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Abstract
State education agencies (SEAs) still grapple with their mandate to maintain
accountability against federal and state performance standards and the complementary
task of helping schools meet these standards a full twenty years after No Child Left
Behind was signed into law. Recognizing that external accountability and high-stakes
testing were not leading to increased student achievement, some state leaders began to
see promise in using the state education agencies to help build school and district
capacity for continuous improvement. This capstone describes my doctoral residency
work at the Virginia Department of Education (VDOE), leading a project that undertook
such a strategy change. This capstone details the process of aligning people, processes,
and priorities around a shared VDOE vision to meet school and district continuous
improvement needs. Through the analysis of my strategic project, I highlight the unique
role of the SEA in providing coherence throughout the sector and the value of building
organizational capacity through collaborative work. I explore the implications of these

findings for myself, the VDOE, and the American public education sector.



Introduction

American public schools' expectation of delivering high-quality, rigorous
academic instruction as measured against common standards is a relatively recent
phenomenon. For most of its existence, the American public education system's success
was judged more by its performance as a government entity — factors such as fiscal and
personnel management, and general academic outcomes of student access and grade-level
promotion. Reflecting their unique history, norms, cultures, and priorities, public schools
in America were never designed to function as a coherent educational system; indeed,
local control, local finance, and limited government involvement actively conspire
against coherence beyond the school district level (Cohen, 2020). As such, school quality
varies dramatically between and within states, with wealthier (and primarily white)
school districts leveraging more resources through local funding mechanisms than their
rural and urban counterparts. The 1965 Elementary and Secondary Education Act
(ESEA) attempted to address these and other systemic inequities through increased
funding to schools with high populations of students experiencing poverty. But instead of
directly funding local school districts, the federal government passed the funds through
state education agencies (SEAs).

Much has changed since former President Lyndon Johnson signed ESEA into law.
Each subsequent reauthorization further refined the federal and states’ role beyond
student access and toward student outcomes and accountability. The most contentious
reauthorization came in 2001 with the No Child Left Behind Act, which demanded yearly
standardized testing and reporting of schools' performance and progress (NCLB, 2001).

Concurrently, Chief state school officers and their SEAs shifted from acting as conduits



of federal funds to schools and districts to organizations working to identify and improve
low-performing schools. Although the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), signed in
2015, relieved SEAs from several of NCLB's prescriptive aspects, the law still requires
states to maintain accountability and intervention strategies for schools failing to meet

federal and state performance standards.

Virginia's Accountability Context

The Commonwealth of Virginia's Department of Education (VDOE) is the
administrative agency for Virginia's public schools that serve nearly 1.3 million prek-12
students (Virginia Department of Education, n. d.). State constitutional authority for
public education resides primarily with local school boards, the Virginia Board of
Education (VBOE), and the state superintendent for public instruction - a
governor-appointed agency lead of the VDOE. Considered a "local control" state,
Virginia's constitution limits the power of the VBOE and places the authority and
responsibility for delivering a high-quality public education with local school boards. In
2020, Virginia's public education system included 132 local school divisions (districts),
organized into eight regions (Virginia Department of Education, n. d.).

To ensure high-quality education throughout the Commonwealth, the Virginia
General Assembly adopted the Standards of Accreditation (SOA), most recently updated
in 2017, to "provide the foundation for the provision of a high-quality public education
within a system of accountability and continuous improvement" (Virginia Law, n. d.).
Through annual reviews, schools in the Commonwealth are determined to be either

accredited, accredited with conditions, or not accredited. Schools that are accredited with



conditions or not accredited are identified for state monitoring. The standards of quality
(SOQs) measure achievement and growth for each school. In 2017, the state legislature
updated § 22.1-253.13:4. Standard 4. Student achievement and graduation requirements,
to move beyond content area proficiency and provide a more holistic view of school
quality. Additional indicators include English achievement gaps among student groups,
mathematics achievement gaps among student groups, absenteeism, graduation and
completion, dropout rate, and college, career, and civic readiness. Based on their SOQ
performance data, schools are rated either Level 1 (meets or exceeds standard), Level 2
(near standard or making sufficient improvement), or Level 3 (below standard).
Virginia's tiered approach to continuous improvement requires actions or
interventions based on a school's accreditation level. Although all schools, regardless of
accreditation rating, are expected to create, adopt and follow a continuous improvement
plan, schools with a Level 3 rating must implement a state-approved corrective action
plan following an academic review conducted by the VDOE. School divisions that do not
demonstrate evidence of progress in adopting or implementing corrective action plans for
one or more schools with indicators at Level 3 are required to enter into a memorandum
of understanding (MOU) between the local school board and the VBOE. The MOU
defines responsibilities and essential actions to improve performance. As of October
2020, five school divisions were in an MOU with the VBOE: Richmond City Public
Schools, Danville City Public Schools, Petersburg City Public Schools, Prince Edward

County Public Schools, and Greenville County Public Schools.



Organizational Context

With the passage of No Child Left Behind (NCLB) in 2001, Virginia, like many
other states, focused on student achievement and accountability, with the VBOE and
VDOE recognizing the need to lend assistance and intervention to schools that fail to
meet standards. To help schools meet federal and state standards, the VDOE created the
Office of School Improvement (OSI) in 2001. Through the Partnership for Achieving
Successful Schools (PASS) program, the OSI provided technical assistance and coaching
to the first 32 Virginia schools identified for improvement under NCLB (Smith, K., n.d.).
Over the next 20 years, the OSI evolved alongside Virginia's standards-based approach to
education reform, employing varying intervention and support programs to schools and
divisions.

Today, the OSI, now known as the Office of School Quality (OSQ), is responsible
for monitoring state and federally identified schools. Schools scoring below the top level
in one or more accreditation categories and divisions with an MOU receive OSQ support.
During the 2019- 2020 school year, 262 of the state's 1,825 public schools were identified
for monitoring (Joint Legislative Audit and Review Committee, 2020). Due to the
impacts of COVID 19 related school closures, the state superintendent waived

accreditation for the 2019-2020 and 2020-2021 school years.

The Challenge
Although the OSQ was meeting its federally mandated oversight and compliance
responsibilities as outlined in the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) and Virginia

SOAs, the VDOE still struggled to facilitate academic progress at scale. Employing a



prescriptive and sequential improvement model, many OSQ employees believed they
were using a "one size fits all" improvement model instead of providing the differentiated
support required to address each school's unique context. Additionally, feedback from the
field revealed an overly bureaucratic academic review process unhelpful and burdensome
to the very schools OSQ was charged to assist. To many school-level educators and OSQ
personnel, the school improvement process was less about improvement and more about
checking the right boxes to meet state and federal regulations (Joint Legislative Audit and
Review Committee, 2020).

In October 2020, the Virginia Assembly's audit arm—the Joint Legislative Audit
and Review Committee (JLARC)—concluded an audit of several VDOE departments,
including the Office of School Quality. In its report, the JLARC confirmed the need for
the OSQ to change its approach to school improvement and recommended additional
staffing to implement a differentiated support model. Currently, the OSQ is part of the
Division of School Quality, Instruction and Performance, with the OSQ Director
reporting to the Deputy Superintendent and Chief of Staff. In September 2020, the state
superintendent elevated the OSQ Director to a cabinet-level position. The OSQ's current
personnel authorization is 12 employees, including the director, associate director,
secretary, and a mix of federal and state school improvement coordinators and specialists.
The current ratio of one OSQ personnel to twenty-two schools requiring assistance has
restrained the VDOE's ability to move beyond a compliance-focused approach to a
school improvement model (Joint Legislative Audit and Review Committee, 2020). The
report also articulated the impacts of this model on employee satisfaction within the

0OSQ. Whereas 80% of VDOE employees were satisfied with the VDOE as their
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employer, only 40% of OSQ personnel believed the same. Empowered by the JLARC
findings and recommendations, and with the support of state policymakers, the VDOE's
challenge is to transform the OSQ into an organization that partners with schools in a
way that is responsive to their differentiated needs, builds school divisions' overall
capacity, and effects school improvement at scale.

In this capstone, I describe my work at the VDOE where my strategic project
focused on the superintendent's goal to "provide an effective and efficient system of
supports to ensure school divisions and their schools are moving towards or maintaining
accreditation while meeting all compliance requirements with the codes and regulations"
(J. Lane, personal communication, December 2, 2020). I approached this work as an
opportunity not only to learn how SEAs improve educational outcomes but also examine,
as a career military officer, what aspects of my previous organizational and leadership
experience I could leverage to achieve the superintendent's goal. I include select military
theories and frameworks as alternative lenses to view the project in addition to school
improvement and organizational change research. My project's focus is at the system
level, mainly state and division education agencies; therefore, I draw on bodies of
literature that examine the role of SEAs in school improvement, systems-level thinking,
and coherence within organizations and systems. I examine and analyze critical points
throughout the project and share implications for myself, the VDOE, and the broader

education sector.

11



Review of Knowledge for Action

American public schools are influenced by a wide range of actors - education
non-profits, universities, education consultants, and policymakers at the local, state, and
federal levels. It is truly an open system and billions of dollars from various sources are
spent each year throughout the public education ecosystem to improve schools (Cohen,
2020). And while school improvement occurs in classrooms, administrators at every level
of the hierarchy are mandated to address low academic performance. Yet, years after the
No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) first demanded academic performance accountability
from the federal level, many schools and districts are still chronically underperforming
(Backstrom, 2019). Unsurprisingly, the majority of these schools serve children furthest
removed from economic opportunity. To best understand my project within the broader
educational ecosystem and in an effort to maximize the effectiveness of my work, in the
following sections I will explore the role of state education agencies (SEAs) in improving
schools, the different approaches to school improvement employed by SEAs, and the

factors impacting their ability to improve student outcomes at scale.

The State Education Agency's Role in School Improvement

Although the U.S. Constitution requires states to provide free public education,
the U.S. Department of Education, through the Elementary and Secondary Education Act
(ESEA) and its follow-on authorizations, influences state, district, and school-level work.
The 2015 Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) places the SEA as an active participant in
school improvement. This shift follows a period of high federal accountability for

lower-performing schools and districts prescribed in the 2001 NCLB. As part of its
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American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009, the federal government created the
$3 billion State Improvement Grant (SIG) program to turn around failing schools. The
program required states to identify schools in the lowest performing, persistently failing
5% of low income (Title 1) schools and implement one of four turnaround models:

o "Transformation model. Replace the principal; develop teacher & leader
evaluation system that considers student progress; introduce significant.
instructional reforms; increase learning time; and provide flexibility and
support

e Turnaround model. Replace the principal and at least 50% of staff;
introduce significant instructional reforms; increase learning time; and
provide flexibility and support.

e Restart model. Reopen the school under the management of a charter
school operator, a charter management organization, or an education
management organization.

e School closure. Close the school and redistribute students to higher
achieving schools." (Backstrom, 2019, p. 12)

Some examples of more intrusive models include Louisiana's Recovery School
District (RSD), Massachusetts' takeover of Lawrence Public Schools, and the Tennessee
Achievement School District (ASD). Following the devastation caused by Hurricane
Katrina in 2005, Louisiana assumed governance control from Orleans Parish School
Board (OPSB) and replaced existing schools with charter schools. Attendance zones were
eliminated, most educators were fired, and the OPSB allowed its teacher union contract
to expire (Backstrom, 2019). In 2011, following years of low academic performance,
Massachusetts placed the Lawrence Public School District into state receivership. As the
district's receiver, Jeff Riley made significant leadership and personnel changes, replacing
over half the district's principals in his first two years and removing eight percent of

teachers in his first year. Other structural changes included extending the school day and

introducing charter and teacher-run schools. Leveraging Race to the Top (RTTP) and SIG
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funds, Tennessee created the statewide ASD in 2010, targeting the lowest performing 5%
of its public schools (labeled "priority schools"). With minimal state intervention, the
ASD replaced local autonomy with mostly state-approved charter management (Glazier,
et al. 2020).

More constitutionally limited states, like Virginia, have taken a less intrusive
approach, fulfilling their federal monitoring and reporting responsibilities while
providing limited support for improvement. Since 2015, states have been empowered to
implement their own evidence-based school improvement strategies, and we have seen a
wide variation in the depth of intervention schemes. And although each state is
employing strategies for school improvement, research has yet to conclude the
turnaround models' efficacy (Jochim, 2016). In a 2020 meta-analysis studying the
relationship between school turnaround and student outcome, Redding and Nguyen found
that school improvement strategies, with and without changes in governance, increase
student achievement while others argue that turning around low-performing schools can
only be achieved through fully reforming the environment and practices (Backstrom,
2019).

Complicating school improvement efforts are the competing SEA priorities of
monitoring school performance for compliance to common standards and school
improvement, the latter of which requires differentiation, agility, and judgment (Redding,
2009). Researchers have attempted to deduce the essential elements of successful
strategies in the absence of a universal school improvement strategy. In 2007, the Center
of Innovation and Improvement (CII) released the Handbook on Statewide Systems of

Support, a compilation of essays from education leaders across the country. Based on

14



their research, Redding and Walhberg created the Framework for an Effective System of
Support, concluding an effective school improvement system provides incentives, builds
capacity, and offers opportunities (see Figure 1).

Figure 1

Theory of Action of the Framework for an Effective Statewide System of Support

(Redding, 2009, p. 5)

‘Opportunity
increases
willingness and
innovation

Autonomy, freedom
from barriers

Incentives
stimulate action

Capacity
increases
competence and
self-efficacy

Incentives. Motivating schools and divisions to improve consists of pressures to either
start taking certain actions or stop performing others. Through the use of incentives, then,
the SEA can change behaviors. Use of incentives is evident throughout the educational
ecosystem; ESSA provides monetary incentives for states to opt into federal programs,
states act as the gatekeeper for federal and state funds, and school divisions may offer
teachers incentives to work in hard-to-staff schools. Accountability measures relevant to
school improvement consist of making school quality data public (Redding, 2009), which
Virginia accomplishes through its School Quality Profile on its public-facing website.

Positive incentives may include greater flexibility for high-performing schools. In
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contrast, negative incentives may introduce greater state oversight of lower-performing

schools or create a sense of competition by introducing charter schools.

Offer Opportunities for Change. State Education Agencies can remove barriers or
create new spaces for schools to create opportunities for change. States can provide
waivers to policy or allow for different governance models — schools within a school,
charter, or pilot programs (Redding, 2009). Removal, suspension or modification to
existing regulations can create space for schools and divisions to experiment or reallocate
resources to their improvement efforts. Turnaround and Innovation Zones found in
Tennessee (Memphis iZone) and Massachusetts (Springfield Empowerment Zone)
provide examples of how states modify traditional governance models for struggling
schools (Jochim, 2016). While Virginia offers schools opportunities to experiment, such
as grants for year-round schooling, it does not currently employ large-scale policy

changes for school improvement goals.

Build Capacity. Of the three essential elements in this framework, indeed in all my
review of research, "capacity" provokes the most discussion — capacity of, and
throughout, the education system. Systemic capacity for change is achieved by the SEA
creating and disseminating knowledge, enhancing the supply of personnel equipped for
school improvement, and providing the necessary data systems to support school
improvement (Redding, 2009). Gottfried, Stecher, Hoover, and Cross in their 2011 report,
Federal and State Roles and Capacity for Improving Schools, discuss the need for

capacity building policies that enhance the "material, intellectual, or human resources of
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the SEA," so the SEA can do the same for school divisions and students. States, uniquely
positioned at the intersection of federal, local, and external stakeholders can serve as a
coordinator of capacity building efforts through the statewide system of supports.
Through policy, funding, data, and personnel development, the SEA can build capacity
for differentiated support throughout the state (Redding, 2009). Redding states the
Framework for an Effective System of Support is generalizable to any system seeking to
change behaviors and improve the performance of those working within the system.
Balancing incentives, capacity, and opportunity provides a form of coherence for

continuous improvement, regardless of sector (Redding, 2009).

State Education Agency Capacity
If SEAs are to serve as the lever for division and school-level capacity building, how then
do they acquire the internal capacity to meet this goal?

With a long history of compliance-focused technical capacity, the 1994
reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) demanded SEAs
develop additional capacity to implement and oversee systemic and replicable efforts
intended to improve educational outcomes — a new and much more complex task than
SEAs previously pursued (Howley and Sturges, 2018). Defining capacity to mean the
"enhanced ability of agencies to organize resources and energy to pursue goals" (Howley
and Sturges, 2018, p. 3) infers that SEAs would either need to build or acquire the
capacity to achieve these new national goals. Recognizing this, the U. S. Department of
Education (USED) created Regional Comprehensive Centers (CCs) to provide

comprehensive technical assistance to state, district, and schools to administer the new
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standards-based reform programs. With the passage of NCLB and the resulting primacy
of SEAs, these CCs refined their support to building SEA capacity, so in turn, SEAs
could support individual districts and schools (Howley and Sturges, 2018). Although
multiple contextual factors affect an SEA's ability to build capacity, the CC's
understanding and implementation of organizational change theory determine what
factors to prioritize and which to ignore.

In their 2018 essay Building Capacity in State Education Agencies: Using
Organizational Theory to Guide Technical Assistance, former Appalachia Regional
Comprehensive Center (ARCC) Director Caitlyn Howley and ARCC external evaluator
Keith Sturges examine how organizational theory guides technical assistance to state
agencies. The authors describe the theory informing the ARCC' Capacity Building
Framework (CBF) technical assistance (TA) model. The CBF (Figure 2) is grounded in
organizational change theories that prioritize the social construct and shared goals among
the participants. The group defines the desired end state and identifies goals to achieve
that end state. The social construct proceeds according to goal implementation,
evaluation, and refinement. This theory can manifest itself in TA efforts such as strategic
planning — working backward from a shared vision, goals, objectives, and tactics. Life
cycle theory, or the belief that organizations progress through clear, linear stages of
collective development with each stage depending and building on the previous stage,
offer TA providers clear routes for change. These two theories tend to be apolitical, and
do not seek to change the legitimacy of existing political, social, and economic conditions

(Howley and Sturges, 2018).

' The Appalachia Regional Comprehensive Center is now the Region 5 Comprehensive Center
working with Tennessee, West Virginia, Kentucky and Virginia
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Figure 2

ARCC Capacity Building Framework (Howley and Sturges, 2018, p. 9)
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Capacity Type Capacity Level Implementation Stage

["] Human: Intellectual
capabilities and will

[] Organizational:
Communication
and collaboration
among members

[]Structural: Policies,
procedures, systems

["] Material: Fiscal
resources, equipment,
software

[T Information:
Knowledge, data

[]Skills: Competencies,
abilities, expertise

[] Structures: Lines of
authority, systems

] Processes:
Procedures, operations

["] Exploration:
Development of
readiness for change

["] Emerging
Implementation:
Activation of
resources, beginning
implementation of
new practices

[] Full Implementation:

Comprehensive
integration and
refinement of new
practices

[] Sustainability:
(onsistent, pervasive
use and improvement
of practices

[] Developmental:
Organizational
members develop a
skill or process

[] Transitional: The
organization transitions
from one state to
another desired state

[] Transformational:
The organization
achieves significant
cultural, structural,
and procedural
organizational change

The CBF addresses the multidimensional elements for TA providers — types of

capacity, levels of capacity, stages of capacity, and outcomes of capacity building. This

framework affords TA providers the ability to assess an organization's status in each of

the four dimensions to inform differentiated capacity building approaches (Westat, 2015).

The theoretical underpinnings of the CBF are useful in that they ensure the SEA is

committed to the TA plan through a shared vision and goals, while also providing a clear

roadmap and sequencing with opportunities for TA providers to scaffold support through

implementation. However, as Howley and Sturges argue, these theories also limit the

ability of TA providers to address more adaptive challenges embedded in organizational

change work. Taking the political, economic, and social conditions as static, this model

fails to accommodate for the conflict and competition that accompany organizational
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change processes. Indeed, by ignoring conflict, loss and competition, TA providers may
approach capacity building with an incomplete understanding of the factors that enable or
inhibit an organization from successfully implementing capacity building efforts.
Moreover, TA providers forego the opportunity to harness the power of the
conflict-confrontation-resolution cycle embedded in dialectical theories to help SEAs
identify, address, and incorporate interpersonal and organizational friction and loss into
their own practice with local school divisions (Howley and Sturges, 2018). SEA work,
and school improvement work in particular, is deeply political and personal, and
therefore any capacity building scheme should also address the human developmental
needs required to succeed.

Suppose SEAs are to shift from compliance to capacity building. In that case, they
must be able to move beyond rules-based technical assistance and "reach far more deeply
into the operations of local schools, as well as to draw upon talent and expertise outside
of the SEA's traditional compliance roles" (Jochim and CRPE, 2016 p. 8). However,
"reaching deeply" into the inner workings of Virginia's 132 different school divisions
absent understanding the contextual factors impacting their performance may lead to
imposing solutions without a clear understanding of the problem, or layering on solutions
that fail to address root causes. Schools and districts are complex, adaptive systems —
where parts of the system change as they interact with one another — therefore any
interventions must take a systems approach to problem identification or risk treating the
symptom, not the root cause of the problem. Moreover, SEAs attempting to improve

school performance through TA should do so in ways that not only address these
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complexities through tailored support, but also capture the lessons learned from each

intervention to increase the SEA's organizational capacity and adaptability.

State Education Agency as a Learning Organization

Senge introduced the concept of learning organizations through his five
disciplines: 1) personal mastery, 2) mental models, 3) building a shared vision, 4) team
learning, with systems thinking being the 5th discipline (1990). Systems thinking allows
organizations to create, acquire and disseminate knowledge, and recognize patterns and
identify how to change them effectively (Garvin, D. A., Edmondson, A. C., & Gino, F.,
2008). However, according to Garvin, Edmonson, and Gino, for learning organizations to
realize their potential, several foundational elements or "building blocks" of
organizational culture need to exist:

1. A supportive learning environment consisting of psychological safety,

appreciation of differences, openness to new ideas, and time for reflection

2. Concrete learning processes and practices

3. Leadership that reinforces learning.
These building blocks reinforce each other and make it easier for leaders to sustain
supportive learning environments (Garvin, et al., 2008). Importantly, they also address
the human needs absent in the ARCC Capacity Building Framework. Fullan and Quinn
also recognize the interdepencies between systems thinking and supportive, collaborative
cultures. Their Coherence Framework identifies Four Right Drivers for Education
Reform — Focusing Direction, Creating Collaborative Cultures, Internal Accountability,

and Deepening Learning. These four drivers are interdependent and reinforcing and when

21



taken together build a shared understanding and capacity of the organization. At the
center of their model is the leader — the person responsible for building the collaborative
culture. Through a supportive and challenging environment, the team can cultivate shared
expertise around a common purpose (Fullan and Quinn, 2016). Fullan and Quinn
highlight the necessity of collaboration to solve complex problems, wherein teams of
educators build their own capacity for change by addressing problems together, further
highlighting the need for psychologically safe learning environments (Fulland and Quinn,
2016; Garvin, et al., 2008).

Virginia General Assembly's Joint Legislative Audit Review Committee report
and my own communications with the OSQ personnel described a siloed work
environment with low levels of trust. I therefore concluded that the OSQ needed to
strengthen the team members' psychological safety and adopt practices conducive to
collaborative work in order to make the shift from compliance to support. For this I
turned to Kegan and Lahey's Deliberately Developmental Organization (DDO) work,
which builds on the beliefs that organizations committed to creating immersive cultures
for continuous individual growth are a necessary means for achieving superior
organizational results (Kegan, Lahey, Fleming, Miller, & Markus, 2014). Embedded in
the DDO concept is adult development theory, which asserts that human beings are
capable of increased mental complexity as we learn and grow (Kegan and Lahey, 2016).
Increased mental complexity is needed to address adaptive challenges, such as building
capacity within and across organizational boundaries like schools and divisions. A DDO
creates the conditions for individuals to overcome their own internal barriers, and like

Fullan and Quinn's Coherence Framework, uses the group to change the group.
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Kegan and Lahey's three dimensions of a DDO include Home, Edge, and Groove
that together combine to create a new community focused on people development for
every member of the organization. Recognizing my limited time with the OSQ, I wanted
to focus my efforts on building Home — a community that holds and embraces
vulnerability, where "rank does not have its usual privileges, everyone does people
development, everyone needs a crew, and everyone builds the culture" (Kegan and Lahey,
2016, p. 86). Drawing from personal experience with the coursework in EDU L104,
Practicing Leadership Inside and Out, at the Harvard Graduate School of Education, I
considered the tools that would complement the DDO concepts necessary to help the
OSQ build its Home. These tools included: Growth Mindset, The Ladder of Inference,
Deep Listening, and Asking for and Receiving Feedback.

In addition to exploring the above models of change, my research also afforded
me the opportunity to reflect on my own experience serving as a Marine Corps officer.
Compared to the education sector, I can now appreciate how coherent the seemingly
incoherent U.S. military actually is. Over my career, I served in various types of
operations — humanitarian and disaster relief, combat support, and training. However, no
matter how extraordinarily different the missions, units, context, or environment were,
the way of doing business never really changed. Multiple factors contribute to this
coherence — aligned resources to task, shared history and culture, including a common
language (doctrine), a relentless focus on teaming and learning, and a common problem
solving framework. Continuous framing and reframing of the problem by the leader and
planning team speaks to both Fullan and Quinn and the CBF models' building group

capacity through problem solving. However, the military planning process goes beyond
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these models to intentionally and recursively analyze the system, including the
sociopolitical, economic and cultural factors impacting the problem. As such, planning
teams think about these problems as a system of problems, versus a single problem as
depicted in Figure 3.

Figure 3

Systems Thinking (US Army, 2015, p 1-8.)
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Through this research and my own experiences within the VDOE, I concluded my
problem of practice resided on multiple levels. Although the VDOE was aligned around a
clear vision of "providing an effective and efficient system of supports to ensure school
divisions and their schools are moving towards or maintaining accreditation while
meeting all compliance requirements with the codes and regulations," (J. Lane, personal
communication, December 2, 2020), the VDOE was not organized to implement this
vision. Additionally, while the Office of School Quality possessed the will and intellect to
carry out this work, they lacked the foundational teaming elements necessary to fully
embrace adaptive challenges embedded in systems-level change. As a result, I have
created a theory of action that incorporates the system thinking and capacity building

concepts highlighted in this RKA.
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Theory of Action
If I can:
e [ ead a collaborative, interdepartmental strategic planning process amongst key

stakeholders at the VDOE to align resources, systems, and structures toward a
school improvement strategy

e Implement a leadership coaching series with the Office of School Quality team

that focuses on personal mastery and teaming to inform and develop their practice

Then:

e The VDOE will be postured to implement a statewide school improvement
process
o The Office of School Quality team will practice continuous improvement and
interdepartmental collaboration as part of its culture
So That:
e The VDOE employs a continuous improvement model that meets the

differentiated needs of all divisions in the Commonwealth.
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Project Description

"The Virginia Department of Education should develop and implement a plan to guide its
transition to a new school improvement model and estimate the additional staffing
required to effectively implement the new model. The plan should be presented to the
Board of Education and transmitted to the House Education and Appropriations
committees and to the Senate Education and Health and Finance and Appropriations
committees, no later than June 30, 2021." (Joint Legislative Audit and Review
Committee, 2020, p. 37)
Preface

In this section I will describe the evolution of my strategic project — my initial
approach, a pivot, and the work that still remains. In essence, my project was to assist the
VDOE in identifying and adopting a different model for school improvement — one that
moved the agency away from a compliance-focused approach to one that increased
division and school capacity for continuous improvement. However, since this shift
toward a different model was already underway when I arrived, I interpreted my charge

to add structure and discipline to the process and to serve as a project lead for the Office

of School Quality and the VDOE writ large.

Context

In September 2020, I began serving in the Office of School Quality (OSQ) to help
the director transform the OSQ's compliance-focused school improvement process to a
more supportive, coaching model and identify the resources necessary to implement this
in practice. I reported to Dr. Aurelia Ortiz, the OSQ director, who, like me, arrived at the
VDOE in July. Dr. Ortiz reported to the deputy superintendent and VDOE Chief of Staff,
Mr. Donald Fairheart. Prior to her role as director, Dr. Ortiz was the principal of a

turnaround middle school and thus was experienced with OSQ's school improvement
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process. Before September, the state superintendent, Dr. Lane, served as both my mentor
and supervisor; however, since my project focused almost exclusively on the OSQ, we
agreed that Dr. Ortiz was best positioned to fill the role of supervisor. During the project,
I continued to participate in VDOE cabinet and senior leader meetings.

It is important to recognize the massive disruption caused by COVID-19 and the
second- and third-order effects it had on the VDOE and schools throughout the state.
Prior to the pandemic, the state superintendent and interim OSQ director made the
decision to shift the OSQ's emphasis from compliance to support based on feedback from
school divisions. Division and school monitoring visits would concentrate less on
prescriptive, classroom-level practices and instead place a greater emphasis on
differentiated support for school and division leaders (Joint Legislative Audit and Review
Committee, 2020). However, the VDOE transitioned to crisis management mode just as
the OSQ was set to pilot its new continuous improvement model in February and March
of 2020. As the VDOE's efforts concentrated on supporting school divisions' temporary
closure and then reopening, any school quality initiatives understandably moved down in
priority. Ultimately, the state superintendent waived accreditation for the 2020-2021
school years, impacting school and division growth requirements as mandated in the
Standards of Quality. However, even with the removal of accreditation requirements,
identified schools and divisions were still required to participate in the VDOE's

monitoring process.
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Working with the Office of School Quality
My strategic project focused on transforming the OSQ from a compliance model
to an organization poised to meet school divisions' continuous improvement needs.
Before I could begin exploring how best to meet this goal, I first learned how OSQ
personnel currently supported school improvement, their norms, and their culture. In this
section, I will explore the state of the OSQ when I began the project. Informational
interviews with OSQ and Cabinet members, the JLARC report, and historical documents
helped increase my situational awareness; however, I struggled to find an articulated
office strategy, specifically, a document that explained the causal link between resources,
processes, and priorities employed by OSQ team members. Therefore I drafted an OSQ
theory of action from observed practice (not to be confused with my project's theory of
action):
If the Office of School Quality
e Identifies required actions to improve quality indicators of identified
schools as part of an academic review and monitoring process
e Provides direct technical assistance focused on school needs identified via
the Virginia Continuous School Improvement Process to MOU divisions
and identified schools
e Provides universal technical assistance to all schools
e (Coordinates with other VDOE Depts to provide tailored and differentiated
support during the monitoring process

And the LEA and school sites
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e [Implement the necessary systems changes as identified in the needs
assessment
e Are given ample motivation, evidence, and resources that lead them to
embrace a culture of continuous improvement
Then
e The instructional capacity of educators, as well as school divisions’
overall capacity, will increase
e School educators and administrators will experience the process as more
tailored and useful and less burdensome and bureaucratic
e All schools will continuously improve as measured against the Standards
of Quality
e State, divisions, and schools are aligned around a common vision of
school improvement
So That

Virginia schools will maximize the potential of all learners

I also needed to understand the OSQ culture — the unwritten ways of doing
business and underlying beliefs influencing sow they did their work. To that end, I
conducted a series of empathy interviews with individual OSQ personnel and VDOE
leadership. Because all VDOE personnel worked remotely due to the pandemic, |
completed my empathy interviews virtually. And while this allowed me to gain insight
into the technical aspects of OSQ work, I did find the virtual space challenging in

building personal connections through the interview process. That said, several
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interviews exceeded the allotted time due to team members sharing their thoughts on
OSQ history, leadership, and culture. The insight I gained from these interactions
informed my approach to project execution. What stood out most to me was the OSQ
team members' desire to work in a supportive environment. My standing meetings with
Dr. Lane allowed me to gain insight into his thinking on school improvement writ large,
his assessment of how VDOE currently conducts school improvement, and how the
department and OSQ could be better positioned to support schools.

Based on these conversations, my research, and experience with military
operational planning, I determined that using a modified design methodology, bounded
by the superintendent's vision, would allow me to address the technical and adaptive
aspects of this project, while still meeting the project's timeline. Beginning with the end
in mind, I drafted the superintendent's vision, or the conditions that define achievement of
the project's objectives. Planning backward from the end state, I then leveraged the
information I gained from empathy interviews and literature to identify intermediate
objectives and enabling conditions. Similar to a logic model, my operational approach
identified a series of intermediate objectives and the necessary enablers to achieve them. |
initially prioritized intermediate objectives that led to OSQ building its capacity as a
learning organization — doing so both through teaming/personal mastery coaching

sessions and participating in the Cabinet's design planning sessions. See Figure 4.
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Figure 4
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interpretation of the JLARC report and the superintendent's guidance made it clear that

the business of school quality is everyone in VDOE's business and must be internalized

by all VDOE personnel as central to their mission. Therefore I initially focused my

project on two complementary lines of effort — building the OSQ personnel's capacity

for change, and aligning the VDOE's organizational architecture to support an

agreed-upon continuous improvement model.

The JLARC report revealed the OSQ's organizational climate was an inhibiting

factor in moving the school quality work forward. Reinforcing these findings were my

own conversations with OSQ personnel in which they described a siloed, controlling

work environment. I also observed that during virtual meetings most everyone had their
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cameras turned off, a full six months after the shift to remote work. However, both the
JLARC report and my conversations highlighted the OSQ personnel's desire to work in a
collaborative, trusting environment. To support Dr. Ortiz's team building efforts, I
introduced Deliberately Developmental Organization concepts to the team and used our
weekly OSQ meetings to work through different protocols and tools that I hoped would
increase the team's psychological safety and lead to greater agility and resilience as we
embarked on the transformation process. These regular DDO sessions continued through
my project. After each coaching session I offered an opportunity for the team to provide
feedback via short surveys and emails.

Initially, my organizational change approach focused on aligning the VDOE's
policies and resources around a shared vision for school improvement. The OSQ was
currently transitioning toward a regional coaching model using their (draft) continuous
improvement framework based on the Plan - Do -Study - Act (PDSA) model (See Figure
5). This shift toward a supportive, coaching, regionally aligned approach to school
improvement was based on guidance from the state superintendent and interim OSQ
Director. This change occurred while the OSQ personnel were executing their mandated
monitoring and assistance duties. As one OSQ team member described, "we are building

the plane while flying it."
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Figure 5

Virginia's Draft Continuous Improvement model
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Aligning the VDOE's systems, structures, resources, stakeholders, and culture
around a school improvement strategy, in a way that builds the capacity of the VDOE and
specifically, the OSQ, was at the heart of my project and would prove the most
challenging. To ensure my plan was in sync with the state superintendent's intent, I used
our regular mentoring sessions to iterate on my approach and gain his approval on the
project outcomes and timeline. The project's success, both programmatically and as
evidenced in improved educational outcomes, depended on senior leaders' collaboration
and work within the VDOE.

Dr. Ortiz and I introduced the project to the cabinet in the first week of December.
My goal for the meeting was to set the foundation for future work with the cabinet and
the greater stakeholder community — I wanted the senior VDOE leaders to appreciate

their role in school improvement and commit their personnel's time and energy to a
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collaborative effort. With no formal authority, I also used the meeting as an opportunity
for Dr. Lane to publicly authorize the project and to connect the work to two authorizing
documents — the JLARC report and VDOE's strategic plan. Although the presentation
was primarily informational, I wanted to energize the Cabinet for future collaborative
work. I described the Why, the What and introduced the Design Thinking Process as the
How. While my goal was to have representatives from each department on the project
team, one Cabinet member recommended using the Cabinet structure as the planning
team and leverage the existing cabinet meeting schedule for workgroup time. Dr. Lane
agreed and we scheduled a one-hour block during the cabinet meeting two weeks later.
I chose a modified version of Stanford's design process over sequential strategic
planning methods to increase the group's understanding of the challenges surrounding
school quality and to build consensus and ownership on the way forward. Fullan and
Quinn assert that coherence can be achieved by collective efficacy — the group itself
changes as it works through the change strategy. Leaders create a learning culture in
which people have an opportunity to learn from each other as the collective
understanding and alignment around the problem become clearer (2016). Working
through the design process would also change the group's ability to implement future
change efforts as it learns more about what works and what doesn't in the new model. I
also believed it essential to bring in the voices from the field — to become more
proximate to those most impacted by the Department's continuous improvement process
— and concluded that in doing so, we could begin with empathy, thus providing the
Cabinet a deeper understanding of the educators' needs. Given Cabinet meeting time

constraints, I determined the best use of our collective planning efforts would be to
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empathize and define the problem. I could work with OSQ members and other
department subject matter experts to design prototypes offline; however, absent a
common understanding of the problem, I feared agreeing on possible solutions would be
difficult. In short, if I could align the cabinet around the superintendent's vision and
create the conditions for a common understanding of the problem, then we could
asynchronously iterate on solutions.

With two weeks to prepare for an hour-long planning session, I focused my efforts
on my two priorities — gaining empathy and defining the problem, and building capacity
through a collaborative process. I intended to facilitate a panel discussion with
superintendents, principals, and other division leaders, followed by breakout sessions to
draft problem statements. As the day approached, however, the meeting agenda filled
with other time-sensitive priorities and our planning time was reduced to 30 minutes. To
simplify the meeting and still meet my goal of having the Cabinet members see their role
in school quality, I asked our state and federal school coordinators to present the OSQ's
current continuous improvement process. To gather their perspective and feedback, I
included opportunities for Cabinet members to participate through interactive polling and
dialogue.

For our third workgroup meeting, I wanted to create a collaborative space for the
Cabinet to come together without distractions or competing demands for their attention.
To avoid being crowded out by higher priority cabinet meeting agenda items and to
provide an opportunity for participants to go deep on a problem, I asked the
superintendent for permission to hold a virtual retreat in mid January. The retreat's goal

was to further the Cabinet's empathy, arrive at a common problem definition, and ideate
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on prototypes. After the previous cabinet sessions, I conducted informal after-action
reviews with various VDOE and OSQ staff members. I wanted to ensure my approach
was meeting the project goal to support the OSQ's current work and that what I was
doing made sense given the VDOE and OSQ organizational cultures. And while I
explicitly asked the Cabinet for written feedback after each planning meeting, the most
candid and actionable feedback came from OSQ personnel who shared a sense of friction
between the urgency of the Cabinet's regular work and the time dedicated to the planning
session. My primary objective in taking a collaborative approach was to create a sense of
shared ownership around school quality, unite the Cabinet around the superintendent's
vision for improving all schools, and create a space to leverage their collective
experience, creativity, and expertise around this complex problem. However, based on
feedback and my sense of the situation, I realized that, by placing the creative burden on
the Cabinet, [ was possibly alienating the very people who would make any change
efforts successful - the OSQ team. Therefore, I decided to move away from collaborating
directly with the Cabinet and instead, focus my efforts on supporting the OSQ in its

current change process.

The Pivot

Dr. Ortiz agreed with my assessment of the situation and supported my pivot
away from working directly with the Cabinet to instead engage the OSQ as the lever for
change. During our conversation, I realized that while I was focused on the Cabinet, Dr.
Ortiz was making progress moving the OSQ toward her vision for a regional support

model, one that is informed by OSQ's current resources and authorized personnel
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structure. She was growing the OSQ team by hiring additional specialists and realigning
workflows within the office. She never stopped building the plane. I found it challenging
to stay up to date on all the changes, and we agreed I should attend her weekly "Core
Four" OSQ leadership meetings, with her, the associate director, federal, and state leads.
In addition to becoming more integrated with the OSQ leadership team, we decided the
best way to achieve my project's goal was for me to lead the OSQ team through a
strategic planning process. I chose to mirror the strategic plan format currently in use by
the VDOE leadership to create the OSQ strategic plan that would include the office's
vision, mission, goals, objectives, strategies, and tactics for their new model. Although
not my preferred method, the strategic planning process allowed the team to work
through the problem in a familiar, structured format.

To reduce the time burden on the OSQ team, Dr. Ortiz and I agreed to leverage
existing meeting structures and use Monday's OSQ team meetings as the venue for
collaborative work. We would then use Friday's Core Four meetings to refine aspects of
the work and plan for the next whole group meeting. To create a sense of urgency, Dr.
Ortiz and I agreed to use the upcoming Virginia Board of Education (VBOE) meeting in
April as a target for when we would update the Board on OSQ's responses to the JLARC
recommendations. We planned to brief the Cabinet, make revisions based on their
feedback, and bring it to the superintendent for his approval prior to updating the Board.
The weekly sessions allowed for the collaborative work necessary to build the team's
capacity for change and maintain momentum through the process.

To meet the competing demands of capacity building through collaboration and

product output, I used Lucid Meeting's Strategic Planning Facilitator's Guide for remote
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meetings (O'Byrne, A. 2015) that provides agendas to support each step of the planning
process. I chose this template because it provided an easy to follow and customizable
format and one familiar to me — whole group time for topic introduction and stage
setting, individual brainstorming, collaborative work in breakout rooms, and whole group
share out and decision. In addition to collaborative work through brainstorming I wanted
to build consensus and buy in through the decision making process and chose fist to five?
as our primary decision making protocol. In the rare instances where the team could not
reach consensus, Dr. Ortiz and I agreed that she would reserve the right to unilaterally
decide an issue.

As of the time of this writing, the team created and adopted an OSQ Vision
statement: "Our OSQ vision is to maximize the potential of all learners through a process
of continuous improvement" and mission statement: "The OSQ will coordinate resources
to support school and division continuous improvement efforts that advance learning
outcomes." Goals, objectives, and strategies are still in draft form and will be refined over

the remainder of my residency.

Evidence to Date
In my theory of action, I describe complementary strategies to build the Office of
School Quality personnel's capacity for change and to set the conditions for the VDOE to
adopt and implement a unified continuous school improvement process. The following

tables summarize the linkage between each statement in my theory and supporting

2"The Fist to Five is a technique for quickly getting feedback or gauging consensus during a
meeting. The leader makes a statement, then asks everyone to show their level of agreement
with the statement by holding up a number of fingers, from 5 for wild enthusiasm down to a
clenched fist for vehement opposition." https://www.lucidmeetings.com/glossary/fist-five
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evidence. Of note is that I was able to best provide substantive evidence for the "If"
statements; evidence for the "Then" statements is emergent and I expect to collect more

during the latter part of my residency.

Theory of Action: "If" Statements

Theory of Action "If" Statement Evidence and Results
Lead a collaborative, interdepartmental Between September 2020 and March 2021:
strategic planning process amongst key e Coordinated with superintendent

around vision and process

e Facilitated two Cabinet and seven
OSQ workgroups

e Researched SEA continuous
improvement models

stakeholders at the VDOE to align resources,
systems, and structures toward school
improvement strategy

Lead a collaborative, interdepartmental strategic planning process. I initially
selected the Cabinet as the lever for change as it presented the only existing
interdepartmental working group with decision making authority that met regularly.
However, I first wanted to ensure that I was aligned with the superintendent's vision for
change. To that end, I used several of our regularly scheduled mentoring sessions to
introduce my understanding of the problem, my research to date, and possible paths
forward. Backward planning from our agreed on project timeline, I scheduled my first
Cabinet level working group for December 2, 2020, and the second one December 16,
2020. At the first meeting I introduced the project, focusing on its alignment to the
JLARC recommendations and the VDOE's strategic plan. I also introduced Stanford's
Design methodology as the framework to guide our collaborative work. After the second
workgroup, I scheduled the third session for January 22, 2021; however, as discussed in

the project description, I moved away from engaging the Cabinet as active workgroup
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members and instead led the OSQ through a strategic planning process. From
mid-February to the end of March, I facilitated six workgroup sessions with the entire

OSQ and three sessions with the "core four" leadership team.

Theory of Action "If" Statement Evidence and Results

Implement a leadership coaching series with e Facilitated 7 adult development and
the Office of School Quality team that focuses teaming coaching SCSSiOHS ' '
on personal mastery and teaming to inform e Language and behavior seen in action

during OSQ practice

e Survey responses, email and
conversations reveal OSQ personnel
value coaching sessions

and develop their practice

Implement a leadership coaching series. While the numbers of data points from my
coaching sessions are too small for quantitative analysis, I used the results to judge their
effectiveness and make informed adjustments to future sessions. Session feedback
indicated most attendees thought the sessions were a good use of their time and facilitated
effectively. Figure 7 shows a representative response.

Figure 7

Deeper Listening Survey Responses
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Another source of evidence was in the form of "Kudos" given to and from team
members each week and shared via a weekly OSQ Director's Note. "Matt's presentation
last week helped me to look at and understand all the evidence before adding our
individual thoughts in making decisions" and "Kudos to Matt for leading our Strategic
Planning sessions, and modeling some effective meeting protocols." The most useful data
came in observing OSQ team members reference the tools in regular interactions,
reminding each other to "stay low on the ladder" and intentionally asking for feedback

before presentations or professional development sessions.

Theory of Action "Then" Statement Evidence and Results
The VDOE will be postured to implement a e Virginia's Continuous Improvement
statewide school improvement process Process presentation
e Implicit Theory of Action for school
quality

e (SQ vision and mission that reflect
interdepartmental approach to school
quality

e Structural changes identified for
VDOE school quality model

OSQ personnel continue to refine a research-informed, Virginia Comprehensive
School Improvement Process (VCSIP). To move the process beyond the OSQ, I invited
the OSQ state and federal coordinators to present the VCSIP to the Cabinet on December
16, 2020. After the presentation I solicited feedback from select Cabinet members who
stated the presentation was informative and they had a better understanding of school
improvement and the VCSIP. Additionally, OSQ personnel are intentionally coordinating
with the Virginia Tiered System of Support, Office of Elementary and Secondary
Education programs and the Office of Special Education during corrective action plan

monitoring meetings with divisions in a memorandum of understanding with the Virginia
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Board of Education. OSQ personnel identified the need for collaboration with other
VDOE offices in their draft strategic plan — "Increase interdepartmental collaboration

around continuous improvement needs."

Theory of Action "Then" Statement Evidence and Results
The Office of School Quality team will e Regularly scheduled meetings with
practice continuous improvement and other VDOE departments

e After action reviews of professional

interdepartmental collaboration as part of its )
development sessions

culture

Three observable team dynamics confirmed that OSQ team members were
incorporating elements of DDO into their practice:

e In late October, almost all team members regularly had their cameras turned on
during OSQ team meetings and school monitoring visits
Team members demonstrated vulnerability to each other during team meetings
Team members routinely asked for critical feedback after presentations and
following monitoring meetings

e Team members explicitly named evidence-informed decision making and deep
listening during meetings

During a debriefing session following an MOU meeting, the OSQ personnel
articulated a need to align OSQ language, forms, and requirements with the Virginia State
System of Support (VTSS) personnel who joined the monitoring meeting, which resulted
in scheduling monthly meetings with VTSS and OSQ. Additionally, to gain greater
insight into the operations of other VDOE departments, Dr. Ortiz began inviting
representatives to join the weekly OSQ meetings to provide insight into their current

operations and priorities.
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Analysis

When I approached this project, I needed to build my knowledge base around
school improvement, the role of state education agencies in the education ecosystem, and
how these manifest in Virginia's unique context. Deepening my understanding of these
technical aspects was necessary and informed how I approached the Review of
Knowledge for Action (RKA). I needed the language, theory, and disposition of school
improvement at the SEA and division level to begin understanding why the current
system exists and what other SEAs are doing that could inform a future VDOE approach
to school improvement. However necessary this foundational knowledge was to begin my
project, I soon discovered the preponderance of my work and learning would take place
in the adaptive aspects of organizational change and leadership. Therefore my analysis
will focus less on the technical aspects of what constitutes an effective SEA approach to
school improvement (of which there are some), and more on the challenges and successes
I experienced trying to implement my theory of action.

To help frame my analysis, I will draw on Heifetz's Adaptive Leadership research,
Michael Fullan and Joanne Quinn's Coherence Making model, and criteria derived from
David Cohen and Jal Mehta's Why Reform Sometime Succeeds. 1 will use these as a lens
with which to analyze various pieces of evidence to aid in gaining a deeper understanding
of my leadership actions and the resulting successes and challenges in relation to my

context.
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Cohen and Mehta
Drawing on their research of system-wide reform efforts in the education sector,
David Cohen and Jal Mehta identified four criteria needed for reform to succeed:

e The reform addressed a problem the teachers thought they had, or one they
thought was important once it was pointed out to them

e [t was consistent with prevailing norms and attitudes

Mobilized a significant public constituency

e Built the needed educational infrastructure
(Cohen & Mehta, 2017)

Although my project's context was the SEA, the implementation of the project would
occur with school and division leaders, and ultimately teachers and students. In addition
to evaluating potential approaches to school quality through this lens, I also analyzed the
change process within the OSQ to determine the probability of its success. Figure 8
shows my initial analysis.

I collaborated with the outgoing (interim) OSQ director to provide additional
context and share her thoughts on my assessment, which she generally agreed with.
However, she focused a considerable amount of her feedback on the office's history and
culture — to help explain why the OSQ operates the way it does today, essential
background information I would need to consider if I were to achieve any level of
success. My analysis, coupled with deeper contextual knowledge, helped shape my
approach. Since I could not state that my approach definitively met Cohen and Mehta's
criteria, I had to consider what conditions would need to change to increase my

probability of success.
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Figure 8

VDOE Context as Measured Against Cohen and Mehta's Four Criteria of Why Reform
Sometimes Succeeds

Criteria Virginia OSQ Context

Does this reform address a problem the OSQ | Probably. Although school divisions
thought it had or one they thought was made clear that they thought the
important once it was pointed out to them? 0OSQ's compliance approach was

problematic as evidenced in the
JLARC report, I found some
anecdotal evidence through dialogue
and observations that the majority of
OSQ personnel agree.

Is this change consistent with prevailing OSQ | Probably. Anecdotal evidence shows
norms and values? the OSQ members genuinely want to
help schools and students succeed.
Additionally, the OSQ was already
moving toward a coaching model and
regional structure.

Is there a significant public constituency Not public, but many stakeholders,
mobilized for this change? including the state superintendent and
school division leaders support this
transition, and it is recommended by

JLARC.
Is the educational infrastructure needed No. The OSQ employee work
present? statements do not reflect his new

structure, nor does the OSQ adhere to
a common coaching model. To
transition, they need to change their
processes and priorities and undergo
training.

Assumptions & Understanding the Problem
In military planning, one of the first actions is to list the facts and assumptions
necessary to understand the problem and continue planning. The planning team's goal is

to quickly turn assumptions into facts — either confirm or deny the assumptions in order
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to have the most precise understanding of the context possible. I approached this project
with several assumptions based on the JLARC findings, my own experience working in
large organizations, and personal observations of the context:
e The OSQ personnel were experiencing a workplace with low levels of
trust and psychological safety
e With no formal authority, I would benefit from linking the project to the
JLARC recommendations and Department's strategic plan
e Because this project was a superintendent priority, I would have access to
the necessary personnel and resources to implement with fidelity
® As an outsider to VDOE, I would need to build trust with the OSQ and
Cabinet to move the work forward
Given these assumptions, I first tried to understand the type of challenges that lay
ahead of me. Using Heifetz, Grashow, and Linsky's definitions of adaptive and technical
challenges, I concluded the project met the definition of both technical and adaptive.
Heifetz, et al. define adaptive challenges as "the gap between the values people stand for
(that constitute thriving) and the reality that they face (their current lack of capacity to
realize those values in their environment)” (2009, Glossary). Since the JLARC report and
my own interviews suggested a low level of trust and high level of frustrations within and
among the OSQ personnel, it was easy for me to determine that the problem was at least
partially adaptive — that people's hearts, minds, and beliefs about the work would need

to change. Note on beliefs — in all of my interviews, it was clear that the OSQ personnel

shared a common belief in the purpose of their work.

46



Figure 9

Distinguishing Technical Problems and Adaptive Challenges (Heifetz, et al., 2009 p. 20).

Kind of Problem definition Solution Locus of work
challenge

Technical Clear Clear Authority
Technical and . . Authority and
adaptive Clear Requires learning stakeholders
Adaptive Requires learning Requires learning Stakeholders

I categorized the requirement to identify a department-wide, comprehensive

approach to school quality as a mostly technical problem. Researching the theory,

practice, and frameworks employed by various other state education agencies left me

with the understanding that there is no one "right" way for an SEA to do school

improvement. However, once a model is chosen, the programmatic requirements of

organizational change such as budgeting, training, identifying performance metrics, etc,

while complicated, are generally solvable by applying established knowledge and

procedures. I achieved emergent success in identifying multiple continuous improvement

frameworks, with associated programmatic requirements for the department to consider.

My second assumption, that I had no formal authority, would prove to be both

true and not true. I began my residency shadowing the state superintendent during his

meetings and travels. I enjoyed unique proximity to his formal authority which enabled

me to access senior leaders within the VDOE unencumbered by layers in the chain of

command. I recognized the lack of clarity surrounding my level of authority (was I the

superintendent's agent, sent to observe and report?) would affect my ability to gain trust

with personnel below the Cabinet level; however, I was unable to leverage my usual
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skills in trust-building (informal meetings, hallway conversations, etc) due to remote
working conditions. Instead, I scheduled virtual introductory meetings with Cabinet and
0OSQ personnel. Although necessary and generative, I purposely limited the meeting
times to thirty minutes (although many meetings lasted more than an hour) to reduce the
burden on the staff.

After a career exercising leadership with the benefit of military rank, I wanted to
explore what form my leadership could take absent authority, positional or otherwise
could I achieve my project's goals practicing adaptive leadership? Could I create the
container for the OSQ personnel to experience the necessary disequilibrium that would
enable them to determine what aspects of their current culture to keep and what to
discard? (Heifetz, et al. 2009). Further complicating my effort was my role within the
0SQ itself and the OSQ director's organizational objectives and leadership moves.
Although my task for the state superintendent was to research and identify future school
quality models for the VDOE to adopt, the OSQ director was leading her department to
achieve its mission foday and was making the necessary changes to advance her vision. I
attempted to align my leadership moves to complement hers — regular check-ins helped
me better understand her approach to team development and how I could best reinforce
and support her priorities.

To help create "the container" for change, I leveraged Kegan and Lahey's adult
development work and facilitated coaching sessions during the regularly scheduled OSQ
meetings. I considered this work a necessary first step on the path of sustainable
organizational change, but not the heart of my project — more of an enabling condition

to allow the OSQ personnel to become active participants in their own organizational
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change journey. I began by creating the conditions for "Home" — a psychologically safe
space to explore DDO concepts and adapt them to the OSQ's unique context. Because the
OSQ previously operated in a siloed, highly constrained organizational culture and the
new OSQ director's priority was to transform the office into a highly integrated,
collaborative team, I had to move forward with the belief that my efforts would be well
received by the team — that they recognized the need for change and would actively
participate in the change process. My assumption proved true, with one person sharing,
"What is the intended end result of the sessions with respect to our office culture? When
need (sic) true sustainable solutions and not bandages." Follow on feedback from these
sessions was positive and I could witness people incorporating the concepts in their
practice and their interpersonal dialogue.

Since my charge from the superintendent was to recommend future OSQ
capabilities, structure, and resource requirements, I also had to address the project's
technical demands, yet I wanted to do so through adaptive leadership. My strategy was to
focus my efforts on creating the conditions (container) for a coherent, VDOE
collaborative process to identify the department's current approach to school quality, the
vision, and the necessary steps to achieve that vision. I based my approach in part on my
military experience using design methodology to address complex problems, and Fullan
& Quinn's Coherence Making model (2016). My first goal was to create a shared
understanding of the problem amongst senior leaders, who would "through purposeful
interactions" make meaning over time (Fullan & Quinn, 2016, p. 30). I also believed that
in order for school quality to become a shared VDOE goal, versus an OSQ responsibility,

senior leaders needed to be implicated in its outcome.
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Before choosing the Cabinet as the lever for change, I should have increased my
understanding of its team dynamics. The Cabinet is composed of the VDOE's deputy and
assistant superintendents who represent the functional areas of the department. While
Cabinet members add agenda items, the state superintendent adjusts meeting agendas
based on evolving prioritization of needs. Almost all agenda items require the
superintendent's input or decision, although members freely engage on policy memos,
board presentations, and other products. Leveraging this existing structure for
organizational learning, deep collaboration and separate workgroups proved challenging,
as the currently pressing and very real VDOE priorities demanded I truncate and adjust
my strategy to fit the time available. I failed to recognize that during cabinet meetings,
senior leaders are focused on working with the superintendent to solve current problems.
They execute agenda items efficiently and maintain a high operational tempo. The type of
collaboration I was trying to achieve was ill-suited to this context. I realized that I was
not trying to build on existing, successful team dynamics, but instead trying to force the

Cabinet to adopt my preferred process.

Coherence Making

Fullan and Quinn identify four essential components in their coherence
framework: focusing direction; cultivating collaborative cultures; deepening learning; and
securing internal accountability (Fullan & Quinn, 2016). In this section, I will examine
my project through each of these components, excluding deepening learning due to its

primary focus on teachers' pedagogical approaches.
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Focusing Direction. The project's goal derived from the superintendent's vision for the
department's approach to school quality and his desire to affect change across every
school in the Commonwealth, not just those identified for monitoring. I selected the
superintendent's vision for several reasons:

His position as the state education leader

His understanding of how school quality fits in the greater VDOE strategy

VDOE personnel would likely adopt his vision as their own
School quality goals captured in DRIVE 2025 arose from a collaborative process

This approach very much reflects the military planning process in which the
commander, based on his or her judgment, experience, and understanding of the problem,
articulates their vision for the military end state of an operation. However, Fullan &
Quinn argue that focusing direction is more than providing the goal and leaving the team
to solve the problem. Instead, it is a collaborative process where the leader sets the initial
direction and the vision emerges through collaborative action (Fullan & Quinn, 2016).
Having already bought into the superintendent's vision for a more supportive school
improvement strategy, my job was to help the VDOE refine what this would look like in
practice. I was able to achieve emergent success in this area by directly engaging the
OSQ personnel in a visioning protocol.

Cultivating Collaborative Cultures. Introducing DDO concepts helped create a culture
of growth within the OSQ that "supports learning, innovation, and action" (Fullan &
Quinn, 2016). Having personally experienced the benefits of strong collaborative cultures
in the military and the Data Wise continuous improvement process, I concluded that only
through a collaborative effort would the VDOE employ a sustainable approach to school
quality. Top-down directives would last only as long as the leader who issued them, and

the office would perpetuate the culture of compliance it was trying to disrupt within itself
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and the school divisions. It is through collaborating around the school quality problem of
practice that would build the OSQ's capacity, ownership of the process, and increase
coherence. [ was able to achieve emergent success in this area as evidenced by the
office's embrace of DDO concepts, higher levels of trust and collaborative work through
the strategic planning process.

Securing Internal Accountability. Fullan identified external accountability as one of the
"wrong drivers" to lead with for system-wide education reform, and instead leaders
should create the conditions (build capacity) for internal accountability (Fullan & Quinn,
2016). Transforming the VDOE's school improvement approach to a supportive coaching
model acknowledges that external accountability systems introduced after No Child Left
Behind have failed to achieve system-level improvement. Interestingly, the VDOE's
external accountability arm — the Office of School Quality — is leading this work. The
0SQ's shift away from compliance preceded my arrival and is continuing under the
director's leadership. Although my project is to help the VDOE achieve this
transformation, my efforts also focused on increasing internal accountability within the
0SQ itself. Future DDO work within the OSQ will focus on increasing internal
accountability through establishing explicit norms that elevate personal responsibility,
collective expectations, and corrective actions (Fullan & Quinn, 2016).

Although I was able to practice adaptive leadership as I helped build capacity
within the OSQ, I continually refined my approach which resulted in a slower change
process than I originally envisioned. Adaptive work takes time. And while I anticipated
the need to remain flexible, I grossly underestimated the time commitment required for

deep collaborative work and how little of it VDOE personnel had to spare. I attribute this

52



to three factors — the ongoing impact of COVID-19 and its demand on the VDOE

leadership's time and attention, the negative aspects of remote work (so much screen time

with no opportunity to experience each other in person) and VDOE employees' full

schedules.

Revised Theory of Action

Quality team will practice
continuous improvement
and interdepartmental
collaboration as part of its
culture

Original TOA Revised TOA

If I can: e [cad a collaborative, e Lead the OSQ through a
interdepartmental strategic collaborative strategic
planning process amongst planning process to align
key stakeholders at the resources, systems, and
VDOE to align resources, structures toward school
systems, and structures improvement strategy
toward school improvement e [everage my access to
strategy VDOE senior leaders in
Implement a leadership support of the OSQ
coaching series with the mission
Office of School Quality e Support the OSQ director's
team that focuses on team building efforts by
personal mastery and introducing DDO concepts
teaming to inform and
develop their practice

Then The VDOE will be e The Office of School
postured to implement a Quality will embrace a
statewide school collaborative and
improvement process continuous improvement

culture within its practice

The Office of School e The Office of School

Quality will have the tools
and skills to lead an
interdepartmental
collaborative effort for the
VDOE
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So that

e The VDOE employs a
continuous improvement
model that meets the
differentiated needs of all
divisions in the
Commonwealth

e The VDOE employs a
school improvement
process that meets the
differentiated needs of all
divisions in the
Commonwealth
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Implications for Self

My definition of leadership has evolved over the past few years as [ am farther
removed from the authority-based Marine Corps definition to a more subtle (yet
profound) definition offered by Heifetz. I embraced my residency as an opportunity to
practice adaptive leadership and see if I could affect real change absent positional, expert,
or relational authority. With my military service and Virginia Department of Education
context buffered by two years with the Ed.L.D. program, I arrived at the department
assuming the organizational climate would be more akin to Harvard than the Marines — |
was wrong. | was also wrong in thinking that I arrived with no positional authority — my
proximity to the state superintendent allowed me to access senior leadership and affected
how people perceived me.

Interestingly, I chose to leverage the superintendent's and general assembly's
authority to authorize my work. By choosing the JLARC findings and VDOE strategic
plan, I attempted to create a sense of urgency around my project, theorizing that without
external time pressure, [ would not be able to mobilize people to action. I soon
discovered, though, that the people most impacted by my project were already motivated
and those less impacted did not suddenly become motivated when presented with these
deadlines. Indeed, I only recognized the opportunity to enable adaptive work halfway into
my project, when I then transitioned my focus away from the Cabinet and toward the
Office of School Quality. Thankfully, I had already laid the foundation for relational trust
by working with the OSQ on deliberately developmental organization and team building
exercises. One implication for my leadership then is to worry less about my level of

authority and focus my attention on supporting the people doing the work in a way that
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makes sense for the organization.

My experience with OSQ did confirm the research and my belief that
psychological safety is foundational to teaming, collaboration, and coherence. I
recognized the high level of psychological safety with the Cabinet members and how
they challenged each other and the superintendent in collaborative work and how it
contrasted with the OSQ personnel. Yet, by initially selecting the Cabinet as the
collaborative body, I excluded those responsible for doing the work and that benefit the
most from intentional collaboration. Facilitating the OSQ's strategic planning process was
an opportunity to build psychological safety and meet the project's goals. Going forward,
I need to balance the need for urgency, the authorizing environment, and the people most
affected by the change.

I also learned that leading without formal positional authority is possible, but
requires more relationship building and a diverse set of leadership skills. Modeling
vulnerability while introducing the deliberately developmental tools helped build my
personal credibility and the trust necessary to move the project forward; however, I did
leverage the project's urgency and the OSQ director's decision making authority to
energize the process and bring closure when needed. I leveraged external authority only
when necessary, but this does highlight the necessary tension between internal and

external accountability cited by Fullan and Quinn.
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Implications for Site

After seven months working closely with leadership and staff within the Virginia
Department of Education I have three recommendations to offer.
1. Build coherence and capacity through focusing direction and creating
collaborative cultures
2. Establish a school quality advisory committee to inform a department-wide
approach to school improvement

3. Leverage the department's strengths and create strategic partnerships

Build coherence and capacity through focusing direction and creating collaborative
cultures

"If you want to go fast, go alone. If you want to go far, go together." African
proverb

The Virginia Department of Education should invest in building individual and
organizational capacity through collaborative work — using the department's strategic
plan to focus direction. The strategic planning process provides a unique opportunity to
build coherence — a shared understanding of the work — however, employees at all
levels of the organization should participate in the process, not just senior leaders. The
military planning process provides a roadmap to do this well, using the organization's
hierarchical structure to communicate the Commander's vision and intent, while requiring
subordinate leaders and staff to articulate back to the Commander their understanding of
the mission and how they will support it. Importantly, this process requires each leader in
the chain to collaborate vertically and horizontally and lead their people through the
planning process, promoting a shared understanding of the organization's mission and

building department-level leadership capacity.
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In practice, assistant superintendents would lead their directors through a parallel
strategic planning process leveraging the goals, objectives and strategies from the
Department's strategic plan, DRIVE 2025, that pertain to their division or office.
Objectives, strategies and tactics that support the larger VDOE goals become tasks for
offices and departments. Tasks not directly aligned to the strategic plan should be reduced
or eliminated.

For example, during the OSQ strategic planning process, OSQ personnel
identified several of the strategies supporting VDOE Objective 1.4: Improve School
Quality Indicators, as essential tasks for the OSQ. The OSQ team would then identify the
success criteria, performance measures, and resources required to implement this strategy
and achieve these tasks. Through bottom up planning, the department will increase
buy-in from those personnel responsible for the work, advance understanding of the
larger strategic goals, and provide leadership opportunities down the hierarchy. For
collaborative cultures to endure, however, leaders need to create the holding container
necessary for people to bring their full selves to the work. Edmonson reminds us that
organizations and people flourish only when they are free to take risks, fail, and learn
(1999). Therefore, leaders need to create psychologically safe working environments and

dedicate the time to develop themselves and their people.

Establish a school quality advisory board (or committee)
Building on the previous recommendation to increase collaboration throughout
the department, I recommend establishing a school quality advisory committee to inform

a department-wide approach to school improvement. The technical and adaptive nature of
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school quality work demands a coherent, "whole of VDOE" strategy which cannot be
achieved through siloed, ad hoc tactics. An emerging example occurs during the
corrective action plan (CAP) review meetings with MOU divisions. During these
monitoring meetings, VDOE representatives from Special Education, Virginia Tiered
System of Supports (VTSS), Elementary and Secondary Education Act, and Office of
School Quality execute their monitoring and oversight responsibilities with the division
leadership, which leads to a more unified — coherent — experience for the division.
These relationships can provide the foundation for intentional department-wide
collaboration. Fullan and Quinn remind us that “Coherence is a shared depth of
understanding about the purpose and nature of the work in the minds and actions
individually and especially collectively” (2016, p. 16). Absent aligned supports,
individual department interventions are unlikely to build division-level capacity. This
concept is not new. Indeed, the VDOE strategic plan identifies the need to "collaborate
across VDOE departments and offices to develop a data-based, continuous school and
child care improvement planning process encompassing the school and child care quality
indicators to build local leadership capacity (VDOE, 2020)." The missing element then, is
to actualize this. To build VDOE coherence and capacity, this collaborative body should
be composed of leaders below the deputy and assistant superintendent level and chaired
by the Office of School Quality director. My reasons for this are complementary; 1) few
opportunities for interdepartmental collaboration outside cabinet meetings currently exist
and, 2) meeting regularly around a common challenge will increase the long-term

capacity of the department and develop its leadership bench. This committee should
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determine the differentiated support needed for divisions across the Commonwealth

based on need and integrate VDOE functions to implement them.

Build on the department's strengths

The above implications focus on increasing the department's internal capacity and
its ability to effectively impact school quality throughout the Commonwealth. What is
missing though, is how the VDOE can and should deploy its limited resources to
improving schools. The VDOE, like most SEAs, evolved over time to address a relatively
narrow set of tasks including: creating policy and standards, distributing state and federal
funds, and monitoring the use of these funds. These are important and highly complicated
functions that directly lead to increased coherence throughout the educational system,;
however, the technical skills needed for compliance may not necessarily translate into the
core competencies necessary to address the complex historical and systemic factors
impacting school divisions' capacity to deliver high-quality instruction. Acknowledging
and embracing the inherent tension between compliance and support could free the
department to focus on its core competencies and leverage its strategic position at the
intersection of federal and state policy.

The Office of School Quality serves an important role in ensuring schools and
divisions understand why they are in an identified status and the criteria they must meet
to exit the monitoring program. Through its academic review process, the OSQ ensures
divisions identify the essential actions necessary to improve school quality indicators and

monitors their progress toward achieving them. Additionally, the Virginia Continuous
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School Improvement Process (VCSIP) provides a method for school and division leaders
to follow in their continuous improvement journey and achieve their essential actions.
At the time of this writing, the OSQ and VTSS are exploring where their efforts
align and overlap. Whereas the OSQ serves primarily an accountability function, the
VTSS focuses exclusively on capacity building and offers participating divisions a
"data-informed decision-making framework for establishing the social culture and
academic and behavioral supports needed for the school to be an effective learning

environment (for academics, behavior and social-emotional wellbeing) for all students

(https://vtss-ric.vcu.edu/about-us/). Aligning the OSQ and VTSS to their core

competencies will allow the VDOE to deploy its limited resources more efficiently and
create a more coherent improvement experience for schools and divisions. The VDOE,
through its school quality advisory committee, would also identify division needs that
should be met through outside entities.

Other models for the VDOE to consider exist throughout the country. For
example, the Colorado Education Initiative (CEI) is a non-profit that "works with
teachers, schools, and districts to align innovation improvement efforts in ways that
promote system-wide change." (Who We Are) CEI works alongside the Colorado
Department of Education (CDE) to help build districts' capacity to meet the state's
accountability standards. With an ability to raise private dollars and with no compliance
enforcement agenda, the CEI maintains the flexibility to spend and innovate
unencumbered by an SEA's fiscal and procurement rules (Smarick, 2014). The Ohio
Department of Education's state support team model employs a more formalized

relationship between the SEA and service provider. Embedded in regional support
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centers, cross functional teams of education consultants provide technical assistance to
districts and schools throughout the state. Consultants use the state's continuous
improvement process, but are not employed by the agency. And although Ohio's regional
support centers employ a fee for service model, the state support teams are funded by the
department and their services are offered free of charge (State Support Teams, n.d.).
Ohio's regional support model offers the VDOE a vision of "what could be" if it pursued
its emergent regional support strategy. While Ohio and Colorado's models vary
significantly in their level of integration with their respective SEAs, they both reflect the

benefits of separating compliance from capacity building functions.
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Implications for Sector

My project highlights the tension SEAs experience when trying to balance the
competing priorities of compliance and support. Federal and state law mandates
compliance, yet the past twenty years of standards based reform indicate external
accountability systems do little to improve academic outcomes. Since external
accountability requirements will be a state responsibility for the foreseeable future, states
will need to determine organizational structures to create and monitor compliance
systems while also creating the conditions for schools and districts to meet these
standards. Several states, like Ohio, Georgia, and North Carolina created regional support
centers to provide technical assistance to school divisions. Other states use networked
learning communities — setting the conditions for districts to learn from each other. No
one model has proven effective in all circumstances. In addition to sector specific
challenges of teacher quality, curriculum providers, and local control, societal factors
such as poverty and systemic racism have confounded state-initiated approaches to
school quality.

I initially believed that building the SEA's capacity to directly partner with
districts to increase local capacity fit neatly into the SEA's portfolio of services and
served as the much needed lever for school improvement. Now I believe that SEAs can
best support district level capacity building and improve student outcomes by shaping the
environment for localities to build their own capacity — this may take various forms —
regional support centers, networked improvement communities, etc. However, the SEA
was purpose built to create policy, standards, and external accountability mechanisms. As

Fullan and Quinn remind us, internal accountability is a right driver, while external
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accountability, although necessary, is the wrong driver to lead reform efforts. The
VDOE's mandate is external accountability and it plays a significant role in providing
coherence.

In light of the varying success of these reforms and support systems, the most
salient implication I can make for federal and state education agencies is to focus their
efforts on facilitating success at the local level by helping localities address the systemic
impediments to academic achievement. Placing the locus of control with the community,
SEAs would flip their top-down problem solving approach to bottom-up, community-led
design strategies. In practice this could look like helping communities form children's
cabinets composed of city, school, health, religious institutions, etc. to work together in
service of children's success. SEAs could help communities identify state and federal
funds, remove policy barriers and create networked communities (P. Reville personal
communication, January 2021). Examples of community-focused efforts include the
Harlem Children's Zone, whose aspirational goal is to "end intergenerational poverty in
Central Harlem and lead the way for other long-distressed communities nationwide and

around the world to do the same" (Harlem Children's Zone, 2021) and Harvard's Ed

Redesign Lab that "partners with mayors, superintendents and community leaders to
build integrated education and youth development systems able to accelerate positive

outcomes for low-income children” (EdRedesign Lab, 2021). Supporting programs like

these in local control states can provide SEAs the opportunity to address root causes like

poverty without intrusive changes to local governance.
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Conclusion

Throughout this capstone, I have engaged in analyzing the state education
agency's role in school improvement and the foundational competencies necessary for
people in a large bureaucracy to work in a supportive, collaborative environment. The
implications for self, site, and sector describe in small part what I have learned through
my strategic project; however, my time with the VDOE allowed me to gain a greater
understanding of the education sector, its complexities, challenges, and opportunities. As
someone entering public education from outside the sector, my access to the state
superintendent and cabinet allowed me to learn how senior education leaders at the state
level identify and address problems, but also witness how division level leaders interact
with the state and what they ask for help with and what areas they prefer to solve locally.

The crisis caused by COVID 19 led to increased coordination throughout the
education, health, and political sectors and illuminated the dynamic and complex
environment in which schools reside. As mentioned throughout this capstone, Virginia's
local control laws limit the state's authority to control how school divisions operate,
leading to varied operational and academic performance levels. Almost a full year after
the Governor exercised his power to close all schools due to the health emergency, many
districts chose to remain almost entirely virtual. In contrast, others returned students to
in-person instruction soon after the executive order expired. I mention this because I
believe the varied district responses to COVID illustrate and reinforce Cohen's
description of an incoherent national (or even statewide) public education system.

Throughout these months of reopening, I noticed the competing requests of district

65



leaders to both set boundaries and give them the freedom to create reopening plans that
best support their local context.

The tension between top-down and local control during school reopening shared
many similarities with district-state relationships concerning compliance and
accountability. The accreditation standards provide division superintendents academic
goals and achievement metrics, while local school boards determine how they will
organize their district's resources to achieve these goals. Observing the senior VDOE
leadership navigate this space reinforces my belief that successful education leaders are
in tune with the non-education environmental factors affecting education and that
interventions aimed at increased academic achievement must address them. However,
people's sophistication to successfully maneuver the political arena may not exist in all
levels of an organization. People who are subject matter experts in a particular area of
education, like curriculum and instruction, may instinctually offer interventions that
leverage their specific talents but do not actually solve the problem.

I experienced something similar during my second tour with the Marines in Iraq.
This analogy is an elementary comparison and oversimplifies a very complex problem;
however, I believe the lesson I learned is transferable to the education sector. After the
military accomplished its objectives in May 2003, it redeployed a large part of the force
and assumed a supporting role in the diplomatic effort. When Iraq began experiencing
high levels of violence that threatened the diplomatic effort, more troops were deployed
to quell the violence; however, it did so mainly using the same tools that made it
successful in the initial invasion, mostly through combat actions. At times, employing

kinetic military force was necessary; however, it failed to solve the underlying political
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concerns that were feeding the insurgency. It was not until three years into the conflict
that military and diplomatic leaders coordinated measures to address the insurgents'
political and economic needs. This new strategy included policy changes that forced the
military to prioritize long-term diplomatic solutions over short-term tactical victories.
Many tactical level troops (myself included) initially greeted this paradigm shift with
skepticism because it forced us to assume greater risk and employ different, often
unfamiliar, skills. Thankfully, strategic level leaders possessed the moral courage to
acknowledge the underlying (root) causes of the insurgency and make the difficult shift in
strategy to address them.

The VDOE sits at a similarly pivotal moment as it guides local education agencies
through the school reopening process. I entered this residency believing that coherence is
a foundational element to academic achievement at scale and that the SEA plays a
significant role in this effort. I also thought that an SEA needed aligned policy, resources,
and priorities around a shared vision to achieve system-wide coherence. My experience
with the VDOE confirmed my beliefs and I am encouraged and hopeful in its newly

adopted capacity building approach to school improvement.
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