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School Improvement
in a Rural State

The University of Vermont has
collaborated with local districts to bring
master’'s degree programs to the rural
areas where educators live and work.
Teachers’ and administrators’ graduate
work is tied directly to local
improvement projects.

quick than urban districts to ini- | ly conceived reform schemes. Siill, the | work, school improvement projects
tiate reform. Historically, rural | tradition of “making do with what you | across the state appear to be showing
schools have served a simple purpose: | have,” which drives most rural cul- | effects in student achievement
the sured basic literacy and voca- | tures, can provide fertile ground for
tional skills for students who tended to | leadership in the process of change Adapting the University Role
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Rural school districts bave begun to compersate for scarce resources by tapping into the expertise of local universities, resulting i an
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Mapping Education Partnerships

While the 11 off-campus sites
have common bonds, they are all
results of campus-local collabora
tion: they all have master’s pro-
grams. It is their variety of histories
and formats that weave a growing
success storv for education in Ver-
mont

Kenneth Fishell, associate vice
president for outreach, sums up the
philosophy behind the flexibility in
off-campus programs: “It's not that
the course content varies o meet
local needs, It's the process of in
struction which changes, by on-go-
ing negotiations and agreement, 50
that participants can apply course
content to the solution of the prob-
lems within their schools

Eleven Off-campus Sites for Master's Programs

boundaries, the University redesigned |
its graduate-level curriculum and ad-
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would have greater access to training
despite their isolation. The university's
College of Education and Social Serv

ices has

1. become a broker of services for
the schools, arranging support for
school improvement efforts at the lo
cal level

2 redesigned rwo of s master's
degree programs so that they can be
used to support school improvement
projects;

3. provided courses, institutes, con-
sultants, and rechmical assistance to
schools throughout the state

4. replaced a static curriculum with
a process of negotiated program de
SIgN:

5 assigned an assistant dean to the
task of tailoring plans to the needs of
local schools

In their new reciprocal relationship,
the universiry and the schools collabo-
rate in the design, development,
implementation, and evaluation of
school improvement projects, but con-
trol over the improvement process
remains with the school

The university has had to suspend
most of the conventions that typified
its relationship with the schools prior
to 1981 For vears, the University of
Vermont had offered continuing edu-

cation courses on campus for local
teachers. Individuals living close to
Burlington drove 1o town once a week
to attend a three-hour class. After com
pleting required readings, participat-
ing in discussions, and writing a ten
page paper, they would go back 1o
work. As their individual interests and
the requirements for teacher recertihi-
cation might dictate, teachers chose
courses one at a time. By the time the
college began to work with school
improvement, most teachers in the
Burlington area had received master's
degrees. None of these degrees, how
ever, represented a coherent body of
skills and knowledge organized 1o
help the schools improve the achieve
ment of Vermont's children

Serving the children has meant
working with the school, rather than |
the individual teacher, as the primary
chient. To work with with the schools
the university first had to develop a
relationship in which shared values
created an atmosphere of trust

Flexible Support for School
Improvement
The university has a four-pronged sup
port system of services for school im
provement. The first service helps a
school district achieve organizational
readiness, providing interested school
leaders (principals, superintendents,
and school board members) with a
chance to consider approaches to
school development in light of their
needs. The second service is inspira-
tional, creating a common vision
among teachers, school leaders, and
community members that illuminates
some common goals and leads to gen
eral consensus about the need for
change. The third support element, by
far the most extensive, consists of
credit courses or institutes within two
master’s degree programs that can be
transported to teachers and adminis-
trators across the state. Finally, the
support system includes the brokering
of the technical services needed to
fine-tune and integrate specific com
ponents of locally designed improve
ment projects as they evolve. For any
school system, the mix, timing, and
texture of these four elements emerge
slowly through negotiation berween
people from the university and people
from the schools

To create a state of organizational
readiness, the schools and the univer-

78

EDUCATIONAL LEADERSHIP




sity have relied on a number of prepa- |

ratory techniques. Members of the col-
lege dean’s office and faculty may meet
with a school board over a period of
time to create the sense of common
direction, commitment, and legitimacy
necessary to a school improvement
drive. In different circumstances,
teams from the college may meet with
all the school principals within a dis-
trict to begin preliminary evaluations,
clarify expectations, and start a plan-
ning process. The college may arrange
sabbaticals for superintendents, who
take up temporary residence at the
university, and sets up exchanges of
superintendents or principals and uni-
versity faculty. The early involvement
of school board members and super-
intendents has proven essential to the
development of successful projects. A
school district is ready to begin the
change process when its policy groups
have accepted change as their major
purpose.

Finding a central vision that can
inspire all school personnel to engage
in a collective effort occurs most sim-
ply when a principal or superinten-
dent gathers the entire staff in a gym or
motel meeting room to hammer out
that vision. Ideally, such group meet-
ings include the entire teaching staff,
board members, bus drivers, cooks,
and custodial personnel. Some staff
groups find it easy to define the com-
mon values they want the whole
school to represent. Other school
groups have had to start with a nar-
rower goal, like creating a writing
curriculum or a reliable discipline
procedure, before moving to larger
tasks

Master’s ee Programs as a
Change Medium

Once a school has decided on a gener-
al direction, two master’s degrees—
one in administration and planning,
the other in curriculum and instruc-
tion—provide the medium for devel-
oping specific projects in school im-
provement. Both degree programs
rely on a research-based change mod-
el consistent with the school effective-
ness literature. Both degree options
can be carried out within a school
district or a cooperating network of
districts. Either degree program can
be introduced to a district through a
single umbrella course that conveys
the fundamental principles of re-

e school.”

search-based change and the findings
from effective schools research. All
courses within both 30-hour curricu-
lums require practical projects that are

carried out within the school setting
(see fig. 1).

designed to complement each other.
For example, the courses in curricu-
lum design fit with the courses in
program evaluation, supervision, or
planning. The “project”
mon denominator of all courses. De-
signed within the course framework,
individual or small-group projects are
carried back into the school for testing
and evaluation. Over time, projects
carried out by many teachers and ad-
ministrators in the master's degree
programs begin to constitute a school
improvement drive,

the superintendent and principals take
an active role in planning a course
sequence that supports a districtwide

These master's programs have been

is the com-

y when
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Mmamwml:uw-um,mu
m,mdm&edfnﬂnnumﬂe

school improvement plan. Courses
have been designed to span a conven-
tional semester, to spread out over
wo semesters, or to collapse into two
weeks. Weekend and weekday retreats
serve to hold a district program to-
gether. As districts have gained experi-
ence with using credit courses to man-
age school improvement, they have
become skillful at defining needs
more precisely and moving short-
term, one-credit courses into the se-
quence. In the process they have in-
volved both educational and content-
area specialists from different colleges
within the university

Increasingly, university instructors
and school teachers have formed
teams to teach courses within the mas-
ter’s programs and to monitor project
development. Teachers who have tak-
en a course previously have become
trainers for later cycles of the same
course. Similarly, teachers who have
taken a research course have become
technical consultants to their own su-
perintendents when the district was
ready to fine-tune new data manage-

ment procedures. As the process of
school-based training continues, the
schools have reduced their depen-
dence on the university for support
and direction. As a school moves more
deeply into school improvement,
courses can be integrated with the
actual school day and linked with ex-
isting staff development programs.
The nature of improvement projects
has varied widely among participating
districts. Somie projects expand the
elements of effective schools into lead-
ership improvement, curriculum de-
sign, evaluation design, or climate im-
provement activities. Other projects
are using an outcomes-based ap-
proach as an organizing framework.
One district in central Vermont has
run two cvcles of a master's degree
program focusing entirely on teaching
from Piaget's developmental perspec-
tive. One school may start improve-
ment by redesigning its drug and alco-
hol education program, while a
neighboring school works to institute
reality therapy as a discipline process.
This collaboration ensures that a

school community applies time to the
task of school development in a coher-
ent, planned—vet flexible—scheme

Momentum Toward
Improvement

School improvement in Vermont has
begun to generate a number of related
effects, even when the basic models
for improvement are as different
as Piaget's developmentalism and
Bloom's behaviorism. School-based
master's degree programs:

1. create a common language
among teachers and administrators;

2. move teaching and supervisory
processes into alignment so that differ-
ent school activities seek similar re-
sults;

3. create a common set of assump-
tions within an entire school commu-
nity about what constitutes best prac-
tice for the professional community:

4, promote the development of poli-
cy that is consistent and coherent
across grade levels, disciplines, and
administrative units;

5. create a process for identifying
common values and beliefs so that
exemplary achievement can be recog-
nized when it occurs

In geography and climate, Vermont
remains today as it was five years ago
Rugged mountains divide the state
into separate sections. River valleys
divide the sections into separate vil-
lages. On the roads that flank the
rivers, buses carry children to village
schools. Unlike five years ago, the
University of Vermont and some of the
schools have reached beyond their
valleys for ways to support learning
among their students. Off-campus
master's degree programs and school
improvement projects take advantage
of rural isolation, creating local teams
that commit time and talent to improv-
ing the achievement of local children
Simultaneously, school administrators,
teachers, and university professors are
discovering identity as members of a
single profession.[]

Ken Hood is assistant dean for outreach
education and an instructor in administra-
tion, and John Clarke is associate director
for educational design at the Instructional
Development Center and an instructor in
the area of curriculum Both teach
throughout Vermont for the College of
Education and Social Services at the Uni-
versity of Vermont, Burlington, VT 05405
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