For students to have
a shot at attaining
high standards, all

teachers must be
part of a continuous
learning system.
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Using ESSA to Put Teaching and Learning First

When I was a school board member and
district administrator, parents were always
asking me, “How can we ensure that our chil-
dren are assigned the best teacher in the grade
level and school?” Parents, educators, advo-
cates, and state policymakers alike want excel-
lence in teaching and learning every day for
every educator and student, and this is also the
vision that drives my organization, Learning
Forward. The Every Student Succeeds Act
(ESSA) gives states renewed authority as well as
leverage to make this vision a reality. And the
role of state boards of education in this process
cannot be underestimated.

Consider this theory of action (figure 1).
States that accept the ESSA goals of equity
and excellence adopt career- and college-
ready standards to define their expectations
and accountability systems to measure their
progress. Lacking a clear strategy for helping
students meet higher standards, states will make
limited progress. The key move toward enacting
this theory of action is an investment in learn-
ing systems that give educators the support they
need to help students learn.

The goal of a learning system is to have every
educator engaging in continuous improve-
ment. At its core, it ensures that every classroom
teacher is a member of at least one learning team

Figure 1. Contribution of Professional
Development

Equity and excellence

Career- and college-ready standards

Accountability systems

Learning systems

that meets several times a week to learn and
solve instructional problems together. The learn-
ing teams engage in ongoing cycles of learn-

ing and improvement that are data driven and
skillfully facilitated, often by a teacher leader or
instructional coach. These learning cycles enable
team members to create more focused lessons
and assessments and build members’ collective
responsibility for all students in the grade level
or school. By learning and working collabora-
tively, educators create a learning culture where
they purposely share best practices and expertise
across classrooms and schools so all students
experience great teaching every day.

ESSA provides states with authority as well as
the funding flexibility to support this vision for
educator support and development and to set
expectations for school systems to do the same.
The U.S. Department of Education’s early edition
of the consolidated planning application asked
states to “provide a description of their systems
of professional growth and improvement” if
they intend to use Title II funds for professional
development.! Similar questions appeared in
sections related to continuous improvement
and monitoring, technical assistance, school
improvement, and leadership development.
While significant changes have been made in the
consolidated applications, states that recognize
the importance of investing and supporting
their educators could benefit from taking time
to answer these questions. When states focus
first on how they want teachers to receive the
feedback and support they need to improve
their practice and thus the outcomes for their
students, they are more likely to produce a
coherent, aligned learning system.

In addition, the law itself lays the founda-
tion (see table 1) for this vision of a learning
system: By our count, Congress included the
term “professional development” 79 times. It
also includes a revised, much more powerful
definition of professional development that is
“sustained (not stand-alone, 1-day, or short-term
workshops), intensive, collaborative, job-embed-
ded, data-driven, and classroom-focused...”?
Take note: These words do not describe better
workshops or programs. They describe the type
of support that all educators need to improve



Table 1. ESSA Support for Components of Learning Systems

Shared vision and

standards evaluation

* Use evidence and data
to put your vision into

* Leverage ESSA's up-
dated definition of PD to

strengthen quality. practice.
* Use ESSA plans to articu-  Ask LEAs to provide data
late a vision for learning  that support goals and

data that will be used to
evaluate strategies and
drive improvement in lo-
cal funding applications.

systems.

* Adopt (or use current)
Standards for Profession-
al Learning to establish
and monitor baseline.

their practice daily and deliver better outcomes
for students. Discrete professional development
events will not improve schools. Only when
professional development is embedded in learn-
ing systems that support teacher learning teams
and other forms of external support will it help
educators improve their performance.

States have authority and responsibility for
five key components of learning systems: a
shared vision and standards, data-driven goals
and evaluation, resource alignment, leadership
capacity, and sustained implementation and
change management.

Shared Vision and Standards

State boards of education, in partnership
with state and local education agencies, have
the authority and the opportunity to promote a
vision for teaching and learning in the state. Just
as student standards set expectations for student
success, state education leaders may define the
kind of teaching they want students to experi-
ence and the kinds of learning they want both
students and teachers to experience.

At the heart of this new vision for teaching
and learning is a learning culture that recognizes
the value of continuous improvement for long-
term, sustained gains. State boards can provide
a narrative that defines the learning culture and
paints a compelling vision of its North Star. For
example, such a statement may begin as follows:

In a learning culture, mind-sets, struc-
tures, and practices align to improve
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Data-driven goals and

* Use Title | and
Il funds to
advance equity.

* Invest in leadership with
ESSA's 3% set-aside.

* Advance leadership for
* Leverage School Im- equity through Title |.

S * Use Teacher and School

Leader Incentive Fund
to advance leadership
capacity.

* Expand collaborative time
under Title IV.

individual and institutional practice.
In a learning culture, every educator is
a member of a learning team commit-
ted to the success of its students,
schools, district, and state.

Achieving this vision does not happen
overnight, but it is possible, as several countries
and select U.S. schools and school systems have
demonstrated.* To build a shared vision of
high-quality professional learning, the Florida
Department of Education organized “learning
journeys” for district and school professional
learning leaders across the state. Department
staff identified organizations in other sectors in
which adults continually learn and improve. By
visiting organizations with successful learning
cultures, district and school leaders experienced
new approaches to adult learning. During the
2016-17 school year, participating educators
developed and tested model learning experienc-
es aligned to the state vision; they plan to share
lessons and scale up their successes.*

Vision statements offer one place to start.
Other options include adopting new teaching
and professional learning standards to describe
excellent teaching and quality professional
learning. These standards can describe progres-
sions from novice to proficient to exemplary
teaching. While detailing the critical elements
of professional learning, the standards also
provide an affirmation that the state board
recognizes the importance of quality profes-
sional learning and wants to ensure that educa-
tors receive nothing less.

Sustained
implementation with
change management

* Deepen stakeholder
engagement related to
learning AND improve-
ment systems.

* Leverage ESSA continu-
ous improvement theme
to strengthen implemen-
tation.

These words do not
describe better workshops
or programs. They describe
the type of support that all
educators need to improve
their practice daily.
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Ongoing data analysis
and evaluation position
state hoards of
education to make key
midcourse corrections
or substantive changes
when evidence
suggests they are not
on the path toward
their goals.

Data-Driven Goals and Evaluation

Data use is both a priority in a learn-
ing system and a powerful representation of
continuous improvement. Once education
leaders establish a vision and set standards,
their collection and analysis of relevant data
pinpoint the gaps between the standards and the
current status. Data about their state and local
needs, considered in light of research-based
evidence, can help decision makers and plan-
ners choose strategies and programs that they
believe will narrow the gaps. State boards as
well as state and local education agencies must
engage in ongoing data analysis and evaluation
at multiple levels, including assessing the extent
to which programs or strategies are advancing
their vision, promoting shifts in teaching aligned
with standards of effectiveness, and ultimately,
producing better student outcomes. These
conversations position state boards of education
to make key midcourse corrections or substan-
tive changes when evidence suggests they are
not on the path toward their goals.

Foundational to data-driven decision making
are policymakers and educators’ knowledge
and skills. Without them, decision makers
will gain little from data analysis. In addition,
policymakers should expect that educators have
access to, and are using, data (including student
summative and formative measures, attendance,
attitudes, and more) as they proceed from goal
setting and intentional learning to implementa-
tion, monitoring, and refinement. By ensuring
these resources are accessible in all schools, state
boards can be reasonably confident that teaching
and learning will improve every day.

The Massachusetts Department of Elementary
and Secondary Education gives districts web-
based resources and support for this task. In an
interactive learning module, the state provides
step-by-step processes to evaluate and improve
professional learning.®

Leadership Capacity

Principal leadership is second only to teach-
ing in affecting school performance, and it
requires attention to recruitment, preparation,
evaluation, and ongoing support.® Likewise,
states need great people to lead the creation and
sustained commitment to professional learning
systems at every level of the education enter-
prise. The foundation for effective leadership

is effective professional learning. It must equip
district, school, and teacher leaders with the
knowledge and skills they need to perform
their jobs, including the ability to help create
a culture of professional learning for everyone
else. In top-performing systems, leaders receive
sustained, intensive support, experiencing the
strategies and practices that they will then facili-
tate themselves.®

State boards of education may use ESSA as an
opportunity to revisit performance standards
for principal supervisors, principals, and teacher
leaders. They may also describe new career
pathways to ensure that succession systems are
in place. Districts need more teacher leaders to
facilitate team learning as well as assume other
responsibilities associated with new learning
structures in schools. States need long-term
plans for recruiting, developing, and supporting
leadership at the state, district, and school levels.
Such strategies provide the “bench” for sustained
improvement and growth.

An example of a “grow your own” strategy
is the Maryland Department of Education’s
Promising Principals Academy, which prepares
and positions the state’s most talented leaders to
lead schools toward attainment of higher stan-
dards. Superintendents choose two of the most
promising assistant principals from each district.
Each participant receives coaching from a
former principal, and all members of the cohort
meet multiple times each year for multiday
retreats focused on instructional leadership and
core competencies. More than 40 alumni have
been promoted within their districts since the
prograny’s 2014 launch.’

Resource Alignment

State boards of education have a fiscal respon-
sibility to ensure that state and district resources
are allocated in a manner that evidence has
shown is most likely to lead to achievement
of their goals. Traditional thinking—“this
is the way we have always done it”—poses a
challenging barrier to realigning resources,
however. To surmount it, state boards may ask
the state education agency (SEA), local educa-
tion agencies (LEAs), or both for the rationale
and evidence to support their resource alloca-
tion decisions. Many resources are available
from ED’s What Works Clearinghouse and
the Institute for Education Sciences, as well as



nonprofits like Education Resource Strategies.
They might follow it up with “deeper dives”
into discussions of returns on investments or
program results.

State boards may discover that the data they
need are hard to obtain. One way to ensure
greater access going forward is to request that
districts describe how they will collect data and
conduct evaluations for all major expenditures.

In addition to investments in people and
programs, states and local school systems make
considerable investments in time and technol-
ogy. Similar questions could be asked about the
impact of these investments. If a state embraces
the vision for the learning team, then it will
want to study how time is allocated and consider
options for reorganizing the school day and
calendar to support team learning.

Sustained Implementation and
Change Management

State boards are all too familiar with promises
of great results from new programs and strate-
gies that end up yielding little. Poor implemen-
tation is one reason. Change theory empha-
sizes the importance of effective performance
management. The final responsibility of the state
board, then, is to develop its own performance
management plan. That plan may address effec-
tive stakeholder engagement, clear communica-
tions, well-defined roles and responsibilities,
clear action plans, feedback loops, and continu-
ous improvement protocols.

Kentucky exemplifies state-level commitment
to managed implementation. The Kentucky
Department of Education has created a special-
ized delivery unit to “build the agency’s capacity
in project management, data analysis, and data-
driven decision making”'® The unit monitors
progress on each of the state’s strategic priorities.
Furthermore, as part of the agency’s strategic
planning, unit staff members participate in
cross-functional teams. A statewide teacher
advisory council also gives the state commis-
sioner of education input on progress and needs.
Finally, the department gives local leaders real-
time feedback about their progress through its
regional instructional specialists and its work
with district teams in its statewide Leadership
Networks initiative.

Another critical component of this action
plan must be ongoing policy and regulatory
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review. Policy is often used to provide direc-
tion and guardrails. Yet there are times when
policies inhibit innovation or adoption of new
programs and thus must be changed. State
boards can use stakeholder engagement to help
them to understand the impact of their policies,
what is working, and what is problematic. State
boards can use this feedback loop to leverage
the best outcomes out of its policy- and rule-
making authority.

Conclusion

State boards of education hold primary
responsibility for establishing compelling visions
for education and ensuring that conditions exist
to sustain quality teaching and learning. When
states decide to put teaching and learning first,
they will find that continuous improvement
grounded in learning systems is the most logical
strategy. State boards can and should use ESSA to
advance efforts to develop learning systems that
ensure successful teaching and learning for all.

Ultimately, state boards of education must
collaborate to be effective. They will work with
SEAs through rule making and planning. They
can influence LEA actions by contributing to the
local applications for federal funding allocations.
State boards, in partnership with SEAs, can
guide progress toward the creation of learning
systems in every district and school. By raising
critical questions aligned to the five essential
components, state boards will launch important
conversations that move their state closer to
the mark: when all educators get daily support
needed to ensure that all students experience
quality teaching every day. B
'"Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), P.L. 114-95, Sec. 2102,
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“There are two worlds in which we can
choose to live. One is called Behind; the other
Ahead ... our choice is clear. .. each of us is
potential, each of us is possibility, but only if

we Think Ahead.”
—Heartland Foundation Think Ahead Covenant
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leaders have the courage to adopt the
Think Ahead philosophy . .. it is about
leadership, stewardship and civic
responsibility.”

—Anne Conzemius,
founder and CEO of SMART Learning Systems

“This book provides the narrative required
to open minds while opening the doors and

windows to the future.”
—Jennifer James, Ph.D., author and cultural anthropologist
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