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t should come as no surprise that the recent proliferation

of new education policies and funding at federal and

state levels is designed to facilitate a new era of reform in
America. The overall effort to channel American education
in new and innovative directions has presented an array of
challenges and opportunities at all levels of the education
continuum. Consequently, we are in the midst of a national
dialogue on educational reform. This dialogue extends out
from our nation’s capital to the steps of state departments of
education, and into the boardrooms, administrative offices,
school board and teacher associations, educational campuses
and homes of those invested in student achievement.

It is here, within our local community and school district
where the broad sweeping ideas of educational reform are
carefully vetted in the context of local reality. It is here where
the local school board, administrators, educators, students,
families, volunteers, and community partners systematically
work together to develop plans for implementing reform.
And it 1s here where new policies and financial investments
are transformed into daily practice. Reform is, after all, a local
phenomenon, occurring within each school and within each
classroom, one student at a time.

It is axiomatic that within this context, success in
implementing and sustaining reform efforts over the long-
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term is best achieved when school districts and governing

boards are able to exercise local control across a broad range
of decision-making activities which include, but are not
limited to 1) the development of plans that provide a roadmap
specifying educational goals to be achieved, standards to be
included in instruction and the pacing of those standards
throughout the year; 2) the design of curriculum and
the selection of resources to help support curriculum
implementation; 3) the development and/or selection of
assessment and reporting tools designed to measure student
progress on a continuous basis and in ways that provide
information to inform instructional decision-making; and 4)
the selection and adoption of technology-based instructional
improvement systems that effectively integrate a full range
of online tools which offer rapid and flexible access to
nstructional planning, assessment, intervention and reporting.

More generally conceived, local empowerment can be
manifested in several interrelated ways. First and foremost,
it involves the identification of local reform goals aligned
with public policy. Second, it involves the careful selection
and adoption of the “best-fit” assessment, reporting, curricula
and instructional approaches to achieve those goals. Third,
local empowerment calls for ongoing collaboration between
the local school board, school administration and education
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¥ staff in ways that help build consensus for the planning,
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implementation, management and evaluation of locally
adopted reform practices.

While state or federal agencies often define desired
reform outcomes in both broad and specific terms, local
ingenuity and ownership in decision-making for achieving
those outcomes is the key to success. The local school board,
in particular, plays a central role in helping to ensure local
initiative in selecting and implementing educational reform
activities, such as a comprehensive, locally designed assessment
and instructional program offering a “best fit” for the district.
The board can also strengthen local empowerment by
helping to facilitate effective collaborative partnerships with
key stakeholders both within and beyond the school district.
This might include collaboration with the state department
of education, community partners, education and professional
organizations, and organizations/businesses that provide
reform solutions through technological innovation and
expertise in the areas of assessment, curriculum, research and
instructional improvement system services.

The primacy of local empowerment as an essential
component of educational reform can be seen in a variety
of major reform initiatives currently underway. These include
the School Improvement Grants (SIG) imitiative, the Investing
in Innovation (13) mitatve and the Race to the Top (RTTT)
nitiative.

The SIG mitative, for example, 1s intended to provide
funds to be used to improve student achievement in Title
I schools identified for improvement, corrective action,
or restructuring so that these schools can progress toward
making adequate yearly progress (AYP) and exit improvement
status. A key aspect of this initiative is to ensure that the local
education agency (LEA) is vested with the authority to select
an appropriate school intervention model and determine how
to best implement the model in the schools being served. A
second key aspect of the ininative is that the selection of a
model be based on the LEA% careful analysis of local needs
and capacity. One model for example, the Turnaround Model,
calls for the local school district to use data to identify and
implement an instructional improvement program that is
research-based and aligned to state academic standards. The
model also requires the use of student data (such as that from
formative, mterim and summative assessments) to inform
and differentiate instruction. In fact, Arizona’s Turnaround
Framework4, includes a call for local school districts to
select and implement a comprehensive assessment system
that includes, but is not limited to, a benchmark assessment
system aligned to the local curriculum and state standards that
can be used to inform teachers about student learning for
instructional decision-making.

The 13 imuatve provides another illustraton of the
importance of local decision making mn educational reform

It is here, within our
local community and
school district where the
broad sweeping ideas of
educational reform are
carefully vetted in the
context of local reality.

activities. The 13 fund supports LEA efforts to select and
implement innovative and evidence-based practices, programs
and strategies that, among other things, significantly improves
the achievement of K-12 students, closes achievement gaps,
and enhances teacher and school leader effectiveness. For
example, under Absolute Priority 2 (Innovations that Improve
the Use of Dara), funds are provided to LEAs, charter schools,
nonprofit organizations working with

LEA(s) or a consortium of schools to support strategies,
practices or programs designed to 1) encourage and facilitate
the evaluation, analysis, and use of student achievement or
student growth data to inform decision making, improve
student achievement, and enhance teacher, principal, school,
or LEA performance and productivity.

The focus on local decision making as a key component
of educational reform is nowhere as salient as in the RTTT
mitiative. One of four major areas of reform within the
initiative is to build data systems that measure student
growth and successes, and that inform teachers and principals
about how to improve instruction. These systems are being
called mstructional improvement systems. An instructional
improvement system 1s generally conceived of as a technology-
based, data-driven, standards-aligned, integrated system
comprised of assessment, reporting and instructional tools
that can be used to support LEA efforts to elevate student
achievement. Among other things, the RTTT initiative calls
for an increase in the acquisition, adoption, and use of a
local instructional improvement system that provides district
stakeholders with the information and resources needed to
inform and improve instruction, decision making and overall
effectiveness.

Reform in Action through a Local Instructional
Improvement System

As illustrated in SIG, 13, and RT'T'T, one of the overarching
themes embodied in the new educational reform movement
is local school district selection and use of technology-
improvement systems that
innovative approaches to assessment, reporting, curriculum

based instructional include
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