
Will This New
Round of
Recommendations
for High
Schools
Make a
Difference?

The School Improvement Project
is one method schools can use to
determine which of the recommended
changes apply to them, and then to
implement them successfully.
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practices were not implemented exen-
sively across the United States (Good-
lad, 1983, 1984). Of course, there iner
some innovative schools and distids
that gave attention to these recommen-
dations, but the extent of implemenba-
tion was limited in most schools, and
frequently the changes occuned
through an individual teacher or duster
of teachers.

New Recommendatios for High
School Impovenent
Currently, the public is being bombard-
ed with a new series of recommenda-
tions about what ought to be done to
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"Conditions appear
ripe for a
replication of what
did not happen to
proposed
improvements
recommended for
high schools
between 1950 and
1980."
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improve our high schools. Some of the
better-known reports include those by
the National Commission on Excel-
lence in Education (1983), the Carnegie
Foundation for the Advancement of
Teaching (Bover, 1983). the National
Association for Secondary School Prin-
cipals and the Association of Indepen-
dent Schools (Sizer. 1983), the Twenti-
eth Centurv Fund Task Force on
Federal Elementarv and Secondary
Education Policy (Peterson. 1983), and
John Goodlad (1984), based on his
Studs of Schooling in the United States.
All of these reports include recommen-
dations that will and should be consid-
ered bv educators. In fact, the October
1983 issue of Educational Leadership
presents the reactions of several educa-
tors to "A Nation at Risk," the report of
the National Commission on Excel-
lence in Education. This is just the
beginning of what we believe will be a
hot and lively debate in the literature
over the recommendations included in
the reports that are finding their way
into the mass media.

But will these reports and recommen-
dations result in improved practice? Or,
are we, as Goodlad (1983) suggested,
headed for another round of recom-
mended changes that result in non-
events? Conditions appear ripe for a
replication of what happened--or more
appropriately put, what did not hap-
pen-to proposed improvements rec-
ommended for high schools between
1950 and 1980 (Goodlad, 19831.

Essentials for Implementation of
Recommendations
During the 7 0s the staff at the Institute
for the Development of Educational
Activities (IIIDIE/A/I) worked with high
schools across the United States to im-
plement many of the innovations that
had been recommended. Based on our
experiences and general lack of wide-
spread success with getting high schools
to implement what we believed were
important changes, we have gained
some insight that could help high
schools successfully select and imple-
ment improved practices in the 1980s.

/I/D/E/A/'s experiences with change
programs in secondary schools suggest
some essentials for any high school im-
provement program. These include:

* Viewing the individual school as
the largest unit of change and improve-
ment

* Building ownership among teach-
ers and administrators in a school for
specific changes

* Having adequate time, usually six
or more months, for a school faculty to
select their own school improvement
goals and programs

* Recognizing that significant im-
provements and change in schools take
considerable time--usually three to five
years

* Sclecting and implementing sub-
stantive change in school practice, not
just tinkering with what is

* Using a systematic process for in-
volving local school staff in planning,
implementing, and evaluating the new
practices

* Having a trained person in the
school-often the principal, but prefer-
ablv a team of professionals and par-
ents--who can guide faculty through
the improvement process and give con-
stant support and attention to this proc-
ess

* Budgeting adequate resources-
time, staff, training, materials-to en-
sure successful implementation of new
programs and practices

* Having formal approval from the
board of education and the superinten-
dent for school-by-school improvements
that mav result in significant differences
among individual school programs
within the district

* Monitoring implementation efforts
to identify and make improvements that
are needed

* Recognizing and celebrating suc-
cesses as a means of rewarding and
reinforcing those involved

* Providing ongoing staff develop-
ment for all personnel to prepare them
for their ncw roles and responsibilities in
teaching and administration.

All of these are characteristics of
effective systems for high school im-
provemcnt. Yet none of the recent pro-
posals for improving high school curric-
ulum and instructional practices address
them. In fact, the one common weak-
ness in all of these reports for improving
schooling is that they do not adequately
deal with the process of how to imple-
ment the proposed improvements. The
key to determining whether this new
series of suggestions will increase the
effectiveness of high schools is making
sure the right recommendations are se-
lected and implemented in each of our
high schools.
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"The School
Improvement
Process allows
planning teams to
determine which
recommendations
in the current
reports should be
implemented in a
particular high
school."

The /1/D/E/AI School Improvement
Process
Since 1980, III/DIE/A has developed,
field-tested and disseminated a process
that could be employed by high schools
to systematically select and put into
place the recommendations from the
various reports that best meet their
school and communitv needs. The I/DI
E/A/ School Improvement Process is
currently being used in over 50 high
schools, primarily in the West and Mid-
west. It is based on /I/D/E/A/'s past
experiences with the Change Program
for Individually Guided Education
(IGE) and the research on organization-
al change, inservice education, staff de-
velopment, leadership, and adult learn-
ing (Wood, 1982).

The form and substance of the
School Improsement Process (SIP) al-
lows school site planning teams to deter-
mine which recommendations in the
current reports should be implemented
in a particular high school. It involves
parents, teachers, administrators, school
board members, students, and commu-
nitv leaders in a systematic cycle of
improvement activities. The improve-
ment cycle begins with readiness, and
moves through planning, training, im-
plementation and replanning. Each of
these stages is briefly described in the
following paragraphs.

Readiness. Once the decision has
been made that a high school will be-
come involved in a SIP project, a plan-
ning team of teachers, administrators,
and community members is established
for the school. This team, which repre-
sents the key groups that will be affected
by any changes, participates in a series
of awareness meetings. These meetings
prepare the team to function effectively
in making decisions by consensus. As
these group skills are being developed,
the planning team builds a vision of
what they want their high school to be
like within the next five years and as-
sesses the readiness of the school and
community for the changes that might
be needed to put their ideas into place.

Planning. When these initial meet-
ings are completed and the planning
team has assessed the readiness of the
school and community, a retreat is
scheduled. The retreat allows the plan-
ning group, over two or three days away
from work, to refine their vision of the
school they want and to identify the
specific outcomes that define how

teachers, students. administrators and
parents would behave when the tea's
vision is in place. With this vision in
mind, the team also begins to identify
specific program changes and practie
they believe should be implemented in
their school.

Armed with the results of the retreat
a subgroup of the planning team is
assigned to develop a written plan for
achieving the outcomes seleced in the
retreat. This subgroup examines current
practice in and outside their school, and
selects those specific curriculum and
instructional improvements they wnt
implemented over the next five years.
The subgroup then develops a plan fr
long-term implementation--he who.
what, why, when, and how. They also
develop a strategy for obtaining commit-
ment to and ownership of the vision and
implementation plan from the high
school faculty.

When the long- and shorterm plans
are developed, thev are reviewed by the
total planning team. After neceuarv re-
visions are made, the final plan is taken
to the school staff for review, and the
strategies to obtain faculty commitment
are implemented.

Training and Implementation. Staff
training is the next major task in the
School Improvement Process. New
knowledge, attitudes, and skills are
needed to implement the practices that
have the approval of the school staff.
The training activities identified and
developed bv the school staff make cx-
tensive use of learning teams, expicn-
tial learning, and peer observation~ l-
back and, to the extent possibl.
personalized learning. After the taining
sessions, follow-up assistance is provid-
ed to help teachers and adminisrats as
they carry out what they have kleaned.

Implementation is constantly moni-
tored to ensure that progress is being
made on the improvement goals that the
faculty has selected. Based on this con-
tinuous review of what is and is not
working and additional needs that ae
identified for those implementing new
practices, additional training is provid-
ed. Thus continuous improvement of
current practice and extension of the
initial vision of what the school ought to
be like are built into the process.

Evaluation is a planned component
of SIP. The value of any improvement
in high schools is the impact it has on
achievement for students and growth
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"Our nation is again
realizing the
importance of our
most precious
resource, our
youth."

and satisfaction for the personnel re-
sponsible for student achievement. Both
student achievement and school climate
need attention in our high schools. In
fact, most high school SIP projects ad-
dress these two problems.

Replanning. About the middle of the
first year of implementation, the plan-
ning group reviews the monitoring data
and begins a series of steps to plan for
the second year of implementation. In
replanning, the vision is reviewed, ex-
tended, and refined; detailed plans are
made; training needs are identified,
planned, and scheduled; budgets are
established; and monitoring and evalua-
tion strategies are determined. The
school faculty, as they did for the first
year, then reviews and approves this
plan-and the cycle goes on.

SIP Materials and Training. To en-
sure that this process was replicable in a
variety of high school settings, the /I/D/
E/A/ staff developed a comprehensive
set of support materials that can be used
to guide local planning teams and
school personnel through SIP. In addi-
tion, they developed a comprehensive
training program for principals and cen-
tral office staff to prepare local district
personnel to take schools through this
process. This training lasts approximate-
ly 30 days and is usually conducted in
three- to five-day workshops over a two-
year period. Trainees experience the
entire School Improvement Process in a
simulated setting. Follow-up assistance
for trainers is also available (Wood,
1982).

Preliminary Evaluations of SIP. The
results in high schools using the School

Improvement Process over the last three
years have been quite different from past
improvement efforts, which were gener-
ally unsuccessful. Preliminary evalua-
tion in SIP high schools are uncovering
significant increases in student achieve-
ment, school climate, and voluntary
participation in the academic and non-
academic offerings, and substantive de-
creases in teacher and student absentee-
ism, vandalism expenses, and discipline
problems (Wood and Johnson, 1983).

SIP and the Recommendations
Of course, the current involvement with
SIP was not initiated as a means of
dealing vwith the stream of recommen-
dations for improving high schools that
have hit us since January 1983. These
recommendations were not published
when schools first field-tested the
School Improvement Process.

As noted earlier, however, this proc-
ess can be used to make decisions about
which recommendations in recent re-
ports should be implemented in a par-
ticular high school. There are several
points in the readiness and planning
stages where the reports or a summary of
these reports might be used. For exam-
ple, prior to or during the awareness
meetings the recommendations from
the reports might be presented to the
planning team as a rationale for initiat-
ing school improvement and to provide
ideas about what the team might wish to
include in a tentative vision for their
high school. This same information
might be provided prior to or during the
retreat to assist the planning team in
selecting specific goals for their SIP
project and possible programs and prac-
tices to achieve their goals. Certainly
the subgroup that writes up the five-year
plan ought to spend time reviewing the
report recommendations as they select
the specific programs and practices they
will propose for school improvement.

One way of getting school staff sup-
port for the SIP plan might be to have
the school faculty discuss the key rec-
ommendations that are included in the
final improvement plan that has been
approved by the planning team. Once
the improvement plan is accepted by the
school staff and the specific recommen-
dations have been selected for a school,
the training, implementation, and re-
planning stages provide an excellent way
of putting those recommendations into
place.

Closing Thought
Earlier wve raised the question of wheth-
er educators are heading for another
time when all that will come from the
recommendations in this new round of
national reports on how to improve high
schools is a series of debates. In our
judgment, if that is all that happens, it
would be a disaster for educators and
this nation's youth! Now is a time when
we must act; we must take systematic
steps to put the best of these recommen-
dations into place in our high schools.
Our nation is again realizing the impor-
tance of our most precious resource, our
youth They are again looking to the
schools as a means of developing this
resource. The debate over the future of
education in this election year reflects
the growsiing support and concern for
providing quality education to all our
future citizens .
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