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Introduction:
There is little debate about the need to improve public schools across the nation, and nowhere is there more critical review of student achievement than in urban districts. The common thread that runs consistently throughout all of these districts is poverty. While poverty is the primary common denominator, there is significant complexity with student achievement, including issues like race, teacher instructional practices, parent involvement, access to technology, social and emotional challenges including trauma informed care, and multiple issues associated with socio-economic issues and cultural and diversity challenges. 

As leaders in mid-sized urban districts supporting school transformation, we believe that public schools are in an ever-changing educational market place and that innovation, reform, and choice are key factors that must be included in the portfolio of options within the local public school structure. The Ohio Department of Education has created a support system designed to assist school district leaders responsible for improving student achievement.  The overwhelming majority of the schools in school improvement are working extremely hard to overcome institutional and societal challenges. School leaders are dedicated to improving urban districts and are open to finding solutions that maintain the public in public education. The school improvement process involves up to three years to improve or be managed by a state-based Academic Distress Commission. We understand the political lure of a system that has an external management system that would come in and re-direct school action, hold leaders, faculty and staff accountable and result in school achievement equal to our suburban and rural counterparts. Obviously, if it were that easy, strategies like this would be implemented throughout the nation. 
The premise of this document is to offer an evidenced-based alternative to the oversight of the Academic Distress Commission with an integrated peer-to-peer instructional design based on the recommendations from the external review by the Ohio Department of Education for districts in school improvement status. This document proposes a peer-to-peer instructional approach for mid-sized urban districts connected to the Ohio Department of Education’s school improvement review cycle. We feel that all Ohio mid-sized urban districts can benefit from a structure that would promote higher academic achievement and an environment where we can learn from our colleagues. 
Introducing a new approach leading to improved performance in Ohio’s mid-sized urban districts: 
School improvement and transformational design strategies require strong leaders who can engage multiple constituents and focus exclusively on instructional strategies that advance the academic results of the district. Current leadership in the Ohio Department of Education has designed a state-support system that works with our urban districts. This design has value and should continue to be expanded with additional support for Ohio’s mid-sized urban districts. 
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What has been missing from the state’s design is the absence of a peer-to-peer and job-alike format for the districts involved in the school improvement process. Recently, under the leadership of Dr. Clairie Huff-Franklin, a meeting was called for mid-sized urban districts to discuss ways in which more aligned and strategic work could occur that can lead to improved student performance. The outcome of this meeting of superintendents and academic officers from around the state resulted in a dynamic exchange of ideas and the need to reconvene with more specific focus on instructional design and practice. The Ohio Department of Education can serve as a key catalyst in a design format that would add this important variable in the school improvement process. 

A Collaborative and Integrated Approach to Transformation:
The initial mid-sized urban district leadership conference will consist three specific group of educators; (a) superintendents, (b) teacher union presidents, and (c) curriculum chiefs/directors. We believe that in order to make significant academic achievement, we need to have a collaborative and integrated approach to our design. All leaders are committed to working together to achieve at least three objectives:
1. Objective 1: Determine effective ways to raise student achievement in mid-sized urban districts in Ohio. 

2. Objective 2: Determine the viability of developing a legislative agenda that focus on the needs of districts that fit our demographics and contextual environment.

3. Objective 3: Offer aggressive and substantial recommendation on the value and contribution of the Academic Distress Commission. 
How would a peer-to-peer instructional leadership design work for mid-sized Urban Districts in Ohio? 

The peer to peer instructional leadership design will build upon the collaborative structures laid out by the Ohio Improvement Process (OIP). As mid-sized urban districts enter the District Review Process, Superintendents and key academic stakeholders from each district will convene to stay focused on the collective and shared responsibility for improving achievement given the mid-sized urban district’s cultural needs of the students served. The peer-to peer leadership design will assist in targeting areas outlined in the District Review Standards providing a comprehensive approach to the more in depth components of a District Review.

The collaborative group will build upon the work of their District Leadership Teams by analyzing how each district is:
· promoting commitment to continuous improvement

· reviewing improvement plans and how leadership is guiding that plan

· maintaining focus of high achievement in subgroups

· ensuring alignment across all grade levels 
· implementing improvement strategies with fidelity 

· monitoring progress

· making decisions

· evaluating their process
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The collaborative efforts will facilitate a higher level of effectiveness as districts progress along the continuum of improved student achievement. We also support the notion of engaging higher education institutions to assist with work associated with leadership, management, curriculum and instructional design and transformation of organizational structures. 
Why the Academic Distress Commission Requires Change:
The OIP process according to the Ohio Department of Education articulates a systematic and coherent approach to improving districts by changing fundamental structure and process that will lead to sustainable improvement and hopefully avoidance of a District Review. As a district enters a District Review, a secondary level of support that mirrors the collaborative structure of OIP needs to be implemented to comprehensively address in a comprehensive manner the District Review Standards and Indicators.  OIP’s principles and processes are documented in only District Review Standard I – Leadership Governance and Communication, OIP is inherently represented in several of the remaining District Review Standards and requires more depth in the scope of work. 

Introducing a Fair Growth Measure and Multiple Pathways:
The initial recommendation of the Ohio Mid-sized Urban District Collaborative is for the Ohio Department of Education to introduce a “fair growth measure” and “multiple pathways” to demonstrate achievement. It is abundantly clear that mid-sized urban districts in Ohio have significant socio-economic, poverty oriented communities that result in our families facing a type of circular hopelessness. Our school systems are among the last hope of challenging and complex community seeking answers to contextual, structural, and institutional paradigms. We believe that in order for our districts to be reflected in the most appropriate way, the ODE must include a fair growth measure that account for the uniqueness of our context and the acknowledgement of our authentic academic growth. 

Districts should be measured on a year to year basis on its growth of scholars. Currently, the legislation is judging district’s performance based on an average of three years, which doesn’t show true growth. We recommend the following solutions for districts to be placed in safe harbor for the next school year:
· Districts who demonstrate PI growth  in accordance with the state minimum 

average for that year.

· Last year, the state improved 2.46 points in PI and thus any district who met that threshold would be eligible for safe harbor status.

· This establishes a fair measure that is aligned with the growth of all public school district's in the state of Ohio.

3
State Goals:

A. Academic Achievement

	English Language Arts Achievement – Includes Grades 3-8 ELA, ELA I and ELA II

	
	2015-

2016

Baseline
	2016-

2017
	2017-

2018
	2018-

2019
	2019-

2020
	2020-

2021
	2021-

2022
	2022-

2023
	2023-

2024
	2024-

2025
	2025-

2026

	All Students
	55.1%
	57.6%
	60.1%
	62.6%
	65.1%
	67.6%
	70.0%
	72.5%
	75.0%
	77.5%
	80.0%

	Economic- Disadvantaged
	39.3%
	42.3%
	45.4%
	48.4%
	51.4%
	54.5%
	57.5%
	60.5%
	63.6%
	66.6%
	69.7%

	Students with Disabilities
	20.6%
	24.6%
	28.5%
	32.5%
	36.5%
	40.5%
	44.4%
	48.4%
	52.4%
	56.3%
	60.3%

	English Learners
	28.2%
	31.8%
	35.4%
	39.0%
	42.6%
	46.2%
	49.7%
	53.3%
	56.9%
	60.5%
	64.1%

	African- American
	28.8%
	32.4%
	35.9%
	39.5%
	43.0%
	46.6%
	50.2%
	53.7%
	57.3%
	60.8%
	64.4%

	American Indian or

Alaskan Native
	49.8%
	52.3%
	54.8%
	57.3%
	59.8%
	62.4%
	64.9%
	67.4%
	69.9%
	72.4%
	74.9%

	Asian or Native Hawaiian/ Other Pacific

Islander
	69.9%
	70.9%
	71.9%
	72.9%
	73.9%
	75.0%
	76.0%
	77.0%
	78.0%
	79.0%
	80.0%

	Hispanic or Latino
	40.8%
	43.8%
	46.7%
	49.7%
	52.6%
	55.6%
	58.6%
	61.5%
	64.5%
	67.4%
	70.4%

	Multi-Racial
	49.9%
	52.4%
	54.9%
	57.4%
	59.9%
	62.4%
	64.9%
	67.4%
	69.9%
	72.4%
	75.0%

	White
	61.8%
	63.6%
	65.4%
	67.3%
	69.1%
	70.9%
	72.7%
	74.5%
	76.4%
	78.2%
	80.0%
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· This data illustrated how the current Gap Closing Measure has a disproportionate effect on our districts due to the lack of differentiated sub groups that make up the “All Students” measure resulting in the lower grades.

· In the Mid-Size Urban Districts, the lack of diversity in scholar population results in our district’s automatically receiving the lowest mark.

Our Solution:

Data-Mid-Size Urban Districts vs. State- Gap Closing Measure
	Category
	Mid-Size Urban
	State
	Diff

	% African American Scholars
	69%
	16.7%
	52.3%

	% Special Education
	20.8%
	14.6%
	6.2%

	Economic Disadvantaged
	94%
	50%
	44%


· Districts who meet the state’s expectations for each subgroup it enrolls, the maximum point total is allocated.  

Mid-sized urban district leaders in Ohio make no excuses for improving student achievement. We embrace the opportunity to provide educational options for students and families. While we question the effectiveness and efficiency of the design of the Academic Distress Commission, we do believe that improvement and transformational strategies require a minimum of five years for full implementation. This proposal supports allowing districts time to implement strategies that will yield long term results of students and families. 

Furthermore, because there has been three different assessments in the last four years, this requires an appropriate adjustment that would allow for multiple ways for a district to show improvement and thus, stay on an improvement track as opposed to yet another total redesign by the Academic Distress Commission. 

Developing a collegial peer to peer collaborative will assist in targeting the depth and scope of the District Review Standards and providing a comprehensive support approach to districts under review. As well as support the mid-sized urban districts in a manner which is more aligned and strategic as we work toward improved student performance.
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Next steps: 

Within the next 30 days, we recommend the following next steps:
1. Convene an emergency meeting of superintendents, instructional officers and faculty leaders of mid-sized urban districts. A meeting is scheduled for Friday, March 9, 2018 in Sandusky, Ohio, starting at 9:00 a.m. 
2. ODE staff officials should create a matrix of common recommendations outlined by the six areas of school improvement as identified by external reviewers of the ODE visit. 

3. Faculty led discussions and recommendations on best instructional practice leading to an immediate impact on school achievement. 

4. Postpone all ODE based external reviews for the next 24 months to allow Ohio’s mid-sized urban districts to focus exclusively on school improvement. 

5. Suspend placement of the Academic Distress Commission during the 24 month period of implementation of the proposed instructional design. 

6. Determine an agreed upon set of best practices and strategies for school improvement. 

7. State-support team leaders would be required to serve in an on-site instructional support capacity within the classroom and with faculty support. 

8. Develop improvement benchmarks for reasonable targeted academic achievement. 

Summary:
Mid-sized urban school district leaders embrace the need to transform public schools in Ohio and throughout the nation. We understand and fully accept the complexities that come with leading our schools. Our teachers and support staff are working hard to achieve student success. We live and work in these communities and value the pride, tradition, and excellence that are the hallmarks of great Ohio cities. We encourage you to support our children and families in mid-sized urban districts in the great state of Ohio.
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