Step 7:  Implementing Improvements 

Overview
Implementation of new initiatives involves careful planning, monitoring the plan on a continuous basis, engaging in formative evaluation, modifying initial plans as necessary, and providing opportunities for focused professional development based on evidence of progress and the school staff’s own assessments of what it needs more to know. And it requires strategic and flexible leadership.
It is not unusual for members of an organization to seem to agree initially that change is needed and to later resist change on the grounds of feasibility or to feel overwhelmed by the new challenges that they did not anticipate.  Sometimes people underestimate their own capacity and need reassurance and additional support. 

In recent years, there have been a number of books and articles recognizing the difficulty of sustaining improvement efforts.  Those involved in implementing new initiatives would do well to use as their anthem songwriter Paul Simon’s warning that, “The closer your destination, the more you’re slip-slidin away”.

Careful and Detailed Planning
Planning for implementation requires the dispositions of an accountant and the caution of a believer in Murphy’s Law—whatever can go wrong, will go wrong. 

Planning for implementation starts with the design of an intervention or program (see Step 5) in the sense that the school has thought through what is required to ensure the success of the effort.  At this Step in the KEYS-CSI process, that work enriches the following actions:

· Be sure that those on whom the success of the program or practice are clear about the goal(s) and how success would be measured.

· Establish benchmarks that specify timelines and expected progress during the period of implementation.

· Specify actions required to implement the program, when these are to be undertaken, and who is responsible.

· Assess the resources that will be needed to support prescribed actions and ensure 

· Anticipate possible problems that may delay or undermine the success of the program and have plans for dealing with these difficulties, should they occur.

While implementation plans should be detailed, they should not be treated as absolutes. Flexibility in response to what is learned about the efficacy of proposed actions is important.  Few plans do not need to be changed in response to what can be learned as they are being implemented.  For tools that are helpful in planning for implementation, CLICK HERE [link 7a]
Monitoring Implementation

Once implementation is underway, a continuing process of monitoring should be undertaken.  This involves two related activities:  (1) tracking whether prescribed actions  are being implemented as planned or whether and how they are being modified, and (2) formatively assessing the effects of the program on students.

Tracking Actions Required
Tracking actions laid out in the plan involves securing answers to the following questions:

· Are timelines being met?
· Are the actions prescribed being implemented as planned or are being modified?
· If timelines are not being met and/or the plan is being modified in practice, why is this happening?
· Do those who are not implementing the plan as proposed understand what is intended?

· Have those implementing the program discovered better ways to achieve the goals than the strategies specified in the plan?

· Are more resources or additional professional development needed?

· Does the plan need to be changed formally?
Continuing Formative Evaluation of Student Learning
To determine whether the new initiative is “working” the school gathers evidence on student performance, particularly around those aspects the school had framed as problematic. This evidence can take many forms including locally developed tests, examination of student work, and peer observation of student engagement, among others. At this point in the process, the school considers several hypotheses about the results.  If improvements are not forthcoming, then three possibilities exist.  One is that the school framed the problem(s) incorrectly.  Another is that the school identified the right problem(s) but adopted the wrong initiative.  And a third is that the school correctly identified the problem(s) and the solution(s), but implemented the intervention imperfectly or adapted it inadequately to the particular circumstances of the school.  In practice, the results might be due to some mix of these hypotheses.  So the school must engage in inquiry to determine next steps—reframe the problem(s); engage in solution search; or problem solve around implementation difficulties that have emerged.  But the bottom line is pragmatic—has the improvement effort had a positive effect on student learning?  

When the continuous improvement model is used well, by definition, efforts to enhance student learning will be successful.  But even successful improvements need to be continually examined with an eye toward even better results. Always there is a return to the evidence of student learning.

Continuing Professional Development

It is almost certain that the implementation of a new initiative will identify needs for additional professional development.  In the process of examining student work, teachers will discover that some parts of the program are working better than others and some students are learning more than others.  The first place to look for improvement is to strengthening professional expertise.  And differences in student performance from classroom to classroom identify opportunities for collaborative problem solving and learning.

The Importance of Strategic and Flexible Leadership  

Managing the implementation process calls for great skill on the part of leadership.  Problems of various kinds need to be anticipated.  For example, change can mean overload so that teachers burn out and lose confidence and commitment.  If reform is not carefully managed and well supported, it can turn into more work for teachers without evidence of corresponding rewards.  Schools might adopt new initiatives in nominal fashion without really digging in to understand what they mean for instruction.  In such cases, the tendency is to adopt procedural aspects of reform without understanding their deep intent, thereby weakening their influence on teaching and learning. When deep understanding is lacking or is not widely shared, teachers and administrators may genuinely believe that they are engaged in improvement when little change is actually taking place. Finding no effect of the “change”, educators may abandon promising practices. Those promoting improvements often underestimate the resources—time, money, technical assistance—required for deep change. And, they underestimate the importance of continuing attention to implementation by school leaders. When improvements are hurried, educators may not be provided the ongoing support they need to make changes and improvements are short-circuited. 

Conditions in schools often work against steady, problem-focused learning on the part of teachers.  The school may not be organized to provide common planning time for teachers to collaborate.  Scale is another consideration.  Large schools and secondary and middle schools face a more complex task in mobilizing teacher learning around improvements than smaller schools and elementary schools.  School culture again comes into play—for example, norms and taken-for-granted assumptions that support risk taking and mutual trust, help seeking and giving, and related social processes.  And, community support and understanding is another factor influencing the prospects for learning-oriented improvements.  

____________________________________________________________________

Links

Link 7a

Guidelines and Tools for Planning and Managing the Implementation of New Initiatives

· Project Planning, Scheduling, Implementation and Control

Insert pp .5.10-5.12, from FG Part 3
· PERT Charts (for managing implementation)

Insert pp. 91-92 from J. DiVincenzo and F. Ricci, Group Decision Making: A Tool Kit for Schools, 1999, NEA
· Action Planning Forms

Insert pp. 105-106  from J. DiVincenzo and F. Ricci, Group Decision Making: A Tool Kit for Schools, 1999, NEA
