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[. INTRODUCTION

“Good schools are in a continuing process of getting better.” Dr. Vito Germinario

The content of this report is intended to review all aspects of on-going school
processes and operations. To facilitate this review, two specific activities were
undertaken. Structured interviews with representative members of the teaching staff,
board of education, parents/citizens, district administration, and students (Appendix A
provides examples of the type of questions utilized) were conducted. Also, a
comprehensive review of district policies and procedures related to district curriculum,
student achievement, instructional delivery systems, supervision of instruction, staff
development, community relations, planning for school improvement, adequacy of
school budget, utility of school facilities and federally mandated programs was
undertaken.

The outcome of this school improvement audit is intended to analyze both
process and product. It involves a systematic review of current conditions and a
comparison to predetermined standards of “what should be.”

Final recommendations relate to the extent by which the Bristol Borough School
District maintains QUALITY CONTROL in the planning, implementation and evaluation
of educational programs. Specifically, concepts related to Curriculum Management as it
pertains to the quality and the interdependence of the district's WRITTEN, TAUGHT,
and TESTED CURRICULUM were examined. Additionally, recommendations
concerning the district budgetary processes, maintenance and improvement of school

facilities and compliance with federal mandated programs will be presented.
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This document included both curricular and generic school improvement issues.
The standards utilized to formulate the analysis and subsequent recommendations
include concepts not only related to curriculum management, but also to the general
elements of effective schools. Operationally, these standards are embodied in the
ongoing Effective School Research and the practices demonstrated in nationally
recognized Blue Ribbon Schools of Excellence. When evaluating the provision of
services to students with special needs both federal and state mandates and current

“best practices” were used as the basis for analysis.



Il. STANDARD FOR MEASUREMENT

Effective School Correlates

No single factor accounts for the development of successful schools. Yet, much
research has been aimed at isolating those characteristics that facilitate student
learning and school improvement. Effective school studies have been conducted for
over thirty (30) years with a constantly evolving set of effective school correlates. Much
research has identified operational characteristics that are present in the policies,
practices and environments of effective schools:

1. clear focus and mission directing and unifying staff toward the primary goal for all
students;

2. appropriate opportunity for student learning and time on task through the design and
delivery of an aligned curriculum and instructional strategies that emphasize student
engaged learning time;

3. safe and orderly environment including an environment which is conducive to good
discipline where rules and procedures are well defined and where students actually
help one another;

4. climate of high expectation for success for both staff and students where a
commitment to well defined goals directs the school's resources and where beliefs
and behaviors are aimed at successful achievement for all students;

5. instructional leadership to guide curriculum and instructional improvement

characterized by behaviors directed toward instructional goals, motivation of



instructional improvement and provisions for opportunities for staff growth and
disbursement of leadership throughout the staff;

6. frequent monitoring of student progress where a variety of evaluation methods are
used that provide students feedback on learning and teachers feedback for modifying
instruction;

7. home-school relations where the mission and instructional focus of the school is
communicated to parents and the community, and where their support is elicited and
their involvement encouraged.

For purposes of this school improvement audit, the following components have been

added:

8. budget analysis to determine adequacy of resources and linkage to strategic and
operational planning;

9. school facilities on-site review to ascertain the condition of the elementary/middle and
high schools and its relationship to the long-range facilities plan;

10. IDEA (PA School Code Chapter 14) and Section 504 and the Americans with
Disabilities Act Amendments (PA School Code Chapter 15) to measure the
effectiveness of the district's practices to meet state and federal requirements as they

apply to students with disabilities/handicaps.



I1l. CURRENT CONDITION OF INTERNAL PRACTICES

What Is/Consideration for What Should Be

"If schools have any function, any justification, it is to prepare young people for the future. If

it prepares them for the wrong future, it cripples them.” Alvin Toffler

A careful review of current trends and practices within a school provides the
basis for analyzing its strengths and weaknesses. Additionally, the discrepancy between
the nature of current status (what is) and the standards established in both the Effective
Schools and National Blue Ribbon School Program (what should be) provide the
rationale for recommendations for school improvement.

Typically, there is not much difference between schools which have achieved
recognition as national schools of excellence and those which seek to become
recognized as one of America's best schools. Yet, a common element associated with
the most successful schools is its commitment to system-wide planning and on-going
dialogue related to school improvement. The following analysis will support that the

Bristol Borough School District often lacks this quality.

1. CLEAR FOCUS AND MISSION - PLANNING PROCESSES
a. Successful schools have long known the benefits of systematic planning.
These schools look upon planning as an organic, ongoing process not
initiated by crisis or the need to institutionalize innovations. Instead,

successful schools have developed a culture which initiates the planning



process by recognizing and accepting what is good, but are secure
enough to create a level of dissatisfaction that essentially says "we can
always do better."

The analysis indicates that planning processes within the Bristol Borough
Schools are fragmented and lack a linkage to a district-wide mission. There is
considerable autonomy among teachers to decide the focus and thrust of curriculum.
While there is a mission statement, little evidence exists to substantiate the relationship
between the mission statement and on-going practices.

As required by statute, goals and objectives are presented in the district policy
manual. While administration had an excellent grasp of district goals, other groups
interviewed had little knowledge about planning objectives.

This is not unusual. Many schools, like the Bristol Borough Schools, have been
reasonably successful in providing education by depending on the skills and initiative of
individual teachers and administrators. Unfortunately, such schools often do not fully
capitalize on the benefits of systematic planning. To that end, systematic planning
becomes a necessary consequence of external forces such as state mandates, federal
requirements or state monitoring.

It is of utmost importance that the Bristol Borough School District engage the
entire school community in the development of a clear understanding of the school's
mission and, further, develop a vehicle to guide future decisions about the goals and

operation of the school.



2. CURRICULUM MANAGEMENT

To maintain quality control in the development and delivery of curriculum, special
emphasis must be given to the nature of and the interdependence of the written, taught
and tested curriculum.

A. Written Curriculum: The current curriculum within the Bristol Borough Schools
evolves around a five-year curriculum planning model. Interestingly, many (if not
most) teachers are unaware of the existence of a curriculum
planning/improvement cycle. Essentially, the curricula model is guided by the
textbooks used and the individual priorities of a given teacher, at a given grade
level. More often than not, these documents were created in relative isolation.
Little time was given, thus little time was spent on both horizontal and vertical
curriculum articulation. As in many districts, guides developed in this fashion
serve limited purpose in providing meaningful instructional tools that maintain
consistency and quality from teacher-to-teacher within a given grade level; or to
ensure appropriate sequencing of student skills and proficiencies from grade
level to grade level.

B. Taught Curriculum: Teachers in the Bristol Borough Schools are given
considerable autonomy in the development and delivery of instructional
strategies. Those interviewed consistently praised the skills and commitment of
the teaching staff. With the absence of a district instructional model to ensure
consistency of instructional delivery systems, the variance of this strength is, of
course, teacher dependent. Additionally, evidence does not exist as to the

frequency and utility of classroom observations and teacher evaluations. While



adequate forms exist, teachers (especially at the high school) have not had a
classroom observation in years. Similarly, when conducted, little evidence exists
as to their usefulness as a vehicle for improving instruction. However, it appears
that all teachers receive a summary evaluation using the Pennsylvania
Department of Education’s Employee Evaluation Forms for Instructional
Teachers.

C. Tested Curriculum: With the notable exception of state mandated testing,
classroom assessments are undertaken in a manner consistent with
institutionalized school practice; i.e. teachers are given autonomy in the
construction of unit tests and assessment strategies. For example, several
teachers have initiated non-traditional assessment strategies; yet, this promising
practice is unique to those teachers who have a particular interest in its
application. The cumulative impact of the lack of a conscientious effort to
manage all aspects of the curricular/instructional program has, among other
factors, led to student achievement levels significantly below standard averages
for Scholastic Aptitude Tests, Advanced Placement Exams, and the

Pennsylvania System of School Assessment (Appendix B).

3. SAFE AND ORDERLY ENVIRONMENT

Much has been written concerning the relationship between the school
environment and the academic and emotional well being of students. Establishing and
maintaining an orderly school and classroom is a primary determinant of teaching and

learning success. In America's best schools the vast majority of students learn and
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prosper in a setting characterized by high expectations, success orientation, and
nurturing support systems.

The students within the Bristol Borough School District are able to learn in a safe
and orderly environment. With the exception of the occasional, typical adolescent
pattern of misconduct, students are well behaved and respect their teachers and fellow
students. Yet, a recurring theme, particularly in the elementary school, is that
inconsistencies exist in the application of student consequences for inappropriate
behaviors. While a discipline code exists, staff felt that it is not always followed.

America's best schools are often characterized as "friendly schools" where
students thrive in an environment that values school spirit, student involvement in
appropriate decision making, development of students' interest in learning, and that
create opportunities for students to build sustained relations with their teachers and
fellow students. To this end, successful schools have initiated school-wide climate
initiatives. These programs emphasize the presence of certain desirable behaviors and
promote a sense of belonging where students actually help one another. Evidence
exists that these types of initiatives exist in the Bristol Borough School District.
Unfortunately, they consist mainly of ad-hoc activities and the genuine caring attitude of

the district's administration and staff.

4. CLIMATE OF HIGH EXPECTATIONS
The maintenance of high expectations for all students is a cornerstone of
effective schools. Throughout the school day, students receive a steady stream of

verbal and non-verbal messages regarding their ability to succeed. These behaviors
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range from school-wide academic grouping patterns to the use of praise and
encouragement from individual teachers. The students interviewed as part of this audit
were bright, engaging and polite. They were quick to discuss what they thought was
good and what they thought was not so good in their school. All the students were
academic achievers and participated in a variety of co-curricular programs. They all
expressed a sense of high expectations for their achievement. However, it became
clear that the schools and staff often lack common vision, goals, or a sense of collective
identity. Characterized as conventional schools (Germinario, 2000), they are physical
sites where people work and see their own worth as what they do in the classroom.
They work hard, derive satisfaction from their efforts, and adult and social interactions;
but, most often fail to share a sense of common school goals and identity.

Schools, like most other organizations, never really remain the same. Instead,
they are either declining or improving. [f schools are to improve they are to become
collegial (Germinario, 2000) in nature. That is, places where the professional staff
derives the most satisfaction on the collective work (and achievements) on behalf of
students. In collegial schools, the professional staff is constantly challenged to question
what is right and what is wrong and engage in on-going, productive debate about how to
improve their school. In short, educators spend considerable time discussing and

making decisions about education.

5. INSTRUCTIONAL LEADERSHIP
The literature on educational improvement is filled with calls for better and

stronger leadership. Yet, a categorical model of effective school leadership still remains
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elusive. To help focus the analysis of the Bristol Borough School District's emphasis on
instructional leadership, we have chosen to utilize the following definition:

Leadership involves the direction (vision) of a school and then leading the school in that
direction (strategy). It is the existence of this vision, out of which evolves strategy. This
differentiates leadership from management. In America's best schools the responsibility
for instructional leadership is viewed as dispersed among all adults within a school
community. These schools recognize that effective schools capitalize on the expertise
of many and not concentrate its focus on any single person.

The Bristol Borough schools have many ad-hoc leaders. Administrators,
teachers and, at times, board members have initiated successful curricular and extra-
curricular programs. Additionally, the professional staff has taken part in a variety of
productive staff development programs. Yet, because of the lack of a district-wide
mission, instructional improvement strategies are often diffused. Moreover, no clear
mechanism has been established for ongoing dialogue among the school community for
school improvement, curriculum development or staff development initiatives.

In many cases, instructional leadership is, at best, a “hit or miss” endeavor. This
is not an indictment on any individual or administrator (or, for that fact, any other staff
member). Each administrator brings a wide range of experiences and expertise in
school operations. Additionally, each principal has been given multiple responsibilities
(beyond the scope of the typical principal’s job description) to improve curriculum and

instruction while attempting to successfully administer the ongoing operations of their

respective schools.
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Nonetheless, a significant void exists in the district’s ability to consistently focus
on instructional and program improvement. To that end, a unified system for school,
curriculum, and instructional improvement must be implemented. As importantly,
administrators (or other designated personnel) must assume the role of “facilitator of the

vision for school improvement.”

6. FREQUENT MONITORING OF STUDENT PROGRESS

America's best schools recognize the importance of periodic evaluation of
student progress as the basis for program refinements and change. To that end,
standardized test data will continue to be an important component of this process. Yet,
the emphasis will continue to shift away from norm-referenced paper and pencil tests
and toward curricular-based, criterion-referenced measures of student mastery. During
our brief visit to the Bristol Borough schools it was difficult to determine the extent by
which school staff utilizes student achievement data for making important curricular
decisions. Given the nature of the district's curriculum and the wide range of autonomy
given to teachers, it would be safe to assume that moderate emphasis is placed on
systematizing student achievement data to establish the parameters for program

change.

7. HOME AND SCHOOL RELATIONS

The relationship between parents and school must be an authentic partnership.
Consistently, research supports the importance of parent involvement in student

achievement, student emotional well being and general support for the school. A
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common strategy in America's best schools is to promote opportunities for meaningful
involvement of all major stakeholders within the school community. The Bristol Borough
School District is engaged in a variety of school-community activities. (Appendix C) Yet,
little evidence exists to support the Bristol Borough schools’ efforts to consistently
engage citizens in school improvement activities. Specifically, in several school
documents (including the district's Strategic Plan) initiatives are cited to facilitate home-
school relations. Yet, little or no evidence exists to demonstrate follow-up in these
areas. Most notably, all documents speak to a “community survey” aimed at gathering
information from stakeholders regarding their perceptions of the school district. Sadly,
as indicated in the Fall, 2009 Pennsylvania Department of Education: Academic
Standards and Assessment Midpoint Review, no such survey has ever been
implemented. Additionally, parents interviewed as part of this audit process uniformly
agreed that a significant need exists to communicate with parents and to engage their
interest and support in the education of their children.

It would seem most appropriate that a formal vehicle for meaningful
parent/citizen participation be initiated. This participation should be ongoing and
directed toward the development of a central school vision, goals, and guiding
objectives. The operational, financial, and administrative aspects of school governance

must continue to be the responsibility of the district’'s school board and administrators.

8. BUDGET
The fiscal management of the school district is and has been appropriately and

consistently managed. The business office maintains proper record keeping and meets
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