Uncharted Waters

How a whole-system approach to continuous improvement can help
districts chart a course to equity and excellence
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Every School. Every Child.
Ready for Tomorrow.

Every School. Every Child.
Ready for Tomorrow.
ERS is a national nonprofit that partners with district, school
and state leaders to transform how they use resources (people,
time, and money) so that every school prepares every child for
tomorrow, no matter their race or income.

This past year, the COVID crisis exposed and deepened racial
and economic inequity in outcomes and opportunity
• Several mounting crises — an ongoing pandemic, an economic recession, and a
renewed national recognition of systemic racism
• Expectations of significant learning loss, driven by limited access to in-person and
live instruction
• Students of color and students from low-income communities were more likely to
lack the basics for distance learning — and to face stress and anxiety as family
members disproportionately lose jobs, get sick, face food insecurity, or continue to
work in situations that expose them to the virus
• Black students confronted by regular reminders that our country devalues their
lives and their success
Source: Alliance for Resource Equity and McKinsey & Company. COVID-19 and student learning in the United States: The hurt could last a lifetime. June 2020.
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District leaders are recognizing that something
different has to happen – we can’t go back
“I think it’s going to be really challenging to go
back to a system that ties kids down to a
classroom, to a seat, with the same-old,
same-old we had in the past.”

“Instruction will never look the same again
given all we are learning and how we are
empowering students, families and teachers with
technology and agency over their learning.”

“We leaders have a choice. We can seize this moment
to take a hard, honest look at our policies and
practices and our rate of speed in dismantling
long-standing systemic inequities—and use it as a
catalyst for change. Or we can sit on our hands and
pretend they are tied by forces beyond our control.”
Source: Education Resource Strategies (ERS)
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With a roughly $200 billion injection of stimulus funding, the pressure is on to
demonstrate exceptional resource stewardship through “high-return” investments
that:

• Accelerate learning in measurable ways, thereby making the case for

incremental, post-stimulus funding
• Address an expansive array of needs, beyond just math and reading
proficiency
• Respond to the urgency of the moment and also build towards an
improved schooling experience in the future
• Balance spending on direct services with critical infrastructure and
capacity to transform
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In the face of such tremendous disruption, Continuous
Improvement offers a valuable approach for learning by doing
Cycle of Continuous Improvement (PDSA Cycle)
Continuous Improvement shifts away from “silver
bullet” solutions implemented in standardized
ways to the systematic implementation of
combination of strategies adjusted for specific
contexts and adapted over time.
Continuous improvement relies on progressively
deeper cycles of inquiry to better understand
the conditions that must be in place for a
particular solution to generate results.
Used right, it can be a powerful tool for testing
breakthrough strategies.
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Self Reflection: How has continuous improvement fit
into your work this past year?

School districts often approach Continuous Improvement through the lens of progress
monitoring: tracking changes in outcomes over time to see if schools improve
A traditional approach to
progress monitoring
Monitors progress across a broad range of
outcome areas

A whole-system approach to rapid cycle
continuous improvement
Emphasizes a set of clear strategic priorities

Relies on individual practitioners to craft
improvement strategies from scratch

Empowers practitioners with evidencebased strategies and logic models

Assesses whether schools generate the expected
outcomes

Assesses the fidelity & equity of strategy
implementation across the whole district

Omits consideration of cost and return on
investment

Tracks costs and compares to the ROI on
other potential interventions

Relies on the individual efforts of schools and
teachers to drive improvement

Relies on cross-functional system
leadership to dismantle barriers, address
inequities and support schools
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A whole-system approach catalyzes and sustains school improvement by
focusing not only on if, but also how schools improve
A traditional approach to
progress monitoring
Monitors progress across a broad range of
outcome areas

A whole-system approach to rapid cycle
continuous improvement
Emphasizes a set of clear priorities

Relies on individual practitioners to craft
improvement strategies from scratch

Empowers practitioners with evidencebased strategies and logic models

Assesses whether schools generate the expected
outcomes

Assesses the fidelity & equity of strategy
implementation across the whole district

Omits consideration of cost and return on
investment

Tracks costs and compares to the ROI on
other potential interventions

Relies on the individual efforts of schools and
teachers to drive improvement

Relies on cross-functional system
leadership to dismantle barriers, address
inequities and support schools
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Clear Set of Priorities

Amid the pandemic, district improvement priorities must focus on students with
the greatest levels of need, including those needs not yet widely measured
A Spectrum of Student Need Measurability
More Widely
Measured

Academic
Readiness
Poverty
Status
Homelessness
Depth of
Poverty

Food Access

Illness or Death
in Family

Less Widely
Measured

English
Fluency
Disability
Status
Tech
Access
Recent
Trauma

Racial
Depression &
Stereotype
Anxiety
Threat
Inability to
Focus

As the breadth and depth of student
needs increase throughout the
pandemic, it will take time for our
measurement systems to catch up.
Districts can get ahead of this
challenge by relying on more
systematic qualitative information,
including listening sessions, regular
family check-ins, and conversations
with school leaders and educators
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Clear Set of Priorities

To measure and improve ‘Return on Investment’, districts should track a balanced set of
indicators across investment objectives, while putting a relentless spotlight on equity
Investment Objectives

Student enrollment and
attendance

ENGLISH
FLUENCY

DISABILITY STATUS

Safe, in-person schooling

ECONOMIC STATUS

Student engagement & wellness

RACIAL & ETHNIC IDENTITY

Academic growth

GENDER
IDENTITY

Spotlight on Equity

Family engagement
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Evidence-Based Strategies

To address these critical gaps, districts and schools must start with strong,
evidence-based Power Strategies
#1 | Empowering, Adaptable Instruction
For students to experience empowering instruction that is motivating, appropriately-challenging, and that meets their unique needs, districts and schools
need a high-quality curriculum, culturally relevant curriculum, time and expertise for teachers to collaborate and check-in on student learning, and
support that is differentiated and adjustable to meet students’ distinct needs.
#2 | Time & Attention
For students — especially those with the greatest needs — to engage in learning that meets their distinct needs, districts and schools need to explore
new ways to expand and vary the time and individualized attention they receive inside and outside of school hours.
#3 | The Teaching Job
For students to experience engaging, high-quality instruction in a supportive environment, districts and schools need to prioritize ways to make teaching
jobs and roles more rewarding, collaborative, and sustainable.
#4 | Relationships & Social-Emotional Support
For students to feel safe and supported in school, districts and schools need structures that cultivate strong, positive relationships and streamline staff’s
ability to meet students’ social and emotional needs.
#5 | Family & Community Partnerships
To increase academic, health, social, and emotional support for students, districts and schools need to engage families as partners and leverage the
local community to provide holistic supports.
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Evidence-Based Strategies

Power Strategies can serve as a starting point from which to examine
approaches and conditions in bright-spot schools
Sample Inquiry Plan

Gap in % of Students Reaching Q2 Growth Target by School –
Black & Latinx vs. White & Asian Peers

What “Power Strategies” have bright-spot schools adopted that might explain these
results?

3.0%
2.0%
1.1%

1.0%

1.7% 1.8%

2.0%

0.5%

0.0%
-0.5%

-1.0%

-0.1%

-1.2%

-2.0%
-2.5%

-3.0%
-4.0%
-5.0%

1.5%

-4.5%

-4.0%

School School School School School School School School School School School School
D
C
B
A
D
C
B
A
D
C
B
A

More frequent small group instruction and individual support
More manageable load and expanded support for novice teachers
More time and longer blocks for teams to review student work and plan lessons
Daily schedules incorporate time for check-ins with families
Community partners delivering extended day academic supports, including tutoring
What else is true about the needs and enabling conditions at these schools that might
explain results?
Fewer students in poverty than schools with lower attendance
More consistent access to wi-fi and laptops or tables
More experienced teacher workforce and higher rates of retention
Strong school leader with clear vision for learning acceleration
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Strategy Implementation

As districts gain a deeper understanding of what works, they can use
detailed “delivery chains” build a menu of change ideas to implement
Example Delivery Chain: More frequent small-group attention for students not yet mastering pre-requisite skills
District Team
(Academics & Schools Teams)
Ensures sufficient time for schools to
create individualized learning
opportunities
Defines and communicates the prerequisite skills necessary to access
grade-level content
Adopts high-quality, standards-aligned
curricular resources adapted for
learning modality
Defines expectations for intervention
time that is targeted to need

School Leader
Creates student and staff schedules
that include sufficient time for Reading
Builds time into the schedule for small
group reading instruction
Creates 90 minutes of weekly time for
teacher teams to meet and plan
Implements a system to identify
students who have not yet mastered
pre-requisite skills

Instructional Leadership
Team

Teacher/Staff Teams

Frequently observes classrooms and
intervention time to provide
meaningful feedback on instruction

Use formative data and student work
to identify differentiated support needs
and adapt lesson plans

Incorporates literacy expertise into
facilitation of weekly collaborative
planning time with teachers

Use common planning time to practice
differentiating Tier 1 classroom
instruction and teaching pre-requisite
skills

Teachers
Delivers Tier 1 classroom instruction
that provides all students with
personalized opportunities to engage
in the work of each lesson
Begins each intervention period with
clear question and vocabulary review
Preserve at least 40 minutes of time
during intervention block for 1-on-1
read alouds

Procures instruments of continuously
capturing information on student
progress and need
Communicates expectations for small
group and one-on-one support

By measuring implementation of these steps through a mix of surveys, check-ins, observations and student course data, districts can use delivery chains to organize
cycles of inquiry to assess the fidelity and equity of implementation
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Costs & ROI

Districts should assess not only how well an improvement approach works, but also
how they are using scarce resources to support these approaches
ROI-Based Questions across Two Stages of Implementation
“Change Idea” Selection

Implementation & Progress Monitoring

•

What is the expected impact and theory of action? What do we believe
are the likely outcomes - for which students and over what timeframe?

•

How do current and expected costs and impacts compare? How do
realized costs and leading indicators of impact compare to expectations?

•

What related investments does this rely on? What do we need to start,
stop, or continue doing for the solution to be effective?

•

Where are we seeing the most progress, and what might drive this?
How does this mean we should adjust our solution?

•

What resources does this solution require? What is the total investment of
people, time, and money for different components of our solution?

•

•

How likely is it that we will achieve our intended results? What risk
factors threaten success and how easily can we mitigate them?

What portions of the solution appear to be most/least critical for
success? Are there ways we can adjust the solution to reduce spending on
less critical pieces and/or increase investments in more critical pieces?

•

What are the opportunity costs of this solution? What alternative
investments could we make and what might we have to stop doing?

•

How will we measure cost and impact? What leading indicators can we
use to see whether we are on track?
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System Leadership

Cycles of inquiry will help district leaders will gain insight into systemic issues of
implementation that they are uniquely positioned to act on
System-Level Improvement Moves

Examples

Dismantling of structural barriers to implementation, such as
outmoded policies, practices, or structures

Adjusting graduation requirements to accommodate innovative
high school models

Shining a spotlight on new and legacy inequities that district
strategy must address

Inequitable access of Black families to learning time due to
outsized enrollment in remote learning model with shorter days

Rapid sharing of bright spots to accelerate learning.

Unique approach to the flipped classroom model that can be
scaled across more schools

Identify the need for common or differentiated school supports

Professional learning for principals struggling to provide rigorous
observation and feedback to teachers in remote settings
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For more tools and information, visit
www.erstrategies.org
ASSESS
Strategic System Snapshot | Mini
DISCUSS
Budget Hold’em for Districts
DESIGN
School Designer

Subscribe to our newsletters at www.erstrategies.org/signup
18

VISIT

www.erstrategies.org
SUBSCRIBE

www.erstrategies.org/signup
EMAIL

info@erstrategies.org

LIKE + FOLLOW

@ERStrategies
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