Ohio’s Statewide System of Support:
Building State, Regional, and Local Capacity to Improve Instructional Practice and Student Achievement
All students must be proficient at significantly higher levels of knowledge and skill to ensure that they are prepared to live and work in an increasingly competitive and global economy. The call for a fundamental redesign of the education system is cited in numerous national and state reports outlining the challenges faced by public education today. Central to these calls for reform is the recognition that district culture must support the use of evidence-based professional practice based on data and evidence, rather than opinion, preference, and popular practice.  However, despite the urgent need for change, few reform efforts focus on district-wide improvement, opting instead for a focus on the more traditional school improvement model.

In The New Meaning of Educational Change , Michael Fullan states that “The main reason that change fails to occur in the first place on any scale, and does not get sustained when it does, is that the infrastructure is weak, unhelpful, or working at cross purposes” (p. 18).  He argues that the difficulty of sustaining change at the classroom level occurs if other levels of the system (school, district, regional agencies, and state) don’t change in ways that enhance coherence, alignment, connectedness, synergy, and capacity for continuous improvement.

While the heroic efforts of some teachers, principals, and central office staff frequently do produce improved learning for students, these improvements are not sustainable as people move to other opportunities (or burn out). These same systems, however, can produce positive, synergistic change and better outcomes for students if they are well supported.
Ohio’s State System of Support (SSOS) is being designed to build the capacity at all levels (i.e., state, regional, district, and school) to continuously improve instructional practice and performance through the use of a structured four-stage process (the Ohio Improvement Process) that relies on a connected set of tools that are accessible and applicable to all districts and schools. Leadership, defined as a set of essential practices that must be implemented collectively across the system, provides a foundation for the OIP by clarifying leadership roles/responsibilities at the district and school level and validating leadership team structures needed for quality planning, implementation, and ongoing monitoring on a system-wide basis. In turn, the OIP provides an effective mechanism for enacting Ohio’s Leadership Development Framework (Ohio Leadership Advisory Council, 2008) in real ways.

Implementation of the OIP is a large-scale statewide effort that better positions the state and the regions to both anticipate and intentionally address critical needs reported by districts and their schools. Important components of the process allow for the standardization of critical need identification at the state, regional and local level, thereby supporting the need for and contributing to the viability of a true state system of support. These include the:
· Establishment and use of a District Leadership Team (DLT) and Building Leadership Teams (or Community School Leadership Teams in the case of community schools) to lead the ongoing process of improvement, beginning with an honest assessment of the critical needs of the district/school; 
· Use of the Ohio Decision Framework tool, which pairs relevant data with essential questions, for helping districts, buildings, and community schools more efficiently complete a comprehensive needs assessment based on data;
· Use of the needs assessment to drive development of the major components of the district’s comprehensive continuous improvement plan (CCIP), focusing on a limited number of parallel goals and strategies specific to remedying the district’s and schools’ most pressing problems; and
· Use of the implementation management/monitoring component of the CCIP to support ongoing monitoring of the degree of implementation of district/building/community school strategies and actions, and resulting changes in adult practices and student outcomes.
Several parameters will guide improvement efforts as Ohio’s statewide system of support (see Figure 1) continues to evolve, thus providing anchors for the ongoing work of state support teams (SSTs) as well as educational service center (ESC) personnel engaged in this work:

· First, Ohio is committed to a unified system of support that meaningfully connects early learning and school readiness, literacy, and special education functions with the core work of improving instructional practice and student performance on an ongoing basis through the use of a consistent/common process and connected set of tools – the Ohio Improvement Process. A unified system involves collaboration among all components so that as issues are identified, the system is able to respond in an effective, coherent, and timely manner.
· Second, building regional capacity for OIP implementation at a high level is the core work of the SSTs and recognizes the critical role that educational service centers (ESCs) play as a fundamental component of the SSOS. 
· Third, the provision of high quality facilitation and support in OIP implementation requires the ongoing development and support of regional providers engaged in this work.
Figure 1: Components of Ohio’s Statewide System of Support
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Ohio believes that the state’s role is to ensure high quality consistent support to any district/school, regardless of status, through development of a high functioning statewide system of support. To that end, Ohio has created several interrelated structures that support the ongoing development of its SSOS. First, regional managers (state education agency personnel) (1) support and validate the effective implementation of the Ohio Improvement Process (OIP) in ensuring a healthy and viable state system of support that is responsive to the needs of all districts and schools; (2) provide oversight of the performance agreement between fiscal agents and the Ohio Department of Education; and (3) provide observational information to ODE about the region and its districts. 
In addition to the support and oversight role performed by regional managers, a State-level Design Team with representation from each of Ohio’s state support team (SST) regions, as well as representatives from higher education, districts, ESCs, and ODE works to ensure consistency and focus in the design of training and facilitation materials and protocols used by regional facilitators. Four state support team members, one from each quadrant of the state, are designated as “quad leads” and are responsible for the development, in cooperation with the SLDT, and ongoing delivery of training for SST/ESC personnel, district internal facilitators, and district and building leadership teams;
External facilitators from state support teams and Ohio’s 56 educational service centers (ESCs) provide ongoing support to district internal facilitators, district leadership teams (DLTs), school-level or building leadership teams (BLTs), and teacher-based teams (e.g., grade-level teams, vertical/horizontal teams, data teams, content area teams, etc.) in making and sustaining improvements in instructional practice and achievement for all students/student groups on a district-wide basis. 

Establishing a strong state system of support, one that ensures consistent, high-quality support to districts and schools, is dependent on the ongoing development and support of regional providers, primarily those employed through state support teams and educational service centers. Additional information about the role of regional facilitators is found in the attached Key Roles& Structures.
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