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	RECOMMENDATION


The California Department of Education (CDE) recommends that the State Board of Education (SBE) take action as deemed necessary and appropriate. There is no specific recommendation at this time. 
	SUMMARY OF PREVIOUS STATE BOARD OF EDUCATION DISCUSSION AND ACTION


At the January 2009 SBE meeting, the interim findings of the Evaluation of California’s District Intervention and Capacity Building Initiative were presented by the California County Superintendents Educational Services Association (CCSESA). It was prepared by Stanford Research Institute (SRI) International, under contract to the CCSESA which served as the procurer of the initiative’s evaluation. Recommendations were provided for strengthening each of the two components of the initiative, specifically, the pilot of District Assistance and Intervention Team (DAIT) activities in 15 local educational agencies (LEAs) and a Regional Capacity Building (RCB) initiative to strengthen county technical assistance to underperforming LEAs.

· SRI International reported that DAIT roles, authorities, and responsibilities needed to be clarified. This issue had already been identified and addressed in the passage of Assembly Bill 519 (September 30, 2008) which defines the DAIT role in completing a needs assessment, report, and recommendations, which must be locally adopted unless an exemption is granted by the SBE. See California Education Code sections 52055.57(c) and 52059. 

· SRI International also reported that the state needs to improve its technology-based resources as district capacity would benefit. Technology-based resources are currently being considered as part of both planning and compliance monitoring. 

· Orally, SRI International reported that county office capacity to support districts in LEA-level improvement is mixed. CCSESA and regional county office leads have completed a technical assistance toolkit illuminating each of the seven areas of 

	SUMMARY OF PREVIOUS (Cont.)


DAIT work, entitled Building Blocks of Integrated Academic District Support. This document is available on the CCSESA Web site at http://ccsesa.org/sysadmin/DaitToolkit.cfm (Outside Source).

	SUMMARY OF KEY ISSUES


Background

In 2006, the CDE and CCSESA received a grant from the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation to build state, county, and district capacity to support and engage in successful improvement strategies while developing a tiered system of support to school districts. Pilot projects were established in fifteen school districts served by thirteen county office providers and one private provider. (One county office provider served two districts.) 
A Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) between the CDE and CCSESA guided the initiative and defined roles and responsibilities, including the procurement of the evaluation of the initiative. The term of the MOU was October 1, 2006, through September 30, 2009. The CDE and CCSESA worked collaboratively to: 

· Identify qualified providers meeting SBE standards and criteria and eligible LEAs which were then nominated to county superintendents of schools and asked to volunteer as participants

· Co-conduct training for LEAs and providers on district level intervention around the areas of district work, conveying the importance of engaging district leadership and fiscal and human resource officials as well as curricular, instructional, assessment, and professional development staff in systemic district improvement
· Revise, develop, and align school and district data collection tools to help participants identify the underlying reasons for student underachievement and define high leverage actions to improve school and district systems to improve teaching and learning

· Establish and co-facilitate a learning community among the participants 

· Develop and implement a system for tracking district progress in the initiative
· Facilitate evaluator access to districts’ and state databases for use in the evaluation 
Separately, the CDE worked to coordinate CDE programs that contribute to the improvement of low performing schools and districts, including the High Priority Schools 
	SUMMARY OF KEY ISSUES (Cont.)


Grant Program, the Statewide System of School Support, and Categorical Program Monitoring.
CCSESA worked with county offices to develop the RCB tools and professional development for county staff around the district intervention tools, coordinating the work of other regional and county efforts that contribute to a comprehensive system of support for low performing schools. CCSESA had primary responsibility for convening an expert panel to advise the initiative, managing grant funds, and procuring the evaluator.
Under the initiative, participating LEAs tested various state protocols and tools for assessing and addressing LEA needs, especially for English learners and students with disabilities. They also identified and implemented “high leverage” action steps to address specific areas of need identified through the assessment process. 

Evaluation 

SRI International was selected by CCSESA as the evaluator. The evaluation addressed the following research questions:
· To what extent does the DAIT/RCB build the capacity of the state of California through the county superintendents to assist LEAs to significantly improve student achievement?
· To what extent do the DAIT tools and processes improve LEA organizational roles, functions and coherence to achieve conditions for continual improvement? 
In order to answer these questions, the evaluation study addressed the following issues:
· The extent to which student academic performance exceeded average student academic performance statewide 

· The impact of DAIT provider support on district development in the seven defined DAIT areas 

· The effectiveness of specific tools in developing LEA expertise and assisting with implementation of locally-adopted action steps

· The nature and degree to which county superintendents and staff increased their expertise to support LEA improvement  
· The effectiveness of a Web-based system for reporting progress on action steps and fostering a professional learning community    

	SUMMARY OF KEY ISSUES (Cont.)


SRI International completed and published its evaluation in December 2009. The final report was disseminated in January and February 2010 to various stakeholder groups. 

The Executive Summary of the evaluation provides outcomes and conclusions and is provided as Attachment 1. CCSESA and SRI International staff will present and discuss the implications for the work of DAIT. 
	FISCAL ANALYSIS (AS APPROPRIATE)


The Gates Foundation grant, including the evaluation contract, was managed by CCSESA. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
Over the last decade, state and federal policymakers have focused their efforts to improve low student achievement by targeting supports and interventions primarily at the school level. But state and federal efforts to improve low-performing schools have failed to stem the tide of schools being identified for improvement, with resulting increases in the number of districts in program improvement. Through the state’s effort to develop technical assistance processes and procedures for California districts in Program Improvement (PI), the District Assistance and Intervention Team (DAIT) concept was born. DAIT was designed to build district capacity to improve student outcomes through a structured process that focuses on building instructional, programmatic, and policy coherence within a district. At the same time, the state recognized the need to build the capacity of the county offices—the primary providers of DAIT support—and established the Regional Capacity Building (RCB) component. The DAIT/RCB initiative was launched in 2007 to pilot the DAIT process in 15 districts and to build the capacity of county offices. Soon after the pilot began, the California State Board of Education voted to make DAIT the state’s formal technical assistance offering for districts entering corrective action. 

Findings from our evaluation of the DAIT/RCB initiative suggest that the DAIT process and the RCB component combine to create a welcome addition to traditional approaches to school reform. Through DAIT’s support for districts’ capacity building and RCB’s support for county offices to assist in those efforts, the investment was a reasonable approach. Both the case study and survey data suggest that the DAIT process is increasing capacity in the DAIT pilot districts through concentrated, high-quality assistance from highly trained education experts. In addition, some RCB efforts have resulted in increased county expertise to support low-performing districts. Despite these efforts, however, our analysis of student achievement did not find statistically significant improvements in achievement in the pilot districts, with a few exceptions.  

After two years of implementation, it is too early to see consistent improvement in student achievement. But even with more time, DAIT providers and districts need to overcome a number of implementation challenges en route to realizing the ultimate goal of the DAIT process. 

Key findings from the evaluation are described below. We conclude with the remaining policy issues as DAIT has transitioned to serve as California’s technical assistance vehicle for districts in corrective action. 

Building Capacity in the Pilot Districts 
DAIT is designed as a collaborative process in which the district and provider conduct a thorough district needs assessment using a suite of tools,
 analyze the results to identify high-priority needs, and create an action plan to address these needs. The DAIT team, guided by 

a lead member or co-lead, is then responsible for providing support to the district to implement the action plan. Based on their experiences in the pilot initiative, the majority of the districts
 expressed strong support for the DAIT process as a mechanism for building their capacity to support schools. Although DAIT pilot districts did not differ from comparison districts in their expressed needs for support, they did rate their capacity to undertake reforms higher than comparison districts
after receiving DAIT support. DAIT providers also reported that district capacity to support reform improved over time, although some variation was evident. 
Implementing the DAIT Process
Both participating districts and providers were generally positive about the DAIT process, but identified some implementation challenges and made some recommendations for improvement. DAIT providers and personnel from participating districts found that: 

Skillful administration of the DAIT needs assessment tools is just as important as the effectiveness of the tools themselves. DAIT work often rests upon the strength or weakness of the process used to set the work in motion. Overall, DAIT providers and district leaders found the DAIT tools were effective for needs assessment and planning. At the same time, DAIT providers indicated that although the tools provide valuable preliminary assessments of local needs, these tools require appropriate facilitation by skilled staff to engage schools and districts in meaningful conversations. The work was time consuming and intense. Almost all providers believe the DAIT strands adequately captured the full range of districts’ needs, but felt that the strands underestimated the need to strengthen a district’s culture, communication, and relationships and to instill norms of behavior, respect, and trust. 

The district action plan developed through the DAIT process largely served to foster districtwide programmatic coherence beyond what had existed at the start of DAIT services. Most DAIT providers indicated the pilot districts had many reforms underway, but there was no coherent focus or a clear direction in which the district was headed. Much of the DAIT work focused on the alignment of curriculum, instruction, and assessment with state standards. The DAIT work in this area involved implementation of systematic improvements in the delivery of instruction to specific at-risk subgroups, such as English Language Learners and chronically low-performing students.  

DAIT activities appear to be helping districts shift from just data analysis to learning to use data to inform instruction. DAIT providers reported engaging in a number of activities designed to enhance districts’ data-informed decision-making related to student achievement. Such activities included efforts to improve the data infrastructure as well as efforts to provide training in data analysis and data-driven decision-making for teachers and administrators.

DAIT providers devoted significant amounts of time to building the leadership and governance capacities of districts and schools. Nearly all providers engaged in activities such as helping the pilot districts establish new or enhance existing management structures, strengthening the district’s oversight of school-level activities, and building principals’ leadership capacity. Some DAIT providers also reported working to align district resources to better support established DAIT goals and objectives.                                                                                                   DAIT providers reported that they were challenged by several district context issues. These local conditions included a lack of each of the following: sufficient expertise among pilot district staff, leadership support, district readiness to engage in reforms, staff buy-in for the DAIT process, and a coherent set of strategies to improve student performance. These challenges could significantly slow down progress, but DAIT providers attempted to address these challenges. It was important for providers to consider and address conditions that influence the readiness of districts to be effective DAIT participants.                                                                               Providers reported that few pilot districts were completely “ready” to participate fully in the DAIT process when the DAIT work began. Providers reported that superintendents and school boards in many districts were ready and willing to be reflective about their practice, but were mixed in their assessments of the willingness of district staff to work to generate buy-in for the DAIT process. Without active participation, particularly by the superintendent, to generate buy-in from all stakeholder groups, the work of the DAIT stalled. The reluctance to participate seemed to vary by stakeholder group, but participants often resisted noting the ineffectiveness of past practices and were skeptical of the efficacy of the DAIT.                                            Learning how to collaborate is an essential element in successful reform efforts. Even with a readiness to engage in the DAIT processes, collaboration takes work. Both DAIT providers and district staff indicated that the work of the DAIT is facilitated when it builds on established relationships and matches the skills of the DAIT providers with the identified needs of the district. DAIT providers need to assist all stakeholders in learning how to collaborate.              Both DAIT pilot and comparison districts reported that California’s current financial crisis was a major barrier to improving student achievement. Districts had experienced numerous reductions in staff, in district support for their schools, and in the quantity of professional development. In addition, the budget cuts in some districts eliminated the implementation of student learning interventions, resulted in inadequate funding for textbooks and technology, and distracted district leadership from their core missions. 

Student Achievement Outcomes in Pilot Districts 
The theory of change guiding the DAIT/RCB initiative posits that technical assistance can be a catalyst for improving district capacity to better support schools, and ultimately, to improve student achievement. To investigate the impacts of DAIT activities on the pilot districts, the evaluation included several different analyses of student achievement. Pilot districts were compared to a set of 49 comparable districts on a series of key school outcomes, adjusting for their respective prior achievement.  

Analysis of student achievement after two years of implementation yields mixed results. There were no statistically significant differences between DAIT pilot districts and their comparison districts after one year of DAIT. We found lower student outcomes for DAIT districts on some 2009 indicators, but we did find that the pilot districts exhibited some variation in achievement results. The 2009 results should be viewed with caution. Nine comparison districts became mandatory DAIT districts and began DAIT implementation in 2008-09. Because mandatory DAIT districts were selected based on their poor performance, not being able to include these poor-performing districts in the comparison group likely underestimates the DAIT effect on 2009 school outcomes. Furthermore, the majority (95%) of comparison districts reported receiving assistance from outside providers, many of whom were benefitting from the knowledge gained through the DAIT/RCB pilot initiative that offered state and regional training and information-sharing activities. Perhaps most importantly, the data available for the outcomes analysis corresponds to the early implementation stages of the DAIT pilot program—arguably too early to detect improved student achievement. Other research cautions that significant changes in student outcomes generally lag implementation by three to five years (Borman, 2005; Rhodes et al., 2005).                              District readiness and capacity for reform, as well as the breadth of stakeholder resistance to reforms, appear to have influenced the variation in outcomes achieved by pilot districts. Six of the 15 pilot districts did perform better than expected on a least one of four achievement indicators: Overall API, English Language Arts, Mathematics, and Met All AYP Criteria. Providers in the higher-than-expected outcome districts reported that those districts had strong communication with a larger number of stakeholders and broader representation from principals, teachers, and collective bargaining units at district leadership team meetings that focused on the DAIT work than lower than expected-outcome districts. In addition, the average number of stakeholder groups that were reluctant to undertake major reform was greater in the lower than expected-outcome districts than in higher than expected-outcome districts. Lower than expected-outcome districts also appeared to require much more support in specific areas (particularly in the area of governance) than higher than expected-outcome districts.  

Building Regional Capacity 
The California County Superintendents Educational Services Association (CCSESA) launched the RCB component of the DAIT/RCB initiative to build the capacity of county superintendent staff charged with supporting districts to improve student outcomes.
 The RCB effort is a recognition that as an increasing number of districts require DAIT services through corrective action, county offices of education need to be prepared to support DAIT activities. CCSESA established one RCB project in each of its 11 regions. RCB activities included convening county office staff in their respective regions to share the successes and challenges of the DAIT pilot providers, to provide professional development around the DAIT processes and assessments, and to coordinate DAIT provider teams within a given region.  

Implementation of RCB 
RCB activities varied across regions. Professional development, focused on fiscal operations and human resource management, was among the more significant RCB activities for most regions in their first year of RCB implementation. Regions serving rural and geographically large areas devoted a large proportion of their initial RCB activities to mitigating the challenges of geographic spread and limited county staff. During the second year, RCB activities expanded to pool regional knowledge and expertise to develop the Building Blocks of Integrated Academic Support Toolkit and the associated training materials in support of a cohesive statewide effort to build county superintendent staff capacity.                                                                                              The DAIT work is helping some county offices redesign the ways in which they provide support to districts and schools. County offices report providing more tailored professional development at the district and school level. A few county offices of education are reorganizing to become more focused on improving student achievement and modeling its leadership team structure after the DAIT with greater inter-departmental participation.                                                When county offices of education were active participants, RCB activities achieved its goal of increasing the expertise of COE staff. But one of the most significant challenges was engaging all counties in the initiative. RCB leads reported that some counties did not believe they were best served by working regionally. Others had few or no identified districts and thereby had no immediate incentive to build capacity. In some cases, cross-county competition brought on by the county fee-for-service model limited participation, which was further challenged by county staffing constraints. Most importantly, some county superintendents were not actively supportive of the RCB work.                                                                                      Despite some progress on building county capacity, DAIT providers reported that their county offices of education have limited capacity to meet much additional district-level need for support. Most of the DAIT teams reported that they only had the capacity to work with just a few districts at one time. RCB leads reported not having enough highly trained people with enough time to dedicate to this work as a significant challenge in the future.                         County office officials identified the need for differentiated distribution of improvement resources based on a clearer assessment of district needs. The funding allocated to districts currently identified for corrective action is based on the number of their schools in program improvement. A small district made up of a few schools, all of which are in program improvement, may require a much greater level of support to increase its capacity to support these schools than a larger district that only has a few schools identified for improvement. Much of the federal Title I technical assistance funding (Section 1003(a) and (g)) allocated to California for 2008-09 and 2009-10 has yet to be allocated, and the state may want to consider how best to allocate these funds to provide differentiated assistance to schools and districts. The needs assessment process developed and refined under the DAIT pilot initiative provides another source of information about the level of district and school needs. 

Conclusions 
Given the challenge of meeting the rapidly rising targets for student proficiency in California, it is likely that the number of schools and districts identified for improvement and moving into corrective action status will grow. Consequently, the need for DAIT and RCB is likely to grow in the near future. Within this context, the state should carefully consider its options for a statewide system of support.                                                                                                      

Our evaluation of DAIT and RCB efforts to build the capacity of both school districts and county offices found mixed results. The investment in the initiative has resulted in some promising approaches to helping districts and county offices deal with the coming expansion of support needed by districts unable to meet intermediate and final goals mandated by NCLB, yet, the DAIT process and the RCB efforts alone appear to be insufficient to achieve successful district capacity building. The CDE and State Board of Education also play a role in building coherence in policies and practices to support improved instruction and achievement. The lack of overall student achievement gains in our outcomes analysis should remind policymakers of the difficulty of the task and the level of effort and time needed to realize capacity-building goals. Still, the groundwork laid by the DAIT and RCB efforts appears to be a promising roadmap to a more vigorous capacity building approach to achieving goals vital to the state’s future economic and social well-being. 

� California Education Code (California Education Code Section 52055.57(b)) requires that districts in PI Year 1 conduct a needs assessment based on state tools. At the outset of the initiative, these tools included the Academic Performance Survey (APS), the District Assistance Survey (DAS), the English Learner Subgroup Self Assessment (ELSSA), and the Least Restrictive Environment (LRE) Self Assessment and Continuous Improvement Activities Tool.  


� Fifteen districts were selected to participate in the DAIT pilot because they were in Program Improvement Year 1 or at risk of being identified. These districts also represent the diverse range of districts found in the state. CDE and CCSESA worked with each region to identify a DAIT provider team. Of the 14 DAIT provider teams selected, 13 were housed in county offices of education (one of the COE teams served two districts) and one team was a private provider. While many pilot districts were voluntary participants, their experiences also shed light on the issues faced by the districts mandated to participate in DAIT and their providers.  





� Comparison districts were matched to a pilot district based on demographic, educational, and performance characteristics. Pilot districts did not share any comparison districts with any other DAIT pilot districts.  


� Private entities can also serve as DAIT providers if they are approved by the state as qualified providers. 






