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District, or school-based reform; which type of school reform is most successful?  Different people would give you varying answers.  After having studied the school improvement process for the past few months, it appears that starting at the district level is the most promising way to foster school improvement.  I feel this way both because of our readings and discussions, as well as from experience with my district.  San Diego Public Schools is a strong example of district-wide reform working, and being successful.  The district-wide reform inputs and processes include the following areas: administration, teacher professional development and teacher resources, programs, and curriculum.  Although there were many drawbacks to the top-down improvement; the benefits have strong evidence that this method leads to academic improvement in a larger amount of students.

The fundamental purpose of school improvement is to improve the learning process for all students, not just a select few.  District-wide improvement affects a large number of people involved in the process.  It should make a better learning community for teachers and students alike.  School improvement requires a shared vision by all involved in order to have the most success in raising the level of student achievement.  Although the teachers’ union and community members did not all support the changes made in San Diego, there were strong results shown by data that this method of reform worked well overall.  Bersin and Alvarado did not appear to believe that individual innovation and teacher autonomy would lead to school improvement as well as what could be accomplished at the district level.  Although the schools were held accountable for improving student instruction, the district was there as a resource to help in this endeavor with appropriate resources.  The schools did not have to take on the reform endeavor alone, but had an enormous amount of support from other schools, and the district.
The AIR report shows that there needs to be a district vision that is shared by all in order to make school reform as successful as possible (AIR, 20).  The main processes that San Diego used were: supporting instructional leadership on principals, teacher professional development of teachers, establishing monitoring and accountability procedures for identifying low-performing schools and students, and adding new structures to aid in enhancing parent communication and involvement (AIR, 20).  These changes led to strengthening instruction for all students in the district, as well increasing time and intensity of instruction for low-performing students (AIR, 20).  In the end, the district-wide “blueprint” outcome led to the gap being closed between low performing students and higher performing students (AIR, 20).
Inputs and processes for reaching the fundamental purposes include input from the superintendent, school board, administration, teachers, and the community.  I feel that the improvement process would be more successful if everyone feels that their opinions are listened to, rather than just told what to do.  Although San Diego’s Bersin did not listen to the teachers’ union, it was still successful.  San Diego used the top-down approach to school improvement to make changes, considered drastic by some to improve the learning community for all involved.  There was some resistance from the teachers’ union and community members, but it was successful in multiple ways in the end.  The school improvement process whether at the district or school-wide level needs to consider the needs and wants of everyone involved.
I feel that the first part of the process is strong leadership to start the improvement process.  Alan Bersin is an example of this in San Diego (Hess, 300).  Although Bersin faced many challenges including many who disagreed with his reform process, he was strong in his beliefs and did not let the beliefs of others change his actions.  He did what he thought was right, even though people disagreed with him.  At the district level non-effective principals were moved and replaced by more effective leaders in San Diego (Hess, 95).  The San Diego principals attended professional development sessions on a regular basis allowing them to bring back “best practice” knowledge back to their schools to share with their staff (Hess, 301).   Newly discovered “best practices” were able to be shared with a large number of teachers at all of the schools, rather than just a select few at a certain school.  San Diego required that school administration be required to be in classrooms at last two hours per day (Hess, 95).  This forced school administrators to really see and know what was going on in their classrooms.  It is critical that all school leaders at all levels are aware of what is occurring at the classroom level.  They could provide support and feedback for all of the teachers within the district whereas, only a school’s worth of teachers would have support and feedback at a school rather than district level.  This district wide expectation allowed for principals to see how the professional development that was provided for teachers was being used on an everyday basis.  It also allowed them to see what their needs would be in the future.
Professional development for teachers is more cost-efficient at the district level.  School districts may bring in outside speakers to speak to a large number of teachers.  This is a more economical approach as speakers can be very expensive to bring into a district, let alone a single school.  Allowing multiple teachers to gain from speakers produced better teaching practices in a larger amount of classrooms.  Teachers are able to provide professional development to other teachers.  My district is an example of this as once a year we have an all day professional development day where teachers and learning support specialists from the district aid all teachers in improving their teaching.  The district does not need to pay anyone to come in, in order for this professional development to take place.  Using the expertise and experience of current teachers is very cost-effective.  Although this could be done on a smaller scale at a school level, there would be more opportunities to learn about diverse topics when a larger amount of teachers are involved (Newman, 198).  San Diego created professional development libraries for its teachers to improve their teaching (Hess, 85).  This can be done at a single school as well, however there would most likely not be as many books and teaching resources at a single school.  Professional development of teachers allows them to be more aware of prevention, and intervention strategies to use with their students.
At the district level, the use of “prevention, intervention, and retention” allows for the creation of larger scale programs helping more students (Betts et. al, 7, 50).  Combining schools to create larger scale programs allows for the educational programs to reach more students in need.  San Diego is an example of this working successfully.  The San Diego Blueprint included the use of preventive measures across the district to prevent problems in the future.  The example of creating a preschool for at-risk students is an example of this.  It would be very difficult for a single school to start a similar program on its own. Programs such as the "extended day reading program" were done district-wide reaching a large number of students with extra educational needs (Hess, 161; Betts et. Al., 9, 52-53).  A district-wide summer school created an extra opportunity for students with extra educational needs (Hess, 161; Betts et. al., 21).  Although single schools may do the same program on a smaller level, they may not have as many resources to run the program as successfully. 
San Diego offered a common curriculum across the district creating consistency (Hess, 59).  Together, Bersin and Alvarado established a common academic program with specific instructional priorities to improve student achievement.  Teacher professional development and resources helped to level the field for lower achieving schools in the district. 
Various graphs in the Hess book demonstrated that there was an increase in higher test scores across the district with the district-wide reforms in place (Hess, 309, 311, 312, 315, 317).  Had the reform taken place at only one school, one can infer that there would not be as much growth across the district but only at a select school where the reform takes place.  In addition, “Elementary students in San Diego continue to demonstrate higher growth rates in reading/literacy achievement over time than students in elementary schools in the rest of the state” (AIR, 59).  
San Diego is an example of how the top-down district approach to school improvement improves student achievement on a large scale.  The readings provide strong proof that the San Diego reforms improved student achievement for a large number of students, when compared to the SRS study which improved learning for only single schools.  Many may say that the San Diego Blueprint for district-wide school reform failed, however I feel that overall it was a success as the data shows that student achievement in the San Diego district-wide school reform increased with the aid of the district-wide reform.
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