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State of Connecticut

School Improvement Fund Application

Section 1003(g)

Part A - Funds Retained by the SEA
Connecticut will retain 5% of the funds from section 1003(g) which equals $53,623 and 5% of the funds from section 1003(a) which equals $223,758 for state-level activities to support the identified schools in the LEAs.  Additionally, the LEAs with identified schools have agreed to pool funds for the statewide systems of support to pay for training and technical assistance for their staff in the Connecticut Accountability for Learning Initiative (CALI).  These funds will be taken from section 1003(a) and equal $1,408,138.  

Current System of Statewide Support

The Connecticut State Department of Education (CSDE) has developed and implemented a comprehensive accountability initiative to accelerate the learning of all students, with special emphasis placed on districts with Title I schools that have been identified as "in need of improvement," according to No Child Left Behind (NCLB). The CALI is based on the findings of nationally recognized researchers including Dr. Douglas Reeves, Dr. Michael Schmoker, Dr. Robert Marzano, Dr. Richard Elmore, Dr. John Simpson and others.  Their work provides evidence that schools with student populations having high rates of poverty and high percentages of ethnic minorities can achieve high academic performance.

The goal of CALI is twofold: 

1. to develop and implement a systemic and sustainable initiative of district and school improvement that focuses on accountability for student learning to accelerate the closing of Connecticut's achievement gap through district-level reform; and 

2. to meet state requirements of Part A, section 1116, "Academic Assessment and Local Educational Agency School Improvement" and section 1117, "School Support and Recognition” of NCLB. 

This comprehensive improvement initiative: 

· focuses on the district as the primary change agent; 

· targets raising student achievement levels in reading and math for all students;

· creates a culture of professional learning communities; 

· builds leadership and training capacity within the state; and 

· differentiates support based on individual district and school needs.

To advance this work, the CSDE has partnered with The Center for Leading and Learning (formerly The Center for Performance Assessment) whose philosophy and approach are well aligned with Connecticut's vision of student achievement.  Through this partnership, the CSDE is providing district- and school-level support and technical assistance in key areas that research has shown is essential to implement a results-based district accountability system.  These areas focus on: 

· Data-Driven Decision-Making/Data Teams (DDDM/DT): using district and school data for analyzing, setting goals and implementing research-based strategies for improved instruction; 

· Making Standards Work (MSW): aligning school and district assessment and instruction, and developing classroom-based assessments to monitor student progress; 

· Effective Teaching Strategies (ETS): examining effective ways to write thorough lesson plans and deliver effective instruction using Dr. Marzano's nine research-based strategies;

· Common Formative Assessments (CFA): building the knowledge and skills of educators on how to develop common formative assessments to inform instruction; and
· Accountability in District and School Improvement Planning: creating a framework for a new accountability system.
Connecticut has new accountability legislation that gives the Commissioner broad authority to intervene with districts in corrective action and beyond.  This year the CSDE identified 12 Title I districts most in need of assistance for intensive intervention and support.  Technical assistance teams, comprised of CSDE consultants from the newly formed Bureaus of School and District Improvement, and Accountability, Compliance and Monitoring; Regional education service centers (RESC)/State Education Resource Center (SERC) consultants; and retired principals and superintendents with demonstrated records of success provide the intense technical assistance to these 12 districts.  All members will have received professional development through CALI.  Technical assistance will be driven by the results of District and School Assessments conducted by Cambridge Education.  
Technical assistance is also available, although at a less intense level, for all other Title I schools identified as being in need of improvement and districts with Title I schools identified as being in need of improvement.  Assistance is allocated through a Request for Central Office Services and a Request for School Services application process.  These applications included a list of available services that will facilitate the implementation of CALI professional development in districts and schools.  Applications are approved by consultants from the Bureau of School and District Improvement, the Bureau of Curriculum and Instruction and the Bureau of Accountability, Compliance and Monitoring to ensure that requests are aligned with approved district and school improvement initiatives.  

The CSDE plans to continue the support under CALI for LEAs and identified schools in order to build capacity and improve student achievement and will use the funds from sections1003(a) and 1003(g) to accomplish this.  LEAs are instructed to identify the strengths and needs of each identified school and to build the internal capacity of the school staff in the teaching and learning process.  Funds from sections1003(a) and 1003(g) are also used to provide differentiated technical assistance in identified schools and districts across the state. 

School Improvement Strategies Connecticut Is Implementing 

The school improvement strategies Connecticut is implementing with sections 1003(g) and 1003(a) funds and a brief explanation of why they were selected follow: 

· Provide customized technical assistance and/or professional development that is designed to build the capacity of LEA and school staff to improve schools and is informed by student achievement and other outcome-related measures.  

Technical assistance and professional development that is tailored to the needs of the district and schools is more powerful and sustainable than generic assistance.  In this case the specific assistance provided will be based on the results of the Cambridge Education Instructional and Financial audits conducted in each school and district and the statewide testing results, and will be tailored to address areas of weakness.
· Create partnerships among the SEA, LEAs and other entities for the purpose of delivering technical assistance, professional development, and management advice.

Connecticut does not have the capacity to intervene and provide support to the districts and schools most in need of improvement without the help and assistance of partners. Partners take many forms and bring different skills to the technical assistance and professional development arena.  Partners in this endeavor include among others: Cambridge Education, The Leadership and Learning Center, the Connecticut Association of Schools, State Education Resource Center (SERC) and the six Regional Education Service Centers (RESCs).
· Provide professional development to enhance the capacity of school support team members and other technical assistance providers who are part of the statewide system of support and that is informed by student achievement and other outcome-related measures. 

In an effort to have all possible technical assistance and professional development providers understand the nature and scope of the work that the CSDE is attempting to provide, training is being provided throughout the state to the schools and to the partners.  One goal is the creation of a statewide model of effective strategies and interventions in which all parties and partners work together.

These strategies were selected because the CSDE goal is to provide support to LEAs with identified schools that will lead to increases in student achievement. The funds from sections 1003(a) and 1003(g) support this goal.
Part B - Funds Awarded to LEAs
For sections 1003(a) and 1003(g) school improvement funds, the CSDE will allocate 95% of the funds to LEAs with identified schools.  LEAs are instructed to identify the strengths and needs of each identified school and to use the funds to build the internal capacity of the school staff in the teaching and learning process (e.g., school status assessments, instructional coaches, job-embedded professional development).  Use of funds must be consistent with the school improvement plan and be used to accelerate student achievement. For section 1003(a), the LEAs with identified schools have agreed to pool funds for the statewide system of support to pay for CALI training and technical assistance for their staff.  These funds amount to $1,408,138.  
In allocating these funds, the CSDE in conjunction from the LEA will select one school in each of the targeted 12 districts identified for intensive intervention and support and will attempt to build the capacity of the school to improve instruction through comprehensive and focused training and embedded assistance provided by a cadre of organizations and individuals working in partnership. The CSDE is collaborating with each district superintendent and the district leadership team in the selection of the school by reviewing the criteria required for greatest need and commitment to make sure the school meets these criteria and by using the results of the Cambridge Assessment to determine which school is poised for improvement.

Cambridge Assessments have been conducted in the 12 districts identified for intense intervention as well as schools in these 12 districts.  The Cambridge Assessments for districts focus on:

· District leadership, management and accountability

· Curriculum, instruction and assessment

· Systems – including financial

· Stakeholders

The assessments for schools focus on:

· Improvement in student academic achievement in the core subjects;

· The quality of instruction provided, including quality of teaching and curriculum;

· The use of data driven decision making to improve implementation;

· Fostering the development of student’s personal character;

· Effective School management and leadership; and

· Partnerships with parents and community.
The CSDE and the LEA are working together to review the results of the Cambridge Assessments in order to assist with school improvement.
LEAs with schools must meet each of the following criteria in order to be considered:
Greatest Need

Title I schools identified for improvement, corrective action or restructuring are considered to be demonstrating the greatest need.

Greatest Commitment

Based on a review of the results of the Cambridge Education Instructional Assessment and with input from the superintendent and the district leadership team, the schools demonstrating the greatest commitment will be those that:
· have a strong leader;
· are poised for improvement based on one or more of the following indicators:

· have positive relationships among staff, 

· use data regularly, 

· hold teachers and staff accountable, and

· promote a positive school climate;
· have teachers with an initial level of CALI training; and 
· commit to operating in a flexible manner such as agreeing to have embedded professional development, coaches for the leadership team, participate in cohort discussions, and work to provide opportunities for teachers to have collaborative team time.

While criteria for both need and commitment need to be met, commitment is weighted more heavily in order to demonstrate to policy makers and those who allocate resources that schools can be successful when provided with the necessary support.

Grant Award Amounts

The CSDE expects to provide 12 LEAs funds for one school in each LEA with $84,903 to be used over the two year grant award period. After careful consideration of the cost to implement the chosen strategies and the funding amount available, it was determined that $84,903 was sufficient to cover the size and scope of implementation.  These funds shall be used by each of the LEAs for the schools to provide:

· an executive coach for the principal and leadership team ($25,000);
· individuals who will serve as highly trained facilitators for twice monthly instructional level (or content area) data team meetings within the school ($22,500); and
· stipends to be used to allow common time for instructional data teams to meet, for example, may be used to pay for substitutes or pay teachers to stay after school ($37,403).

Integration with Other Funds

Section 1003(a) provides for $31,947 for each of the 89 Title I schools identified in corrective action or restructuring.  Section 1003(g) will provide for $84,903 in additional funding for 12 schools having the greatest need and greatest commitment. Each of these twelve schools will receive the $84,903 in addition to the $31,947 provided under section 1003(a).
ESEA funds awarded under section 1003(a) that are typically used to fund Connecticut’s CALI initiative will be used to support the training to support the activities outlined in this grant application as follows.

For purposes of this application, the CSDE will identify one school in each of the twelve districts currently identified for intensive intervention and support. These schools will receive additional comprehensive and focused support and technical assistance beyond that which is being provided to other Title I schools in the district and will include:
· Training for leadership, CSDE and outside consultants by Larry Ainsworth from the Center for Leading and Learning on facilitating data teams;
· Direct training for school staff on data teams, data driven decision making and common formative assessments; 

· Follow-up cohort sessions for coaches, principals, data team facilitators, and assistant superintendents from the targeted districts; and
Appropriations in Subsequent Years

The CSDE will renew an LEA’s grant for up to two additional one-year periods if the schools are meeting the goals for improvement.
Local Application Provisions

In the application procedure for sections1003(a) and 1003(g), the CSDE will require the LEAs with schools selected for this grant award to implement all of the activities outlined previously which are directly related to the school improvement strategies previously listed.  The strategies selected, particularly #4 which calls for the provision of professional development that is informed by student achievement and other outcome related measures, serves as the foundation for the other two strategies selected (#1 provision of customized technical assistance and professional development, and #3 creation of partnerships to provide technical assistance and professional development) and the activities to support them. The primary goal in all of these activities is to teach teachers and school administrators how to use student assessment and achievement data in a systematic way to design meaningful differentiated instruction to improve the academic achievement of all students as measured by the results of the annual statewide assessments, Connecticut Mastery Test (CMT) and Connecticut Academic Performance Test (CAPT).  The CSDE will ensure that the LEAs with schools implement the strategies listed by having each LEA Superintendent sign a Memorandum of Understanding agreeing to the requirements of the grant.

Assess the Effectiveness of School Improvement Activities and Disseminate Information 

The primary means of assessing the effectiveness of school improvement activities will be the increase in student achievement as measured by the CMT and CAPT.  On a secondary level, the CSDE will assess the effectiveness of school improvement activities and disseminate information on what works to LEAs in the state on an on-going basis.  By building capacity in LEAs through CALI, it is the expectation that LEAs will make decisions regarding the use of funds that are based on data and create systems of continuous feedback and improvement.  Data analysis by school districts will be used to find evidence that certain strategies have the greatest likelihood of improving student achievement.  

The four cohorts of coaches, principals, data team facilitators and assistant superintendents who will be meeting three times during the winter and spring will provide the CSDE staff and partners with valuable real-time information about successful practices and/or problems from various perspectives and will allow for active intervention if necessary. Additionally, because CSDE staff are serving on the district leadership teams and will be engaged in the activities in each of the selected schools, there will be opportunities to assess the effectiveness of the grant activities as they go forward.
Connecticut will inform LEAs about practices that are proving to be effective so this information can be shared.  Information sharing will first take place within the context of the monthly meetings that the 12 districts are having with the Commissioner of Education.  The Assistant Superintendents will be meeting for three sessions in a facilitated cohort discussion which by design allows for sharing and dissemination.  The Connecticut Association of Schools (CAS) as a partner in this endeavor will also have first-hand knowledge of the effectiveness of these strategies and activities, and finally, the Connecticut Association of Public School Superintendents (CAPSS) will be carefully apprised of the effectiveness of these efforts.  Official state-wide dissemination activities will occur during the annual two day DATA SHOWCASE event held each spring attended by LEAs from across the state.  The SHOWCASE offers an opportunity for districts to illuminate their best practices supported by confirming data.
Part C - Monitoring
Short terms goals include:

Connecticut will evaluate the fidelity of the implementation of the strategies as evidenced through the annual summative statewide assessments, CMT and CAPT.  

Long term goals include:

Connecticut will monitor the effectiveness of the strategies selected and implemented with funds from sections 1003(a) and 1003(g) through onsite monitoring by CSDE district leads who are assigned to each district and with staff from CAS, RESC, and SERC partners who have been assigned to work in the districts.  Follow-up discussions with the four cohorts will provide additional information on the effectiveness of the strategies being implemented.

Additionally, the development and introduction of a growth model will allow for the analysis of the progress of cohorts of students and permit the recognition of progress even if students and subgroups of students are not yet attaining the NCLB benchmarks.  Connecticut will provide on-site embedded retraining on strategies for struggling schools if the school improvement strategies supported with these funds are not contributing to increased student achievement and allowing the selected schools to exit corrective action or restructuring.
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