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	For this project, four people were interviewed from different leadership levels in the school district.  We discussed the school initiatives they were aware of in the district, stakeholder involvement, measures of success, and challenges the district faces.  It was enlightening to see the differences in responses.
	I began by interviewing two teachers.  The first person interviewed was Mr. Tim Eskut, a fifth grade general education teacher from Newnan Crossing Elementary School in Coweta, Georgia.  Mr. Eskut stated that the primary school improvement initiative they were focused on was raising tests scores to make Annual Yearly Progress (AYP).  For his school, there is a big focus on Math, with evening meetings for parents and a district wide computer based program for a comprehensive, standards-aligned math called IXL.  Students are pulled out for extra help in math and meetings are spent looking at test scores from various subgroups. He stated that there are opportunities for everybody to be involved, but parents do not always come to the meetings.  He made the comment that students are the biggest stakeholders, but they do not come to the meetings and do not know anything about the school improvement plans, either.  When looking at measurements of success, the data from previous year test scores, mainly CRCT, are of vital importance.  The school levels math classes based on these scores and lower math classes have a lower number of students.  In addition to CRCT scores, the school looks at benchmark assessments, GRASP math and reading, etc.  This data helps Mr. Eskut in the classroom by providing the framework for a review of math problems with students to show them how they are done.  He noted that lower achieving students are usually missing their basic skills, so they have active games to keep them involved in practicing. The challenge the school faces involves the large number of students; Coweta is a growing county and class sizes are large this year.  Overall, Mr. Eskut says that he likes the school initiatives because they have helped raise the test scores, and that is how they are judged for AYP.
The second interview was with Mrs. Laxmi Iyengar, a self-contained special education teacher from Arbor Springs Elementary School in Coweta, Georgia. Mrs. Iyengar was Teacher of the Year in 2010-2011 for her school.  She stated that Arbor Springs’ main school improvement is based on raising funds through a PTA sponsored Fun Run fundraiser.  Teachers are involved by having a running club each morning and funds are given to individual teaches to use as they see fit.  In addition to fundraising, a leadership team at the school focuses on various challenges. An example is that students have been wandering the halls in the mornings, and the leadership team developed a plan to deter this behavior.  Through the guidance from the leadership team, teachers have started to display student work outside the classroom with comments on every piece.  Arbor Springs, like Newnan Crossing, is involved in IXL Math at all levels.  Mrs. Iyengar stated that the program is effective because it is like a game, and students like to receive good scores. Teachers can monitor student progress through IXL Math.  Other forms of measuring the extent of success for programs includes CRCT scores that are shared by the administration, however her class utilizes GAA which is not shared with the staff.  Finances are the biggest challenge the district faces, according to Mrs. Iyengar.  Field trips have been stopped completely, and teachers are expected to do a whole lot more with fewer resources.  An example of this is the reduction in staff; in her school a speech teacher and one special education teacher were reassigned to another school making it difficult to balance the larger caseload.  Her assistant is assigned to other classrooms to support inclusion students, leaving her alone in the room at times. Overall, Mrs. Iyengar feels that the school is trying to meet the needs of the teachers it their school, but she understands the financial difficulties the district faces.
My third interview was with Mr. Chris Horton, Director of Exceptional Children’s Services in Fayette County, Georgia.  He began by telling me about the district wide strategic plan that plays down into school level improvement plans.  He explained that individual departments in the district align their goals with the system’s strategic plan.  I have seen this plan in the past, so I was familiar with the items listed.  Mr. Horton also stated that Exceptional Children’s Services (ECS) aligns their goals with both the district strategic plan and the state’s sixteen goals that we must target and work on.  He went into detail about how these goals are reported to the state and the federal level for funding purposes. Problems addressed in the school improvement plan include English and Math at the high school level; although individual school have met AYP in these areas, the district overall has not. A committee comprised of representatives from each high school, special education department, and curriculum coordinators have worked on this.  They are currently training collaborative teachers, allowing for extra planning time for collaboration, and targeting math skill development through manipulatives at the higher levels.  When working on overall improvement, Mr. Horton states ECS looks at the big picture while still keeping the individual student in mind.  Stakeholders at the meetings include parents, teachers, administrators, business representatives, and community representatives.  Mr. Horton stated that one of the biggest challenges is keeping regular participation; there is a large turn over in members on various school improvement committees. He did state that providing dinner is effective in receiving participation, but it is difficult to assign people outside of the education system to tasks that maintain their involvement.  Challenges the district faces include teacher retention in critical needs areas, such as special education and Math, and finances.  Overall, Mr. Horton states that our school improvement plan is much more aligned than ever before due to administrative training; school indicators and more aligned with district indicators now, and we are more a system of schools than individual schools.  He also stated that school improvement is more challenging than ever with questions about our upcoming school year calendar, retention of good staff members, and how to motivate and inspire staff with less pay and less time for all the tasks required.
[bookmark: _GoBack]The final interview was Dr. Jeff Bearden, the new Superintendent of Fayette County Schools.  He stated that the challenge for school improvement was how to move forward and improve in a district that has always done well.  He was focused on looking at teaching methodology and challenging students at a greater level with more synthesis and analysis rather than simple recall.  Dr. Bearden quoted Dr. Bill Daggett’s Rigor Relevance Framework from the International Center for Leadership in Education and Tony Wagner’s book The Global Achievement Gap.  Compared to the other interviews, his school improvement ideas were forward based, looking at how even the best schools may not be providing students with skills they need in 21st century.  At this point, Dr. Bearden is meeting with stakeholders from every school in the county to establish what they think our students need to know for the future.  These needs focus on critical thinking, communication, collaboration, innovation, and curiosity. The next step is how to imbed these skills into our curriculum.  Once this is complete, teachers can come together to establish how we will measure if we are meeting these goals.  The main barriers Dr. Bearden sees in this process is that education has not changed much in last 75 years; schools are still an industrial model of education, like factory workers, but our world has changed.  He explained that we all went to school under the current model, so we do not know what a new education system will look like; there is a lot of resistance to change.  He said that people get caught up in concerns about the school calendar, grading systems, grade levels, etc., but research shows that a lot of these things are not important to student achievement.  To build a paradigm shift in schools, we need to talk with the community and help them see that there is a need for change; right now they do not see it.  This is one of the biggest challenges, according to Dr. Bearden.  He also went on to say that a transformational change of the magnitude he is discussing will take at least five years.  The first step is fundamental to the success; it is coming to an agreement on what skills need taught to our students. Then it takes time to embed those skills in the curriculum.  This needs buy in and development of assessment strategies to measure if the district is doing what they said they would do.  Dr. Bearden stated that finances have an impact, but economic crisis is no excuse to not try to move forward. We need to reallocate our resources and change how we use funds and personnel effectively.  One of Dr. Bearden’s emphases will be to invest in technology; textbook might be obsolete within five years, and he wants the schools ready with the infrastructure to support upcoming initiatives.  We are starting with a pilot program of “Bring Your Own Technology” this spring.
Overall, the interviews were interesting on many levels.  Teachers had a small focus for school improvement.  It was related to present goals and how their classrooms were impacted.  For the most part, teachers I talk to have little understanding of how strategic plans impact their school and students.  As I talked to the Director of Special Education, I found that his views were also very limited to his department and the present situation.  This actually surprised me quite a bit; I expected him to talk about the future goals far more.  In talking to the superintendent, school improvement as we have discussed it in class seems to be at the forefront.  He is looking at long term initiatives and transformational changes that take time, and he is willing to put in the time necessary.  He spoke with passion like a leader rather than an employee and made me more excited about the future of our district.
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