National High School Center

e e [ e " Linking Research and Resources
a € American Institutes 1or xesearc for Better H,-gh schoo’s

betterhighschools.org April 2010

A Coherent Approach to
High School Improvement:
A School and District Needs
Assessment Tool

-

ristop

%

©.Ccom 4'

©iSto



National High School Center

at the American Institutes for Research

A Coherent Approach to High School Improvement:
A School and District Needs Assessment Tool

Prepared by Lindsay Fryer and Amy Johnson*

WHAT IS THE TOOL?:

High school improvement initiatives often focus on specific intervention strategies, programs, or priority topics (e.g.,
dropout intervention). However, research shows that systemic and sustainable improvement can only be achieved
when initiatives are implemented with consideration for the broader education contexts in which they operate. The
National High School Center has developed A Coherent Approach to High School Improvement: A School and District
Needs Assessment Tool to help districts and schools, in alignment with state goals, assess current high school education
policies and practices, identify areas of strengths and limitations, and implement coherent school reform initiatives.

The foundation for this needs assessment tool is the National High School Center’s Eight Elements of High School
Improvement: A Mapping Framework. This framework was developed to support researchers, policymakers, and
practitioners at all levels in their efforts to maximize the achievement of all high school students. The document
outlines eight core elements that can be used as a lens for mapping school, district, and state high school improvement
efforts in a comprehensive, systemic manner. The eight elements of high school improvement are:

»  Rigorous Curriculum and Instruction e Assessment and Accountability
o Teacher Effectiveness and Professional Development e Student and Family Supports

e Stakeholder Engagement e Leadership and Governance

e Organization and Structure e Resources for Sustainability

The U.S. Department of Education also has identified four overarching education reform priority areas under the
American Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA). They are: (a) Turning Around Struggling Schools; (b) Effective
Teachers and Leaders; (c) Data Systems; and (d) Standards and Assessments. The eight elements of high school
improvement contain many characteristics that address the four ARRA priority areas. This self-assessment can assist
users in aligning their high school reform efforts with the ARRA priorities. Focusing reform efforts on both the ARRA
priority areas and the cight elements of high school improvement will help ensure that improvement plans coherently
address accelerated learning for all students and strategically position schools to receive government funding under
various initiatives, such as Race to the Top, State Fiscal Stabilization Funds, Investing in Innovation, and School
Improvement Grants.

WHO SHOULD USE THE TOOL?

This needs assessment tool is designed to help school and district staff guide the development of high school improve-
ment goals and strategies, with appropriate support from state education agencies. While this tool is directly focused
on high school improvement at the school and district levels, state education agencies play an important role in
building the capacity of schools and districts to support and align continuous improvement efforts.

* This self-assessment tool is based on the National High School Center’s Eight Elements of High School Improvement: A Mapping
Framework by Joseph R. Harris, Ph.D., Phyllis L. Cohen, and Todd D. Flaherty, Ed.D.
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HOW IS THE TOOL USED:

The tool should be used as a starting point for identifying high school improvement priorities and building awareness
of areas where more attention is needed. The tool is comprised of two primary sections that address each of the eight
core elements of high school improvement; the first section is a self-assessment process and the second section focuses
on next steps. The “Self-Assessment” section of the tool details specific Characteristics of Effectiveness, grouped into
themed Areas of Focus, which represent important school or district practices. The initial step in using this tool
involves completing the Self-Assessment section to determine the extent of implementation of each of the eight
elements. Users will (a) consider the specific evidence that their school or district displays in addressing each Charac-
teristic of Effectiveness and (b) rate the level of evidence based on the following scale: “Little or No Evidence,” “Some
Evidence,” or “Substantial Evidence.” Evidence may include such practices as programs offered, policies in action, or
initiatives that a school or district has in place that address the specific Characteristic of Effectiveness under review.

Users can then indicate their “Overall Self-Assessment” for each Area of Focus on a continuum between “Not Imple-
mented” and “Well Implemented,” based on the collective evidence ratings designated for the Characteristics of
Effectiveness. For example, if most ratings fall under the “Substantial Evidence” column, then the school or district is
exhibiting signs that this Area of Focus is well implemented. If ratings are evenly distributed across the three columns,
or mainly in the category of “Some Evidence,” then the Area of Focus is partially implemented. Users can indicate
their “Overall Self-Assessment” by placing a mark in the appropriate position on the continuum in the column (see
the star in the following example table). This “Overall Self-Assessment” clearly depicts a school’s or district’s imple-
mentation status of the collective Areas of Focus and eight elements. When the “Self-Assessment” section of the tool is
completed, a school or district will be able to holistically evaluate its practices in each Area of Focus and uncover
strengths and gaps in current policies in an efficient and explicit manner.

Example of a Completed Self-Assessment Section

Evidence of Implementation
Areas of Little Overall

Characteristics of Effectiveness
Focus or No Some | Substantial Self-Assessment

Evidence Evidence Evidence

Screening ® Encourage and support continuous
and Progress progress monitoring through both formal X
Monitoring and informal assessments.

® Support the carly identification of students Not Well
with special needs and those at risk of
failure so that placement and tiered X
interventions appropriately meet the needs
of students.

Implemented ~ Implemented

Timely Access | ® Provide timely access to data so that
to Data district leaders, principals, teachers,
students, and parents can monitor and e
evaluate student knowledge and skills, plan

for future educational programs, and adapt >

instruction to meet the needs of students.
Not Well

Implemented ~ Implemented

Self-Assessment

® Give teachers and students access to college
and career readiness assessments to
customize/individualize high school
courses of study.
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The second step is to complete the “Next Steps” section of the tool, which can be used in strategic planning for future
improvement efforts based on the structure of the Eight Elements of High School Improvement: A Mapping Framework.
Following the Overall Self-Assessment, the “Next Steps” section offers an approach to determine specific policies and
practices that potentially address system gaps that relate to each key element. Users also can designate appropriate
stakeholders to involve in the planning and development process. Users should not feel constrained to the space

provided and can add pages as needed to complete the assessment.

Example of a Completed Next Steps Section

Potential Policies and Practices
Resources Needed

to Address Gaps

® Response to Intervention programs ® Student-level longitudinal database
® Early Warning Systems Initiative ® Screening assessment tools

Formative assessments ® Targeted professional development
(e.g., data analysis, implementation of
intervention programs)

College and work readiness assessments

Next Steps

e Staffing, time

Whom to Involve

State education agency
District superintendent
School administrators

Designated school Early Warning
Systems team

Teachers and guidance counselors
External school and district consultants

Local college/business partners

In completing A Coherent Approach to High School Improvement: A Needs Assessment Tool, a school or district will be
able to focus strategic planning for improvement initiatives that are systemic and sustainable, and incorporate all of

the eight elements of high school improvement in a comprehensive manner.
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