious and strategic decision to launch certain components of the
review before the others were even determined.

Even with engaging a greater percentage of stakeholders than any work I’ve led in
my career, and with greater frequency, some groups in Cambridge were not satisfied with
the level of information or involvement they had. My analysis is that a more adaptive
issue of the micro-politics of Cambridge Public Schools drove the resistance of
stakeholders who repeatedly expressed that the findings and recommendations were not
what they expected. In hindsight, I certainly could have taken some technical actions,
such as doing more to norm stakeholders’ varying understanding of what the elementary
program was and was not setting out to accomplish. However, based on what I observed
this year in the repeated reactions of dismissing findings as “too obvious” or “not
accurate,” it is highly likely that, even with more clear expectations, the same or similar
resistance would have occurred. Additionally, as my understanding of the politics in
Cambridge deepened and I learned who the players—in the school system and city, with
unofficial or former formal authority—were, I could have more frequently engaged with
those individuals to keep them informed. This would have helped greatly, since I learned
midway through residency that these individuals can spread information, whether
accurate or not, very quickly. On more than one occasion, groups that had not yet been

engaged for interviews made assumptions that they would never be interviewed, which
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led certain groups to infer their work was not valued. What in the end was repaired with a
fair investment of time could have possibly been prevented by keeping certain
stakeholders more informed.

I relied on the structure of the steering committee to share back with colleagues
whom they were representing; however, I could have been more explicit in the
expectation that this occur. Each member was selected to represent a certain group, and I
expected each member would report documented communications from the meetings and
seek input from the constituency they represented in their role. The steering committee
did not work as I had fully intended because, through each convening of the committee, it
became clearer that certain individuals were representing their own individual
perspective, often even stating outright, rather than the group they represented. This was
particularly an issue when a teacher and principal on the steering committee did it, as I
then needed to create other channels to hear a range of voices from these critical role
groups, ensuring the representation of many more perspectives in an ongoing way. Every
interaction with my colleagues throughout the district gave me new insights into the
organizational culture, and therefore tactics for how to ensure work was embraced—or
ignored—within the Cambridge Public Schools.

To return to the distrust referenced above, there were many moments where
CPSD’s distrust of Education Resource Strategies (ERS), who had been hired to support
one component of the review, was clear through words and actions. Even though ERS has
a strong reputation nationally, a deep distrust formed quickly when they shared early
findings with the steering committee in October. Interestingly, what I had initially

perceived as a benefit to getting buy-in for the EPR became the focus of many skeptics as
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the EPR progressed. The partner from ERS leading the resource review is a Cambridge
Public School parent. I framed this as a reason stakeholders could trust that the
consultants were invested, since their own children are enrolled in our elementary
program. Instead, principals were doubtful that the consultant could take an unbiased
approach to the work because he would privilege the school his children attend, which is
perceived to be over-resourced and serving students with less need. In the end, principals
trusted me and the team again when an error discovered in ERS data misrepresented his
children’s school in an unfavorable way, and students who are economically
disadvantaged at the school are performing far better in third-grade reading than ERS had
said. This opened the minds of the skeptics!

Given the breadth of roles and number of people who engaged with the EPR, I am
excited to see champions for the work we started this year, across classroom leadership,
school leadership, and central leadership, who plan to continue the work, both in
implementing the findings and continuing to study the elementary program. I believe
there is a direct connection between how often people had the opportunity to engage with
the EPR and those stakeholders’ ability to see how their input shaped the review and
subsequent recommendations. For example, principals had opportunities at least once a
month, if not more, to hear updates on the EPR and provide input and feedback. While I
could have used the steering committee alone to achieve representation from voices of
many roles, taking the extra step to engage more voices and more roles more often
yielded an important outcome for the sustainability of the recommended shifts and the

practice of continuing to review and improve.
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The Elementary Program Review yielded a wealth of information to inform how the
system and specific schools can continue to strengthen how they support each child,
as a whole child.

The most success occurred in this part of my theory of action. My analysis as to
why is directly tied to my attention to all four components of the PELP framework, which
was shared in the evidence section. Attending to systems, structures, culture, resources,
and stakeholders with a balanced approach was critical. Even when we proposed
significant change, stakeholders felt they had been involved throughout the process, that
the needs of their students and themselves as professionals were being met, and that the

culture had already begun to shift toward seeing the benefit of continually improving

through ongoing iteration of the elementary program.

A continuous improvement habit has not yet been fully embraced.

My analysis as to why continuous improvement has not yet been fully embraced
is twofold. First, CPSD has not yet selected a consistent methodology district-wide for
continuous improvement. Secondly, there is a lack of clarity of ownership over the
initiatives in the DPF and more broadly.

Various researchers cite the importance of selecting a clear methodology for
continuous improvement (Boudett, City, & Murnane, 2005; Park, Hironaka, Carver, &
Nordstrum, 2013). For various reasons, CPSD has not yet selected a consistent, district-
wide methodology. My analysis as to why is tightly coupled with the fact that the central
team has an understanding that the principals prefer their autonomy and do not want
uniformity. Another reason why I believe the district has not selected a methodology of
continuous improvement, despite that it was a clear priority of the superintendent, is that

Dr. Salim preferred the decision come from those who will be implementing, even if not
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on the original timeline, than to mandate a methodology quickly and create greater
resistance than already exists. This is an interesting leadership tension to wrestle with,
especially for a leader coming into a district with such a strong culture. This tension
between addressing an issue with urgency versus waiting for the end-users to agree there
is a need to do so affects other critical pieces of work in the CPSD, too. I will elaborate
on my recommendation of how to proceed in the Implications for Site.

Taking cues from senior leadership and leaning out of my own leadership
preference—which I will discuss further in the Implications for Self—drove my decision
not to select the continuous improvement methodology for the district. Given that part of
the task of residency is to try different leadership moves while having the required
practice of analyzing the approach and results, I worked to consistently try approaches
that would be a catalyst for my leadership growth.

My analysis as to why the practice of continuous improvement has not been fully
embraced is a lack of role clarity and that leaders’ work is not being sufficiently focused
nor protected. One of many examples of how this plays out is in a lack of ownership over
the initiatives in our district plan framework. In a check-in with the superintendent, we
discussed how he was perceiving implementation of the district plan framework at a
midpoint in the school year, which was also one-sixth of the way through the timeline of
the DPF. I was eager to get his thoughts on whether, as our leader, he felt we were getting
enough momentum, in the right areas, to yield the outcomes we are seeking by 2020. Dr.
Salim shared that, while he sees clear evidence of progress, he is “questioning the impact
in classrooms” (K. Salim, personal communication, January 26, 2018). I probed further to

learn from the superintendent’s assessment as to why. Simultaneously, I was curious if he
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could see, from his vantage point, many of the trends I had seen throughout the EPR, my
position as a resident, and the conversations to which that made me privy. The
superintendent flagged a lack of clear ownership over the initiatives as a reason why the
district plan is not seen in the work of schools and classrooms yet, with which I strongly
agree. However, it was still not clear how aware he is of the breakdown and tensions
between central and schools. My analysis as to why there is a lack of clear ownership
connects to the first two findings of this analysis section: the micro-politics lead people to
avoid ownership of change work and a bias toward “bottom-up” decision making. A third
hypothesis will be shared in the analysis of Phase II (#4).
Knapp et al. (2014) suggest that until we clarify the work and roles (see
more in Implications for Site) and continue to protect people’s work so that it can
stay focused on learning improvement, we will not maximize our ability to lead
toward the “and then” of my theory of action and vision for all students in
Cambridge:
e Achievement data will not map along lines of race, SES, language, or ability
status
e (Cambridge will fulfill the vision of serving as the proof point of a public urban
school district closing achievement and opportunity gaps

Phase Il Analysis

The Cambridge central team has a culture of secrecy and resistance to follow-
through when it signals change which negatively impacts our ability to do our most
effective work for our students.

A culture of secrecy and resistance to follow-through when it signals change is so

embedded in the Cambridge culture that it has persisted through various superintendents
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and other senior leaders. Examples of the lack of follow-through are particularly evident
when the work expected is counter-cultural. The many reviews that have been completed
but recommendations never implemented, as School Committee Member Dexter pointed
out at a March 15, 2018, school committee meeting, show more evidence of this culture.
The attempts to shift the SIP process from the status quo toward practices that would be
countercultural is another example highlighting this behavior. As I analyze why the lack
of follow-through occurs, one of the many drivers is the culture of secrecy, which fuels
the behavior yet stagnates transformation of learning and teaching.

The SIP process had been the focus of a previous Ed.L.D. resident in SY14-15,
and so there was an opportunity to bring back work that had piqued the interest of the
system but then been left behind (Ettinger, 2015). During my residency, school
improvement plans were aligned to the District Plan Framework, leaders of cross-
functional divisions provided direct feedback for SIPs for the first time, and more direct
feedback was provided than ever before. However, as a TLT we have not yet followed
through on the check-ins on implementation and continuous improvement that we stated
would occur.

Part of the reason the TLT may not have followed through is that we entered the
SIP process with different understandings and made different assumptions about what our
support would entail. Inaccurate assumptions I made about how the TLT would support
this process generated some of the leadership I took with respect to SIPs. It was not until
we finished having some of those “first round” conversations that I learned that the
feedback had not only been delivered late, but it had never been developed

collaboratively. I had not set out to completely redesign how SIP feedback was provided,
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but rather to make smaller improvements to ensure schools would receive it. However, in
this case, it worked out well that my assumptions led to very productive conversations,
where each principal had at least three members of the TLT in their feedback discussion
to ensure we are working and planning support collaboratively and cross-functionally. I
believe the TLT has looked for technical reasons why we can’t return to each school’s
SIP and check on progress because it would signal a much more adaptive shift toward
accountability. It would also signal that consistent processes would be applied across all
the schools, which earlier in this section I described results in pushback from many of our
elementary school leaders. One principal clearly stated—in response to the idea of having
a system-wide process for MTSS—that he “is fine with the district going in that direction
as long as he does not have to change the current practice in his school” (principal,
personal communication, December 14, 2017).

In addition to the resistance toward follow-through, especially when it
signals change, a culture of secrecy is another element of Cambridge that impacts
how leaders function. Whereas principals gave me open invitations to be in their
schools, and teachers were eager to invite me to their classrooms, colleagues at
central were initially more likely to decline an invitation to share or reschedule at
the last minute. Due to the extra time that went into building trust with these
central colleagues, historic context that informs current behaviors, and other
drivers which I analyze below, I have not yet seen evidence of change to the
extent [ sought to accomplish.

As I analyze why central leaders, who by proximity alone would seem the easiest

to gain access to, were resistant to connecting, it relates to the mistrust referenced earlier

71



and a habitual practice of not sharing information broadly, whether confidential or not.
The issue of secrecy became more and more apparent with time as in the early stages of
residency, I did not know all the questions to ask and did not realize how much was not
being discussed openly and was initially hidden. As an example, it was only in reading
Dr. Ettinger’s capstone (2015) that I learned that the chief strategy officer appeared on
the TLT organization chart in past years and yet was not consistently included in

communications nor invitations to meetings amongst the TLT in SY17-18.

Access to SIPs  inbox x

Chief Strategy Officer 7:52 AM (1 hour ago)
to me -

Hi Stephanie
You are going to laugh that I'm asking you this question :-) -- but you seem to be the go-to gal for the SIP work!
Would you mind adding me so | have review access to the SIPs? I'll be needing it for the FE plans.

Thanks!

The short email above from the chief strategy officer (CSO) (Appendix J) led to
more considerations about dynamics within the central leadership team that may be
creating greater hurdles toward driving teaching and learning improvements. Why would
the CSO, who oversees the implementation of our district plan framework, be excluded
from discussions and access to the very documents that capture how schools plan to
implement the strategic initiatives? My analysis as to why the CSO was not initially
given access to these documents nor invited to the SIP feedback discussions is in part
related to the historically strained interpersonal relationships between some of the

players. However, when I dive deeper into what was learned through the Immunity to
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Change process, I also see how certain members of TLT may feel threatened by the 1)
amount of access the CSO has to the superintendent even though she is part- time and 2)
related to her being part- time, it seems colleagues resent that she holds such a role,
including ownership of our three-year plan, and yet puts less time into the district than the
others who perceive, due to reporting structure and/or hours they spend working, that
they are more invested in the work of the district. The resentment is only then fueled by
the fact that the CSO drives much of the common learning time the Cambridge
administrators have together, as every monthly meeting this school year has had
dedicated time for action planning of the strategic initiatives of the DPF. This process has
been flawed in many ways, for example in connection with my earlier analysis of the
drivers of leaders not feeling more ownership or role clarity. Most members of the TLT
are dismissive of the CSO’s asks, which in turn gives permission for other administrators
who look to the TLT for leadership and guidance to then not take the action planning

seriously and/or not feel invested in the resulting work.

The agency and capacity of central leaders is questioned from within central office
and from schools.

Throughout my residency, I applied the greatest amount of time and skill toward
addressing the perception that various central leaders lacked agency. This doubt came
from schools, across central teams, and within individuals. I discovered more historic
context, which gave new clarity to many of the current challenges. Principals, members
of the Instructional Council, and of the TLT have each described a time, under different
leadership, when the culture was quite toxic and no one felt safe to ask for support or
question a decision. My assessment is that the current perceptions and behaviors are

residual from that time, for example in how some of the principal supervisors shield their
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schools. The deputy superintendent, who oversees the upper and high schools describes,
“We needed to protect [principals] from [district] leaders who were quite unpredictable to
say the least” (deputy superintendent, personal communication, November 2017). While
the principal supervisors sheltered their leaders with good intention, there were
unintended consequences. From the outside perspective as a career-long special educator,
I observed a familiar pattern that would occur when a student with a disability had a one-
on-one paraprofessional for longer than was appropriate. The student developed a learned
helplessness and the student would too often not attempt the work they needed to and
were able to do, even though the service was intended to provide support sufficient to
foster autonomy (DeLorenzo, 2012). This dynamic resembles how our two principal
supervisors support current principals. One principal described the relationship with his

principal supervisor as follows:

“The first few years I was in principal in Cambridge, I couldn’t figure out why my
requests for support weren't yielding any attention. I then learned that here it’s not about
following what would seem to be the appropriate channels, it’s about building
relationships with the people who actually have the power to get things done. So now,
while its not equitable, and I'm keenly aware of that tension, if I feel it’s important for my
students, I become the squeakiest wheel and bypass the appropriate channels to get what

my school needs” (principal, EPR focus group, personal communication, October 20,
2017).

In addition to the historic context, the cadre of high-powered external consultants
with whom we partner is another driver that contributes to the questioning of agency of
central leaders. In the ten months of residency, the district was in contract with the
Disruptive Equity Education Project (DEEP), District Management Group, Education
Resource Strategies, Panorama, Research for Better Teaching, as well as many leading

individuals across the education sector such as Dr. Marilyn Friend of co-teaching fame
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and Gene Thompson Grove, who developed the consultancy protocol. While the
collaborations are initiated with good intentions of seeking expert knowledge to best
serve students, my analysis has found that it has a definite effect on the way the central
team perceives their own ability to lead and affects how schools look to central at times
as coordinators of vendors more than educational leaders. I observed this effect on others
and experienced it directly. In the final weeks of residency, the cabinet expressed interest
in doing further work with Education Resource Strategies to support some of the
recommendations that came from their component of the EPR. When asked to work on
re-establishing that collaboration, I mentioned the depth of experience that I had in the
technical assistance we were seeking. While one could rationalize the decision to go with
ERS because my residency is ending, I was keenly aware of the feeling of being passed
up by one’s boss and peers to hire an “outsider.”

To articulate the impact of looking for knowledge and guidance outside the
organization, here is a description of when I led an analysis as part of our internal TLT
continuous improvement work, using the same framework that I used to map evidence
from my project, the PELP Coherence Framework. The day prior, the cabinet had a
retreat led by District Management Group (DMG). During that retreat, DMG introduced
the PELP framework as a tool to look at a Harvard Business School case study. Since the
tool was top of mind, I decided to revise my agenda for the January 30 TLT meeting,
where [ was vetting interim findings and recommendations of the EPR with the team, to
incorporate the PELP framework. I created a protocol where I presented a performance

problem from the EPR:
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e Many of the leaders that the TLT (principals, instructional council, etc.)
supports feel there are significant communication issues across schools and
central and a culture of competition without trust that is preventing central
from impacting the instructional core.

e Four of six TLT members reported that our practices are not driving our
organization toward members engaging in continuous improvement,
demonstrating a growth mindset, and embracing risk-taking and innovation.

As a team, we then did a root cause analysis of the problem that we mapped onto

the PELP elements of culture, resources, stakeholders, systems, and structures (Appendix
K). This exercise revealed that, as a team, we were still early in our continuous
improvement journey to be able to own our role in the improvement work of the district.
Before we got very deep into the mapping, the activity became overwhelming for some
on the team. | knew as a conscious leadership move I was “turning up the heat” (Heifetz
& Linsky, 2002). In the top corner of the protocol document I prepared I included an
image of a mirror. During the DMG retreat the previous day, we had repeatedly been told
when practicing root cause analysis to resist the temptation to look out the window for
why problems occur and instead to look in the mirror. This was a shift in how discussions
occurred for the cabinet and TLT, so I used the image to remind us to do the same as |
facilitated the meeting. When the discussion of our TLT functioning started to shift to
reasons outside our practice and control (windows), I asked the team to ensure our next
root directly connected to our TLT practice. At this point, a veteran member of the TLT
said, "I have no delusions that I have any power.” I chose to keep the focus on that

statement rather than to proceed with the protocol I had developed (something my
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leadership even two years ago would not likely have done because I was more tied to the
execution of tasks than new learning that pulled us in another direction). When I
encouraged my colleague to say more, she chose to leave the room instead. I held space
for her to return; however, when she did not, I opened the conversation to see if others
also felt that way. This exchange brings to light why the ITC component of my theory of
action is so critical, as the functioning of central leadership was an adaptive issue that
would require far more than just the shifts I started with in alignment with the Wallace
recommendations.

Shifts to TLT practices yielded improvements to our connection to our core business
of teaching and learning.

Various moves I made related to our weekly TLT meetings yielded improvements
to our connection to our core business of teaching and learning. The figure in the
evidence section showed how over the residency, the percentage of time where the TLT
was focused on the instructional core during meetings grew steadily month over month.
While there are many variables at play, my analysis as to what drove those improvements
includes elements of my strategy I implemented with the TLT—agendas, a retreat, ITC,
and shifting our meetings to be held in schools. In addition to the clear wins of the team
shifting from discussing teaching and learning for only 12.5% of the meeting to 80% by
February, there is also data within worth analyzing at a micro level. In January, when we
tried to build sustainability of shifts and invited other TLT members to create agendas
following modeled Data Wise structure (Boudett, City, & Murnane, 2005), we regressed
in our progress of increasing the percentage of time we discussed the instructional core.
My analysis is that people were embracing the shifts to practice; however, there was a

learning curve for some of the members who were trying out the new systems, such as a
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running agenda in a shared document. Additionally, the January average of 65% had
more variation from week to week than any other month. The week when we met in a
school had the highest percentage of time discussing the instructional core, but it is
masked by the percentage during weeks not in schools pulling down the average.

There are hurdles on the horizon to sustaining the work of continuous
improvement within the TLT. As the residents leave, the interim assistant superintendent
completes her service, and another assistant superintendent goes on leave, only two
members of the TLT who went through the technical and adaptive work will remain by
the start of SY18-19. For any team, two-thirds turnover is significant and will have
implications.

Across my analysis, I explored why the project unfolded as it did. Given what
happened and how I responded, I have the following implications for site, sector, and

self.

IMPLICATIONS FOR SITE

The following section provides my recommendations for two critical areas of
focus for the Cambridge Public Schools. Given that my strategic project was a review of
the elementary program, I also have created recommendations to address all the findings
from that review. See Appendix L for a summary of the findings and recommendations
from the Elementary Program Review.

Continuous Improvement

Even though the Elementary Program Review has built processes for continuous
improvement and has seen students benefit from those structures, for this practice to be

sustained, CPSD should move forward with putting more of the tenets in place that
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Carnegie outlined.

My suggestions for the next steps Cambridge needs to take toward sustainable

processes for continuous improvement are:

1) Leverage the existing Progress Monitoring Central team to identify a model:
While the “Cambridge Way” is to allow each school to determine what works for
their school community, it is still my recommendation that Cambridge select a
continuous improvement model that schools can either 1) opt into using, or 2) the
expectation would be that a school must decide which model they plan to use,
which could then meet their school communities’ preference, and the school
would be expected to follow consistent timelines with the district. A district
model will allow for shared language and enable schools to have clearer
expectations around timelines and processes to drive toward the seven outcomes
of our three-year district plan framework. As discussed in the analysis, there is a
tension between addressing this, and any, need with urgency or waiting for key
stakeholders to propose their solution. I suggest Cambridge embrace a third way,
for continuous improvement model selection and other scenarios, where leaders
actively show stakeholders why they need something and bring to light something

they may not have considered or been attentive to (Cohen & Mehta, 2017).

2) Learn from internal expertise!: While there are many outside resources which
can help us think through how to continuously improve, we would also greatly
benefit from learning from our colleagues who have deep expertise and success
with continuous improvement. As just one example, a principal new to CPSD in

SY17-18 led continuous improvement efforts in his previous district of Lawrence,
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which is known statewide and nationally for its transformational improvements.

3) Leverage the learning: We must also leverage the momentum of educators who
are embracing continuous improvement and celebrate their improvements and
learning (Boudett, City, & Murnane, 2005). One of the benefits of continuous
improvement work is how a great deal of investment and belief can be built
quickly after an initial success, which can be experienced after just a few short
months (District Management Group, personal communication, January 29,
2018). As explored in the evidence section, each of the continuous improvement
pilots I built into the EPR did yield early evidence of change, whether
improvements in team functioning toward their intended purpose with the TLT, or
integrating SEL into the first-grade curriculum through the design component of
the EPR. I recommend we continue to centrally support teacher leadership
through creating time and structures for grade level collaboration across schools
and continue to allow the ideas shared to be genuinely teachers-driven. If we hold
true to creating opportunities for teacher-driven work, in the design process and
continuous improvement cycles, Cambridge will likely see more widespread

shifts to practice across classrooms and schools.

Communication

The research on continuous improvement as well as central office transformation
to improve student learning both emphasize the importance of communication (Honig et
al., 2010; Park et al., 2013). Carnegie emphasizes that, when an organization involves
many autonomous groups, which I would argue could describe our system of autonomous
schools in Cambridge, “communications is particularly important to mobilize around a
shared vision and coordinate their action” (Carnegie, 2013, p. 25). The Cambridge Public

Schools has made shifts to improving communication with the public during the entry
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process of Dr. Salim and could benefit from putting emphasis on how internal
communications could be strengthened both within central teams as well as between

central and schools.

Across all five components of the Elementary Program Review and other projects
I supported during residency, communication has been a barrier to maximizing the
effectiveness of very hard-working and dedicated leaders throughout the system. An
unintended outcome of the lack of thorough communication is culture—teachers,
principals, and central office staff have each reported in different ways that learning
information after the fact has prevented them from participating, collaborating,
integrating their work into other existing work, and the list goes on. The communication
breakdown most urgent to address, as it has direct implications on the instructional core,
is to develop clear systems for communication across the 17 Curriculum Coordinators
and 18 principals. My recommendation is to create a Principals Weekly email. A
streamlined process can be created for the Curriculum Coordinators and other central
staff to submit information to be included. The information could range from an update
of upcoming professional development for teachers, a request for data or other
information, or a link to a new resource. The benefit to Curriculum Coordinators is they
have their information shared through a vehicle which will command the attention of the
building leaders at a consistent time each week (perhaps Friday afternoon). The benefit to
principals is that their inbox will likely have significantly fewer emails, and they will be
able to anticipate and plan for time to review the Principals Weekly and easily locate all
the critical information in one place. Principals can then also easily incorporate relevant

information into their own weekly communication to their staffs. Based on the content
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being shared, Cambridge can determine whether it makes sense to have one Weekly or
perhaps separate Weeklies for JK-fifth grade schools and a separate version for the upper
and high schools. This process mirrors what Cambridge currently does for the school
committee as well as what has been a well-received and effective process in other

districts, such as the New York City Department of Education.

A technical communication solution, such as a weekly update, will not solve the
deeper issues immediately; however, it is a recommended first step of the continuous
improvement process to begin to repair, and in time maximize the collaboration and
communication across two critical groups of leaders in the interest of improving learning

and teaching in our system.

IMPLICATIONS FOR SECTOR

The Cambridge Public Schools is a system of incredibly dedicated educators
supporting a wonderfully diverse population of students. The education sector can learn
valuable lessons from the CPSD, both in what they are routinely doing well, and in what
they are committed to continually improving. From the work that I have led in
Cambridge this year, there are three related implications for the education sector to

consider:

e Scrape the Barnacles
e Leverage existing resources in new ways

e Build action into reviews

“Scrape the Barnacles”

A first-grade teacher in Cambridge was quoted earlier in this capstone saying,
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“We are always ADDING and CHANGING, but rarely REMOVING or REDUCING. The
result, I think, is that we are like a big ship moving through the sea, accumulating new
ideas like layers of barnacles, without ever removing any. These layers are slowing us
down, and those of us in elementary school feel their weight most acutely” (First-grade
teacher, personal communication, November 28, 2017).

In my work across districts spanning Massachusetts to California, this same sentiment
has been shared using analogies from a ship with barnacles to a toppling Christmas tree
with too many ornaments.

Part of continuously improving is determining what is no longer working, if it
ever did work, and removing it (initiative, program, resource) from the practice of
teaching and learning. The education sector would benefit greatly from determining
processes to regularly review what is working and what is not. When we learn what is not

working, there needs to be a practice of letting initiatives, programs, and resources go.

There are various drivers leading to this issue that the sector broadly would
benefit from considering. First, the current landscape of the sector has so many for-profit
vendors marketing their evidence-based solution to the pain points of education leaders,
across central and schools, and so the temptation is strong to invest in the new SEL
curriculum, or hire the consultant to give a one-time professional development to make us
culturally responsive, or if we just buy enough Chrome books—and of course all the
applications and programs the devices’ storage can hold—then all the gaps we have been
working to close will be sealed shut. While said tongue in cheek, the reality is the

marketplace is fueling this consumerism in education.

A second, even more significant driver, is that the system experiences unrealistic
expectations for rapid improvement from various authorizers such that even educators—

who understand that lasting, significant improvement of student learning often takes
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time—are pressured into making quick-fix solutions part of a both/and approach on top
of their longer-term strategy to demonstrate sufficient “quick wins” to keep them in the

leadership role long enough to make the sustaining shifts.

Leveraging Existing Resources

The education sector will not solve all its problems through adding more
resources. Cambridge is a proof point of that. Across systems, at the central and school
building level, there is an opportunity to make a practice of examining what can be done
by rethinking, repurposing, and reinventing existing resources before adding more. In
both Cambridge and NY C—with significant difference in per-pupil funding—more adult
staff weren’t yielding the impact we sought. As mentioned in an example earlier in this
capstone, research has shown us that when not used effectively or even when effectively
used for too long, the support of paraprofessionals can create a learned helplessness
behavior in students (DeLorenzo, 2012). I draw the connection with how too much
support, without accountability and clear expectations and role clarity, has generated
learned helplessness in leaders too. The sector could benefit from exploring the tipping
point for when too many leaders or too many supports begins to have the opposite impact
it intended. Rather than adding a new office, new team, or a new cabinet member, what if
we rethought the existing work and determined what could and should change. Another
example in the Cambridge context to learn from is having 18 curriculum coordinators.
While some may think it’s wonderful that every content area has its own curriculum
coordinator, there are costs to that, too. Consider the impact on a principal who needs to
collaborate with all the coordinators. How can the education sector begin to think more

flexibly about how to use the incredible asset of its human resources? There are bright
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spots where districts have used every adult in their building to ensure students are
receiving differentiated time in small groups; however, this is just one idea of how we
can begin to think more openly about how to rethink the tasks of adults to optimize
learning for our students.

Action into Review

My third and final implication for the sector is to always build action into a
review or learning process that the system is going through. Whether it is building
continuous improvement into a program review or ensuring that a professional
development yields shifts to instructional practice, it is key that, as educators, we apply
what we know to be true about learning and make sure there is action built into our adult
learning. We would not expect students to read a 100-page report, and then the next time
they are assessed see that all the content of the report was mastered or applied. We need
to think in the same way about how to give adults rigorous development with high
expectations for improvement and do so in a way where they get to apply the new
concepts and ideas.

The education sector has a growing number of technical service providers and
outside consultants eager to come review what a system is or is not doing and give
recommendations about how to improve. However, if we are not building action into the
review process for systems to begin to shift, we are missing the opportunity to apply
those recommendations and ineffectively using resources by hiring outside consultants in
the first place.

IMPLICATIONS FOR SELF

85



As I reflected on the residency experience and all the learning within, I found that
the most important implications for my own leadership are all tied to information I
learned about myself through Practicing Leadership Inside and Out, specifically my
Myers-Briggs preferences, my StrengthsFinder assessment, and the 360 Review my team
in NYC completed as pre-work for the Ed.L.D. program. What is exciting is that there
has been incredible growth in my ability to lead out of my preference and more
effectively collaborate with those whose preferences and style are polarities with my
own. And yet, with all the growth over the Ed.L.D. three-year experience, the following
implications remind me that my preferences are strong and therefore, in addition to
leveraging my preferences as assets, [ will also always need to actively work on how to
maintain the growth made during the controlled, supportive environment of Ed.L.D. in
order to continue to become even more effective as a leader.

Pacesetting

The Wall Street Journal’s Essential Guide to Management (Murray, 2010)
outlines six different styles of leadership. When I was first introduced to the book, prior
to Ed.L.D. and before I read the descriptions of each style, I proudly identified with the
pacesetting style. It was only upon reading the text fully that I realized pacesetting
leadership is not as positive or effective as it sounded in my competitive mind. Not only
did I identify with that notion but my team, as they completed my 360 for the pre-Ed.L.D.
program requirement, too saw me leading in this way, and it more often than not left
them feeling inadequate and exhausted. I have worked explicitly on strengthening other

styles and approaches to my leadership, knowing that different contexts will require
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different approaches. While there is evidence of significant progress, an awareness of my
preference for pacesetting is a critical implication for my continued leadership journey.

More broadly when I consider all the preferences that I have learned about my
leadership during Ed.L.D., I should be aware of what triggers me to lean into my default
leadership preferences and how to release myself from those practices when they do not
align with the leadership needed for a given situation. I see this as connected to the
continuous improvement work I have led this year in Cambridge, as I too need to
continuously and consistently reflect on my practice to improve my effectiveness, toward
the work and toward leading my team. A critical part is that the adjustments are made
quickly and therefore reflection on how people receive my leadership needs to be a
regular part of my practice.

There is an ongoing tension I consider in that there is great urgency to the work
we are doing collectively in public education to ensure that—regardless of race, ability,
language background, or SES—all children experience an excellent education. That
urgency often encourages my pacesetting leadership, which is then often at odds with the
needs of my team. I continue to grow in my ability to lead change with urgency while
also meeting people where they are in their leadership journey.

Relatedly, I must be very aware of my own style and tendencies given that all five
of my top StrengthsFinder attributes are in the domain of execution. I often need to adjust
my preferred pace to take the time to build the capacity of others. I have learned, though
need to continue practicing, being uncomfortable with our pace, within reason, to ensure
the full team takes ownership and that I am generating buy-in over the long term in order

to strengthen the entire system.
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Processes

Certainly, not unrelated to my pacesetting and execution-oriented preferences, a
second implication for my own leadership is to be open to new, non-linear processes. A
key learning that I have made during Ed.L.D. is that it is better to iterate to get to where
you truly want and need to go than stick with the first plan and not end up where you
needed to be. This is connected to something that I had to unlearn, a mantra during my
decades as a competitive athlete, that the shortest distance between two points is a
straight line. While the hypotenuse of the triangle may be the shorter path than walking
the other two sides, it does not necessarily make it a better path.

When I reflect on what causes change, I see the value in changing course when
necessary. My prior organizations did not authentically bring in many voices, for various
reasons; however, as a result, I needed to unlearn certain practices that may have been
efficient but not necessarily effective in the long term. I have had the great pleasure
through Ed.L.D., and especially through residency, seeing how much stronger a plan and
its execution can be when more voices were a part of shaping it.

Vision for System

To continue in my journey as a system-level leader, I need to have a daily practice
of leaning out of my preference for details and efficiency to 1) build capacity and
investment of others and 2) preserve time for the big picture and forward-looking
planning. I am very clear on what I am trying to accomplish as a system-level leader, and
yet the way to get there will require me to consistently pull back from the skills that [ am
known for, which I excel at, and which served me very well so far as a teacher,

administrator, and deputy chief. However, leading a district, state, or nation cannot be
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done by executing critical tasks on my own, nor will it be done by having the most
thorough project plan. While some leaders talk about building their team to include
leaders with complementing skill sets to fill gaps, I know I will also need to hire for
leaders who share my preference for detail and execution so I can delegate confidently
and not be tempted to project manage (slip comfortably into the weeds) from the
superintendent’s seat. I need to pull myself out of weeds to ensure I lead the system, to
continue to be on the dancefloor, in motion with the system, but also consistently coming
up to the balcony to see in what ways we can improve our moves, be more coordinated,
and ensure lasting improvements for all our students. When my “S” tugs me, I need to
find other outlets for my S/J that still benefit the system without having long-term
implications for my team’s health and capacity. This will enable me to be a more
effective system-level leader.

Relatedly, my vision for the system must include seeing every task and meeting as
an opportunity for learning and root cause analysis. When I was initially presented with
the EPR, I was skeptical that what seemed purely technical would have enough
leadership opportunity for me to defend as a leadership project worthy of a Doctorate in
Education Leadership (Ed.L.D.). A great deal of the early months of residency was spent
questioning whether I could make the EPR have more depth than how I initially
perceived it. | had not yet seen the rainbow, and therefore was perceiving the review as a
piece of glass, not yet seeing the prism of complexity inside it that it could unlock. In my
future roles, I need to look the at day-to-day tasks as each having the opportunity to be a

prism for the adaptive issues the system is wrestling with rather than passively allow any
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opportunity for learning, because it may on the surface seem technical, to be a missed

chance for growth.

CONCLUSION

“Every system is perfectly designed to get the results it gets” (Deming, 1970) —
therefore, when you are trying to change the outcomes, leaders must address the complex
system. Whether leading in a district of 1,800 schools as I did in NYC, or leading in a
district of 18 schools during this 10-month residency with the Cambridge Public Schools,
a leader must regularly analyze what known and unknown systems are driving the
intended and unintended outcomes that currently exist. Many aspects of leading 18
schools are far more complex, as the work requires relationship and trust with the leaders
across the system in a way that is not possible, and therefore not expected, in a system
where it would take a decade to visit every school if the leader visited one school every
day.

A key learning from leading my assigned project with Cambridge Public Schools, a
review of the Elementary Program, is that no matter how technical or seemingly
straightforward a leadership task may seem, there is always so much more for a leader to
discover and address if one is willing to pay attention and listen to the words and the
actions of what people throughout and around the system are telling you.

Leaders of classrooms, schools, and central teams shared a powerful insight,
through the Elementary Program Review—the perception was that our central team was
not leading in a way to optimally support teaching and learning. While the central team

authorizing the program review was not expecting the focus to shift toward them, the
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learning and improvements to practice that resulted were powerful. These shifts in how
leaders collaborate, engage with schools, and make decisions have the potential to benefit
the elementary program and all other work of the district in the long term.

Generating central’s buy-in to acknowledging their role in some of our collective
barriers to high-quality learning experiences for all kids was a gradual process. From
acknowledgement to then acting to change practice took even more time. There are great
resources and research in the education sector on how to rethink central office teams and
how they support schools. The powerful learning through this residency is how important
the context of a given district is in how to apply that research. While the Wallace and
Carnegie work was foundational, those shifts alone toward continuous improvement and
central office transformation would not be sufficient for the changes of practice necessary
for Cambridge. However, when we surfaced a deep understanding of some of the root
causes for resisting change, through the immunity to change process, then, as a team, we
could address some of the barriers that had kept the Teaching and Learning team from
leading optimally.

Another key learning of the residency experience, which has broad applications
across the education sector, is to know when to have a “bias towards action” (IDEO
Designer, personal communication, February 15, 2018) and when to slow down and give
time for change to happen. Interestingly, I confronted both ends of this continuum in
different parts of my project. I was able to begin to address a perception of a historic
cycle of study without implementation by building action into the Elementary Program
Review. Different components of the review could respond to needs surfaced in earlier

components, and I invited teachers to be co-designers in addressing pain points they and
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their students were experiencing. Here, a bias toward action was fitting. However, one
way in which Cambridge was not slowing down enough was to determine what should no
longer be part of our work and what we should stop doing and using. The same
organization that could delay acting on something by commissioning various studies over
many school years rarely took time to study what was already in place to determine if is
effective and whether we should continue or stop that practice, using that resource, etc.
The EPR became an opportunity to model both speeding up and slowing down. The need
to simultaneously be moving at different speeds in different parts of an organization
highlights the complexity of leading a system toward a new vision and improved

outcomes.

REFERENCES

Alonso, A. & Moore, M. (2014). Creating Public Value in Schools II: Superintendents of
Public School Districts as Sector Level Leaders. Unpublished Article.

Bryk, A., & Schneider, B. (2002). Trust in schools: A core resource for improvement.
New York, NY: Russell Sage Foundation.

Boudett, K. P., City, E. A., & Murnane, R. J. (2013). Data wise: A step-by-step guide to
using assessment results to improve teaching and learning (Revised and
Expanded ed.). Cambridge, MA: Harvard Education Press.

Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching. (2017). The Six Core Principles
of Improvement. Retrieved from https://www.carnegiefoundation.org/our-
ideas/six-core-principles-improvement/)

Cambridge Community Development Department (CDD). (2011). Development and
Statistics FAQ. Retrieved from
http://www.cambridgema.gov/CDD/factsandmaps/demographictaq

City of Cambridge Open Data (CCOD). (2018). Cambridge Public Schools Languages
Spoken at Home. Retrieved from data.cambridgema.gov/Planning/Cambridge-
Public-Schoos-Language-Spoken-at-Home 2018

92


https://www.carnegiefoundation.org/our-ideas/six-core-principles-improvement/)
https://www.carnegiefoundation.org/our-ideas/six-core-principles-improvement/)
http://www.cambridgema.gov/CDD/factsandmaps/demographicfaq
http://data.cambridgema.gov/Planning/Cambridge-Public-Schoos-Language-Spoken-at-Home%202018
http://data.cambridgema.gov/Planning/Cambridge-Public-Schoos-Language-Spoken-at-Home%202018

Cambridge Public School District (CPSD). (2017). Cambridge Public Schools District
Plan. Retrieved from
http://www.cpsd.us/UserFiles/Servers/Server 3042785/File/departments/administ
ration/superintendent/CPS_District Plan 2017.pdf

Cambridge Public School District (CPSD). (2017a). Cambridge Public Schools FY 2018
Adopted Budget. Retrieved from
http://www.cpsd.us/UserFiles/Servers/Server 3042785/File/departments/administ
ration/financial/budget/fy2018/FY2018 ADOPTED_BUDGET web.pdf

Cambridge Public School District (CPSD). (2018). School Committee Meetings.
Retrieved from
http://www.cpsd.us/cms/One.aspx?portalld=3042869&1d=57062915

City of Cambridge. (2018). Cambridge Open Data. Retrieved from
https://data.cambridgema.gov/Budget-Finance/Budget-Salaries/ixg8-tyau/data

DeLorenzo, J. (2012). Guidelines for Determining a Student with a Disability’s Need for
a One-to-One Aide. Retrieved from www.pl2.nysed.gov/specialed/publications/1-
laide-jan2012.pdf

Deming, W.E., Deming’s Institute. (1970). Retrieved from
http://quotes.deming.org/authors/W. Edwards Deming/quote/10141

d.School. (2009). Bootcamp bootleg. Retrieved from
https://staticl.squarespace.com/static/57c6b79629687fde090a01dd/t/58890239db2
9d6cc6c333817/1485374014340/METHODCARDS-v3-slim.pdf

Education Resource Strategies (ERS). (2018). Assessing Resource Use in Cambridge,
MA Elementary Schools. Watertown, MA: ERS. Unpublished.

Education Resource Strategies (ERS). (in press). Supporting Students by Supporting
Principals. Watertown, MA: ERS. Unpublished Article.

Ettinger, R. S. (2015). Shifting from a Plan to a Process: School Improvement Plans in
the Cambridge Public Schools (Doctoral capstone). Harvard Graduate School of
Education, Cambridge, MA.

Great Schools Partnership. (2014). The Glossary of Education Reform: Continuous
Improvement. Retrieved from edglossary.org/continuous-improvement/

Heifetz, R., & Laurie, D. (1997). The Work of Leadership. Harvard Business Review, 75
(1), 124-134.

93


http://www.cpsd.us/UserFiles/Servers/Server_3042785/File/departments/administration/superintendent/CPS_District_Plan_2017.pdf
http://www.cpsd.us/UserFiles/Servers/Server_3042785/File/departments/administration/superintendent/CPS_District_Plan_2017.pdf
http://www.cpsd.us/UserFiles/Servers/Server_3042785/File/departments/administration/financial/budget/fy2018/FY2018_ADOPTED_BUDGET_web.pdf
http://www.cpsd.us/UserFiles/Servers/Server_3042785/File/departments/administration/financial/budget/fy2018/FY2018_ADOPTED_BUDGET_web.pdf
http://www.cpsd.us/cms/One.aspx?portalld=3042869&ld=57062915
https://data.cambridgema.gov/Budget-Finance/Budget-Salaries/ixg8-tyau/data)
http://www.p12.nysed.gov/specialed/publications/1-1aide-jan2012.pdf
http://www.p12.nysed.gov/specialed/publications/1-1aide-jan2012.pdf
http://quotes.deming.org/authors/W._Edwards_Deming/quote/10141
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/57c6b79629687fde090a0fdd/t/58890239db29d6cc6c3338f7/1485374014340/METHODCARDS-v3-slim.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/57c6b79629687fde090a0fdd/t/58890239db29d6cc6c3338f7/1485374014340/METHODCARDS-v3-slim.pdf
http://edglossary.org/continuous-improvement/

Heifetz, R., & Linsky, M. (2002). Leadership on the Line: Staying alive through the
dangers of leading. Boston, Mass.: Harvard Business School Press.

Hill, P. & Jochim, A. (2018). Unlocking Potential: How Political Skill Can Maximize
Superintendent Effectiveness. Seattle, WA: Center on Reinventing Public
Education.

Honig, M. L. (2003). Building Policy from Practice: District Central Office
Administrators’ Roles and Capacity for Implementing Collaborative Education
Policy. Educational Administration Quarterly, 39(3).

Honig, M. L. (2004). District central office-community partnerships: From contracts to
collaboration to control. In W. Hoy & C. Miskel (Eds.) Educational
administration, policy, and reform: Research and measurement (pp. 59-

90). Greenwich, CT: Information Age Publishing.

Honig, M. L. (2008). District central offices as learning organizations: How sociocultural
and organizational learning theories elaborate district central office

administrators’ participation in teaching and learning improvement efforts.
American Journal of Education, 114, 627-664.

Honig, M. L., Copland, M. A., Rainey, L., Lorton, J., & Newton, M. (2010). Wallace
Foundation Center for the Study of Teaching and Policy, Center for the Study of
Teaching and Policy, 2010.

Kegan, R., & Lahey, L. (2009). Immunity to Change: How to overcome it and unlock
potential in yourself and your organization. Boston, MA: Harvard Business Press.

Knapp, M. S., Honig, M. L., Plecki, M. L., Portin, B. S., & Copland, M. A. (2014).
Learning-focused Leadership in Action: Improving Instruction in Schools and
Districts. New York, NY: Routledge.

Massachusetts Department of Elementary & Secondary Education (MA DESE). (2017a).
Leading the Nation. Retrieved from http://www.doe.mass.edu/leadingthenation/

Massachusetts Department of Elementary & Secondary Education. (2017b).
Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System: MCAS Results. Retrieved
from http://www.doe.mass.edu/mcas/results.html

Massachusetts Department of Elementary & Secondary Education. (2017c).
Massachusetts Curriculum Framework for English Language Arts and Literacy.
Retrieved from http://www.doe.mass.edu/frameworks/ela/2017-06.pdf

Mehta, J. & Cohen, D. K. (2017). Why Reform Sometimes Succeeds: Understanding the
Conditions That Produce Reforms That Last. American Educational Research
Journal, 54(4): 644-690.

94


http://www.doe.mass.edu/leadingthenation/
http://www.doe.mass.edu/mcas/results.html
http://www.doe.mass.edu/mcas/results.html

Murray, Alan. (2010). The Wall Street Journal Essential Guide to Management: Lasting
Lessons from the Best Leadership Minds of Our Time. New York, NY: Harper
Business.

Park, S., Hironaka, S., Carver, P., & Nordstrum, L. (2013). Carnegie Foundation for the
Advancement of Teaching, Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of
Teaching, 2013.

Public Education Leadership Project (PELP). (2003). Coherence Framework. Retrieved
from https://pelp.fas.harvard.edu/
APPENDIX A

2017 Grade 3 ELA MCAS Results (CPS, 2018)

95


https://pelp.fas.harvard.edu/

2017 GRADE 3 ELA MCAS RESULTS C PS

54%

MET/EXCEEDED
EXPECTATIONS ON G3
ELA MCAS

560

540

520

500

480

460

440

CPS Score Distribution

39

M Exceeding Expectations

W Meeting Expectations

Partially Meeting Expectations

m Not Meeting Expectations

Cambridge Public Schools

2017 ELA MCAS Results

100 % of Students Meeting or Exceeding Expectations 88 91
80 60
60 54 47 54 48 52 49 51 53 5o 53 49
= Ihni
20 I
0
Grade 3 Grade 4 Grade 5 Grade 6 Grade 7 Grade 8 Grade 10
mCPS State
% of Students Meeting or Exceeding Expectations
Female ————— 53 63
Male —— 11 16
White e ——— 54 72
MUlti-RacE, NON-Hisp./Lat. B 69
Hispanic/Latino  —d 29
LUE =
African Amer./Black I —— 75" 37
Non-Economically Disadvantaged [ ————— BE" 65
Economically Disadvantaged |— 332
ELLANd Former ELL  — 37 31
Students w/ Disabilities |—14 18
0 20 40 60 80 100

Average Scaled Scores by Race/Ethnicity, Gender
and Economically Disadvantaged
(Meeting Expectations = 500)

512
509506

516 513

505
502 500 497 499
492 ~ 494 ;992 493
I I I I I I“84

Asian Af Am/Black  Hispanic/Latino White

HFemale M Male

m Non-Econ Disadv. Econ Disadv.

100

80

60

mCPS mState

Results by Strand
% of Total Points Received

69
65 64 4
59 6
53
46 48 a5
I 36 I 34 I 39

CPS (170) State CPS (306) State

Online Paper

M Language Anchor (11 pts) ® Reading Anchor (24 pts) = Writing Anchor (7 pts)

Graphs created by CPSD Director of Research, Assessment, and Evaluation (2018)
APPENDIX B

2017 Grade 3 ELA MCAS by CPSD Elementary Schools (CPS, 2018)

96



Spring 2017 Grade 3 ELA MCAS
% of Students Meeting/Exceeding Expectations

100%

80%

84%
76%
68%
58%
60% 54% 54% 55% 56%
47% 48%
429 43% 5%

40%

28%
20% I
0%

FMA

State  District KLO Haggerty G&P Morse King
Open

Graph created by CPSD Director of Research, Assessment, and Evaluation (2018)

Cport Baldwin Amigos  King Tobin  Peabody

APPENDIX C
2017 Grade 3-5 ELA MCAS - State (ERS, 2018)

CPS outperforms other MA districts with similar
levels of student poverty
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2017 Grade 3-5 ELA MCAS - State with Sub-Groups (ERS, 2018)

But this masks significant achievement gaps among
Cambridge students
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APPENDIX E

Elementary Program Review Steering Committee Members

Member Representing Member Representing

Anna Tarshish | Elementary Teachers Kenny Salim District

Anda Adams Curriculum & Instruction Mary Grassi Students who Qualify for FRL/Title |
Chris Gerber JK-5 Principals and Teachers | Maryann MacDonald | JK-5 Principals and Teachers

Claire Spinner | Finance Michelle Madera English Learners and Teachers
Jan Tingle Literacy/ELA Nancy Campbell JK-5 Principals and Teachers
Jean Spera Students with Disabilities and | Sarah Baszto Elementary Teachers
Teachers
Jen Amigone Data Shelagh Walker Students with Disabilities and Teachers

APPENDIX F

Components of the EPR with guiding questions, key considerations, and criteria for

SuUCCessS:

Components

of EPR

Curriculum
Implementation
Review

15t Grade Design
Experience

MTSS/RTI Review

Resource Review

Upper School
Readiness Review

?

How do we ensure the curricula implementation is: manageable Cultural responsiveness

*

Clear plan for curriculum implementation

by teachers, aligned to the standards, responsive to individual Pacing that enables students who are moving forward

schools instructional models, ensures all students are being struggling to master the standards Review includes educator perspective,
served, enables flexibility to respond to the needs and interests Accessibility of the curriculum for all experience, and ideas

of students in front of them, and contributes to rigorous, joyful, students

culturally responsive learning experiences?

Priority standards identified

How might we foster a developmentally appropriate experience

for 15t graders that cultivates a love of learning while meeting

grade level standards?

Is there a consistency of understanding about what this is? What

data should be used? What interventions are available? Whatis ~ students

the relationship between the data and the intervention? What

PD/support is necessary to do this?

Are our resources- time, people, and money- being effectively
deployed and leveraged in the elementary program to equitably
support our goal of 3 grade reading proficiency for all?

What does it mean for 5" grade students to successfully

transition into Upper Schools?

What does a 5" grader need to be successful?

Needing to address the needs of all Build a district-wide protocol, framework,
expectations
Having an understanding of the needs of Clear guidance about tight/loose re MTSS

the population of kids you are serving

Provide support and PD

Accountability structure to ensure fidelity of

implementation

Consider differing needs of students within Findings in advance of budget process (by
and across schools as the # of SwDs, EL December)

or students who are econ. Disadvantaged
impacts assurance of equitable distribution

of resources

Students report they have an adult to
connect with in 6 grade

On grade level skills (academic and SEL)
High engagement

Student agency
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APPENDIX G

m Stephanie Downeytoledo <downeytoledos@cpsd.us> 111417 - A
To: Continuous Improvement Action Planning Team

Hi all,

It was great to hear about the work of the Continuous Improvement Action Plan at Cabinet on Monday. The conversation had me
circle back to this email thread as, like Jay, | too wanted to offer to be a suppont, if helpful, in determining the continuous
improvement framewaork, as is the first benchmark of the plan. And if not part of the process, please do keep me in the loop once its
been determined as there are close connections with the Elementary Program Review.

While the "how" is still being determined, one of my goals for the Elem Program Review is that we build processes for continuous
improvement through this review so that review, iterating, and acting become part of practice.

Excited to plug whichever framework is codified into that work!

Best,
Steph

APPENDIX H

Data from anonymous TLT pre-retreat survey

TLT Vision

To what extent are our TLT practices driving our organization towards
members engaging in continuous improvement, demonstrating a growth
mindset and embracing risk taking and innovation?

6 responses

5
4
3
2
1
1(16.79 1(16.7
0 (0%) (16.7%) (16.7%) 0 (0%)

0 | |

1 2 3 4 5
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APPENDIX I

EPR Data Collection

Quantitative Data

All

School budgets

Human resources

Years of educator experience
Educator attrition rates

MCAS scores

School-based, formative assessments

Qualitative Data

Resource Review

Principal focus groups
Principal survey
Master schedules

Upper School
Readiness Review

Student interviews

Sixth grade teacher focus group

Survey of anyone supporting sixth graders
Elementary and upper school principal interviews

Curriculum
Implementation
Review

Instructional Council Focus Group
Curriculum and Instruction Advisory

Multi-tiered Systems
of Support (MTSS)

Observations of data/Response to Intervention/Multi-
tiered Systems of Support meetings in all 12 elementary
schools

First-Grade Design

50+ hours of observations of first graders in 16+
classrooms across all elementary schools

Monthly 2-hour meetings with curriculum coordinators,
Assistant Superintendent for Curriculum and Instruction,
to work through design process on behalf of first graders
30 interviews of educators who support first graders

Other

Elementary Program Review Steering Committee
School Improvement Plans

Coaches Report

WestEd Special Education Program Review
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APPENDIX ]

Email from Chief Strategy Officer to SDT about SIP Work

Access to SIPs  inbox x

Chief Strategy Officer 7:52 AM (1 hour ago)

tome -

Hi Stephanie

You are going to laugh that I'm asking you this question :-) -- but you seem to be the go-to gal for the SIP work!
Would you mind adding me so | have review access to the SIPs? I'll be needing it for the FE plans.

Thanks!

ﬁ_ Click here to Reply or Forward
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APPENDIX K

TLT Root Cause Analysis Using PELP Framework

Analyzing EPR Findings and Strategizing a New Way Forward

ERS Recommendation:

3. Reorient the central office to become a primary source of support for school
leaders as they organize school-level resources for maximum student
impact. This means providing consistent, empowering guidance within which
school leaders can implement proven approaches that make it possible for

Performance Problem:

teachers to meet the needs of each of their students.

Many of leaders supported by the TLT (principals, instructional council, etc.) feel there are significant
communication issues across schools and central and a culture of competition without trust that is
preventing central from impacting the instructional core.

Four of six TLT members reported that our practices are not driving our organization towards members
engaging in continuous improvement, demonstrating a growth mindset and embracing risk taking and

innovation.

Process:

e Framing {5 minutes}

e (Clarifying questions {5 minutes}
e  Map the major causes across the categories from the PELP framework we used yesterday. {15

min}

e Discussion of how TLT can support strengthening collaboration across IC and principals {20 min}

Groups each meet
separately on a monthly
basis and come together
once a month @ AC - AC

TLT/Cabinet-identified
themes, not necessarily
principal/coor ones.

Are we using multiple
structures for
communicating
with/across principal
groups?

Entry process with new
building principals does
not feature connecting

mtgs are structured around

Coordinators express
feeling secondary to
building principals.

NOTE to above: Ps also
report the same, feeling
secondary at times to
coordinators/not knowing
about instructional
mandates until they are in
practice in their
classrooms

Most coordinators have
not been principals; most
principals have not
worked in central office -
do we understand each

“Barnacles” slowing
down the ship. Do our
rich resources become
problematic?

Resource allotment
process designed to show
equity of resources rather
than respond to the issue
to be resolved

Competition for time in
teachers schedules

How do we as a TLT use

our resource of time? Do

we each feel like our time
is being maximized to

Teachers may be getting
conflicting
guidance/mandates from
their principals and
coordinators

Students - how do we
continue to keep them at
the center of all of this
work when the
interpersonal work
between adults feels so
challenging?
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with individual
curriculum coordinators
(although new coordinator
met with all principals)

Principals meet once
monthly. This limited
amount of time together
doesn’t always allow the
group to fully understand
the issues related to
curriculum, OSS, EL...

The opportunity at Admin
Council when everyone is
together is largely focused
on the district plan/
priorities. Grade level
groups don’t often get the
time to meet for extended
amounts of time to go
deep with issues related to
Cl or OSS.

The structure of the TLT
meetings doesn’t allow us
to problem solve as a team
with schools. (or with
departments?)

other’s jobs?.

Communication about
priorities/ideas/plans feels
hierarchical with them
being communicated to
respective TLT members,
not necessarily directly
with each other (across
buildings/departments) -
we serve (intentionally or
unintentionally) as
gatekeepers of
information

Historic competition
across elementaries given
Controlled Choice.

We are talking about
tiered supports and
differentiating but then
often provide “one size
fits all” for people in
varying roles (ie: New
Principal group, 3 people
in different roles and yet
all get same overview of
ELA whether elem, HS,
or VPA)

The pacing of the
curriculum review cycle
could have unintentionally
exacerbated silos, leaving
teachers and
administrators
overwhelmed and
confused.

support the work we
oversee? Are there ways
we could start/stop/change
how we use our time?

School Committee: Requests for reports and information which is time consuming to prep and may not align with
individual priorities.
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APPENDIX L

Elementary Program Review Summary of Findings and Recommendations
(Internal for CPSD)

Curriculum Implementation Review

1. Commendation: Educators appreciate that the Curriculum Review Cycle is currently
being implemented in a way that is more flexible and at a more sustainable pace than
when it originally launched in 2013.

2. Finding for Future Focus: Principals and members of the Instructional Council
(Curriculum Coordinators +) find it difficult to communicate with each other effectively
about important information regarding curriculum, personnel, and other issues which
impact student learning.

3. Finding for Future Focus: There is inconsistent adoption and use of the elementary
scheduling minutes recommendations, which may contribute to the variability in 3rd
grade reading and upper school readiness.
Some factors which contribute to the inconsistency include but are not limited
to: shared human resources, shared buildings, specific programs (SEl), building
level decisions around scheduling of different specials.

First Grade Design Experience

4. Commendation: Following 50+ hours of observations of first graders in 16+

classrooms across all elementary schools, students were seen experiencing rigorous,

joyful, culturally responsive learning.
Example: In a dual language, 1st grade classroom, rather than being told the
objective of the lesson directly, students had to determine the patterns of what
they were learning (through a lesson incorporating the SmartBoard). In addition
for determining the objective and articulating, in multiple languages, why this
skill was important, students also connected their learning to various authentic
texts.
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5. Finding for Future Focus: First grade teachers currently report they do not feel they
can both offer a developmentally appropriate experience for 1st graders and cultivate a
love of learning while meeting grade level expectations.

Multi-Tiered Systems of Support

6. Commendation: 100% of elementary schools (observed) use data (including SPS and
School City systems) to inform tiered support conversations, including trends across
school, grade level, and needs of individual students to inform instruction and
intervention.

a. The data which schools look at varies school to school.

b. 50% of meetings observed included a special educator or a teacher of English

learners.

c. One of meetings observed discussed the effectiveness of the interventions

being provided for tier 2.

d. One of schools observed are trying out SAEBRS

7. Finding for Future Focus: Of the schools observed, 75% currently have separate
structures for discussing students’ academic needs from their social emotional needs.

Key Findings from the Resource Review Conducted by Education Resource Strategies
(February 2017)

8. “CPS’ overall high achievement masks significant racial and economic performance
gaps.”

9. “With higher spending and richer staffing than peer districts, CPS still runs short on a
resource that is especially crucial for raising the performance of struggling students —
instructional time. Most Cambridge elementary students are in school for 1,080 hours
per year, among the lowest levels in the country. (Notably, students at the King and
Fletcher-Maynard Academy are in school for more hours per year than students in
virtually all districts we have studied.)”

10. “CPS can better leverage teacher collaboration to drive improvements in instruction
and ultimately, student learning.

10a. While many teachers meet weekly with shared-content peers, these periods
are generally shorter than is ideal to enable deep, focused work that drives radical
improvements in instruction. Just one-third of principals say teachers meet for at least
60 minutes per week; strategic practice is 90 consecutive minutes each week.

10b. In addition, collaborative work in CPS does not commonly incorporate
special education teachers, ELL teachers or other interventionists, nor is the time
typically led by people with deep expertise in the curriculum being taught — both
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hallmarks of collaborative time in systems where a focus on “connected professional
learning” is driving rapid improvement in student achievement.”

11. “There is confusion related to school based personnel who report to two people
(principal + coordinator or principal + OSS)”

Upper School Readiness

12. Commendation: The majority of 6th graders arrive with enthusiasm and love of
learning.
e Clear habit of reading daily
e Evidence of familiarity with organization and homework routines, even if not yet
fully executing

13.Finding for Future Focus: There is high variability in the curricular experiences across
the elementary schools which is reported to impact on upper school readiness. This
variability is described by elementary principals as something to celebrate and as a pain
point for upper schools.

“As the three schools combine, it is apparent that the students have come with different
curricular experiences.”

e Math

o “The math curriculum appears to vary tremendously between the three
schools. Some scholars have been taught through a more conceptual
model, and others seem to have memorized a lot of facts and
algorithms.”

o Teachers raised issues of equity and access connected to the variability of
mathematics taught in the elementary program and one teacher flagged
a concern that in some cases, “When students do not have fact fluency in
6th, it can prevent them from accessing more complex mathematics
which creates or accelerates existing gaps.”

e Social Studies: High variability in readiness for Social Studies, both in content
and skills (i.e.: map reading, perspective taking, etc.)

e Science: The amount of time elementary educators report spending on science
ranges from 45 minutes per week to 4 hours per week across schools, at the
same grade level.

e Technology: There is inconsistent familiarity and readiness to use technology for
learning (input and output) including varied experiences with ‘type to learn’ and
basic keyboarding, in addition to more advanced technical skills.

e Writing (raised by all upper schools and MCAS): MCAS data showed that all our
elementary schools have stronger MCAS performance in reading than writing
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and that consistently across all our 3rd grade cohorts, writing is an area for focus
and growth.
e Overall: Inconsistent experience with rubrics
o Criteria for Success connection
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Recommendations o) peancets
Finding to DFP
#.... #..

A. The Curriculum Review Cycle 2.0 should consider more 1 1.4

flexibility to address subjects as changes occur, including new | 2 2.1

curriculum frameworks and honor the investment of teachers |3 2.2

to master a curriculum by allowing sufficient time with a 5

particular curricular resource before implementing another. 13

B. To facilitate our collective consideration about how the 6 3.1

social emotional state of a child impacts learning and how 7 3.2

learning demands impact behavior, it is recommended that 10 34

the CPS elementary schools shift toward an MTSS model, 13

streamlining existing structures, meetings, and teams which

address academics and behavior separately, such that

supports are designed for the whole child.

C. Communications 2 2.3

C1. Principals’ Weekly: Develop consistent structure for 5 5.1

Curriculum Coordinators and OSS to share information with 9

principals, mirroring the Weekly from the Cabinet to the 10

School Committee 13

C2. Grade Level Shared Drives (look at example from 1st

grade)

C3. Listserves of grade level colleagues, which include the

special educators and teachers of English learners, for ease of

communication across grade levels, by central to all teachers,

etc.

D. Coaches: While a part of the school based coach role shall 3 1.1

remain at the discretion of the principal, it is also necessary 5 1.2

that all ELA and Math school based coaches consistently and 8 14

increasingly focus on direct support to teachers in both 10 1.5

pedagogical coaching and content specific support to 13 2.1

teachers. 2.2
2.3
2.4
3.2
33
3.4
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http://www.cpsd.us/UserFiles/Servers/Server_3042785/File/departments/administration/superintendent/cps_district_plan_2017_20.pdf
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E. Redesign math curriculum maps to be standards based. 5 1.4
8 2.2
13 2.3
F. Create more opportunities for grade level teachers to share | 3 2.3
across the district (quarterly district wide grade level 5 2.4
meetings). In connection with ERS’ recommendation for 8
increasing learning time, some of that time may be best used | 10
for teacher professional learning such as this. 13
G. Continue to work toward School Improvement Plans being | 3 5.1
living documents to drive continuous improvement in each |5
school (decrease compliance, increase usability, increase | 6
frequency of check-ins). 7
8
10
11
12
13
H: To support the writing development of all our students, 2.1
teachers should work to increase the opportunities for 13 2.2
students to “write routinely over extended time frames 3.3
(time for research, reflection, and revision) and shorter
time frames (a single sitting or a day or two) for a range
of discipline-specific tasks, purposes, and audiences.”
(MA DESE, 2017c)
I: Create opportunities for collaboration of general 5 1.1
educators, special educators and educators of English 7 2.2
Learners to plan for all students. 10 2.3
13 3.2
J: Scrape the barnacles! Cambridge should determine a 3 5.1
process and establish a practice of determining what 5 5.4
initiatives, practices, and resources should no longer be part 12
of the elementary program because they are not effective for
students.
{ERS}: Build on bright spots in early elementary models and 7,8, 5.1
actively share across schools for continuous improvement; 9,10
{ERS}: Consider extending the school day to create more time | 8 1.5?

for core literacy instruction and additional time for students
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who are behind;

{ERS}: Pilot and assess impact of more fluid structures for
teacher collaboration and small group instruction that:
Integrate Special Education, ELL, specials teachers, and
coaches, into instruction;

Support structured collaboration across classrooms that
create scale for flexible student grouping and leverage teacher
expertise;

Are budget-neutral by shifting use of existing instructional
resources. Additional infusion of resources is not necessarily
required to create and implement these strategic structures in
Cambridge Public Schools;

2.3,
3.2

{ERS} Develop school prototypes, including schedules and
staffing models, that would enable principals and teachers to
accelerate learning for students who are farthest behind.

Example: WINS type block

2.2
3.3
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