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About This Guide

Guide to Working With External Providers was researched and written by Bryan Hassel, Ph.D.,
and Lucy Steiner with support from North Central Regional Educational Laboratory, a wholly
owned subsidiary of Learning Point Associates. Dr. Hassel is the cofounder of Public Impact, an
education policy firm based in North Carolina. Steiner is a research associate with Public Impact.
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INTRODUCTION

Purpose of This Guide

Schools and districts are turning more often to external service providers for help in improving
teaching and learning. Such outside contractors come in to help with curriculum and instruction,
strategic planning, professional development, technology use, leadership training, and the whole
gamut of needs faced by schools and districts. These partnerships have great potential: They can
bring in much-needed perspective and expertise. But having an external partner is no guarantee
of success. Districts and schools everywhere have struggled with how to make the most of their
relationships with external providers.

Productive partnerships between schools and external providers are built on strong foundations.
One fundamental building block of these foundations is clarity—a clear understanding of what the
partnership will entail, what expectations all parties will bring to the table, and how the partner-
ship will evolve and grow over time. Another is communication—a commitment on the part of all
parties to provide ongoing feedback to one another and to assess and improve the partnership
as circumstances change, problems emerge, and successes occur.

The purpose of this guide is to help schools and districts put these building blocks into place.
Although it is not designed to provide a cookie-cutter approach, it does aim to give your school
or district a better understanding of the issues you will need to consider when embarking on a
partnership with an external provider. The guide is designed to provide a step-by-step approach
to researching and selecting a high-quality provider, establishing an effective partnership agree-
ment, and evaluating the success of the partnership. It digs beneath the surface and explains how
actual schools and districts have successfully negotiated these partnerships.

Working with an external provider is one step in a long improvement process for schools or
districts. The Guide to Working With External Providers aims to help your school or district with
this one aspect of your reform efforts. Though this step is important, you must undergo significant
work—before, during, and after working with an external provider—that is not discussed in depth
in this guide. (See “Steps in the School Improvement Process for Schools or Districts Hiring
External Providers” on page 3.) This document is not a guide to overall school improvement. As
indicated by the items in bold type in the chart on page 3, it focuses primarily on selecting an
external provider, establishing a strong relationship and agreement with the provider, working
with the provider over time to implement its services, and using evaluation to improve the part-
nership’s effectiveness. Other critical steps in the school improvement process—such as
performing a needs assessment, aligning district or school efforts, eliminating programs, and
reallocating resources—are discussed only in passing, though the guide directs readers to other
resources when possible.
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STEPS IN THE SCHOOL IMPROVEMENT PROCESS FOR SCHOOLS OR DISTRICTS

HIRING EXTERNAL PROVIDERS
Areas in bold type indicate steps covered in this guide.

« Creating a vision for the school
= Performing a needs assessment
« Collecting, organizing, and analyzing multiple sources of data
« Determining priorities and setting goals
= Developing a school improvement strategy and action plan
» Creating a framework
- Putting together a selection team
- Writing a request for proposal (RFP)
- Researching your choices
« Selecting a provider
- Conducting initial conversations
- Checking references
- Reaching an agreement on selecting a provider
= Negotiating a contract
« Working with the external provider
- Creating an implementation plan
- Overcoming implementation barriers
- Using results of evaluation to set new goals and reshape implementation
« Selecting, revising, and eliminating other programs as a means of supporting the
external partner’s services (ongoing)
* Working with the district office to distribute resources and consider structures in ways
that best support implementation (ongoing)
« Reflecting on, evaluating, and refining the plan and process

¢ obed
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Section Structure

This guide is divided into five main sections: Creating a Framework, Selecting a Provider,
Negotiating a Contract, Working as Partners, and Planning for the Future. Each section addresses
a number of vital issues you should think through as you forge and manage relationships with
external providers. (See “Vital Issues Addressed in This Guide” below.) Within each section is a
series of steps that includes a discussion of the issue under consideration.

VITAL ISSUES ADDRESSED IN THIS GUIDE
Section 1: Creating a Framework
« Putting together a selection team
« Writing a request for proposal (RFP)
« Researching your choices
Section 2: Selecting a Provider
« Conducting initial conversations
« Checking references
« Reaching an agreement on selecting a provider
Section 3: Negotiating a Contract
< Understanding the package of services and materials supplied by the provider
< Determining actions and support provided by the school and district
< Focusing on outcomes and evaluation measures
Section 4: Working as Partners
< Creating the school or district implementation plan
« Addressing common issues that arise during implementation
< Establishing an evaluation plan
Section 5: Planning for the Future
« Determining contract length
< Reshaping the relationship after the natural end of the contract
« Terminating partnerships that do not meet expectations

Section | is written as a series of planning steps for you to follow before you select an external
provider. The steps are designed to help you do the following: put together a selection team with
responsibility for selecting a provider, clarify your needs by developing a request for proposal
(RFP) that outlines the essential characteristics you are looking for in a provider, and develop a
list of potential providers.

Section Il outlines the selection process of finding an appropriate, high-quality provider. It takes
you through the process of reviewing potential providers, checking references externally, and
reaching an agreement internally on whom to select.

Section Il describes how to negotiate a contract that sets the stage for a strong and effective
partnership. The section is organized into pairs of steps—one from the perspective of the school
and district and one from the perspective of the provider—that are meant to demonstrate the
complementary actions of each. Each of these steps is supported by tools the parties can use to
set the terms of their relationship.
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Sections IV and V describe the relationship between the school or district and the provider after
basic contract provisions have been established. The steps in these sections are written as joint
actions, signifying that the school, district, and provider are now unified in working toward the
same goal of improved teaching and learning. Although these two sections discuss some issues
that may not be written down in a contract, all issues should be talked about before an agreement
is reached. It is important to understand every issue that will potentially affect the partnership.

Tools in the Toolkit

Where appropriate, the guide presents tools designed to help you think about the issues and
communicate with the provider on the particular topic discussed in the section. (These tools are
found in the Toolkit at the back of the guide.) Although the tools are presented as documents
that can be filled in, you may choose to use them simply as a starting point for discussion. Indeed,
you or the provider already may have documents that either answer many of the questions posed
in the tools or serve the same purposes. In either case, such tools will spark your discussion and
bring up issues not already under consideration.

TOOL 1: REQUEST FOR PROPOSAL (RFP) WORKSHEET
A template designed to help you write an RFP

TOOL 2: PROSPECTIVE PROVIDER INFORMATION SHEET
An information sheet to use as you gather background material about
individual providers

TOOL 3: EVALUATION OF PROSPECTIVE PROVIDERS
A worksheet to rate how each provider fares after initial conversations are
complete and references are checked

TOOL 4: PROVIDER SERVICES AND MATERIALS QUESTIONNAIRE
A guestionnaire to ensure you understand the specific details of the
provider’s services

TOOL 5: GAP ANALYSIS
A tool to document the gaps that exist between your needs and the
services offered by the provider

TOOL 6: PROVIDER COSTS QUESTIONNAIRE
A questionnaire designed to help you get a handle on the costs
of the provider

TOOL 7: PROVIDER PREFERENCES FOR SUPPORTIVE SCHOOL-LEVEL POLICIES
A tool that allows the provider to identify school-level policies it feels are
needed or useful for implementation

TOOL 8: PROVIDER PREFERENCES FOR SUPPORTIVE DISTRICT-LEVEL POLICIES
A tool that allows the provider to identify district-level policies it feels
are needed or useful for implementation

TOOL 9: SCHOOL OR DISTRICT EVALUATION OF PROVIDER SERVICES
A template for assessing the quality of the services the provider
is delivering

TOOL 10: PROVIDER EVALUATION OF SCHOOL OR DISTRICT IMPLEMENTATION
A set of questions to help the provider assess the school or district’s
progress toward implementation

G abed
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Organizer’s Checklist: An Action Planner

Directions: Use this checklist to plan your organizing steps and meetings. It serves as a reminder
of the process outlined in this guide. Each of the items in the checklist is covered in more detail
beginning on the pages listed below.

Preliminary Actions (page 10)

Step 1:

Step 2:

Knowing Your Needs (page 10)
00 Conduct a thorough needs assessment.
O Identify expert sources to assist with the needs assessment if required.

Viewing the Landscape of External Partners (page 12)
O Identify the types of services offered.

O Identify the types of providers.

O Identify the characteristics of high-quality services.

Section 1: Creating a Framework (page 16)

Step 1:

Step 2:

Step 3:

Putting Together a Selection Team (page 16)

O Decide who should be on the selection team.

O Decide what role various team members will have on the selection team.

0 Decide what input other key stakeholders not on the selection team will have.
O Determine the logistics of selection team meetings.

Writing a Request for Proposal (RFP) (page 17)
O Identify your most pressing needs.
O Identify the outcomes you expect to get as a result of hiring an outside provider.
O Identify the services you would like the external provider to deliver.
O Identify your selection criteria.
O Address logistical concerns.
O Write an RFP outlining your needs, the outcomes and services you expect,
and your selection criteria.

Researching Your Choices (page 21)

U Issue an RFP.

O Consult with schools or districts similar to yours.
O Consider various types of providers.

O Contact professional organizations.

O Conduct an Internet search.

O Look at original research.

O Ask another entity to conduct a search for you.
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Section 2: Selecting a Provider (page 24)

Step 1:

Conducting Initial Conversations (page 24)

O Discuss your selection criteria with the potential provider.

O Discuss the cost of services with the potential provider.

O Discuss the outcomes you expect and your timetable with the potential provider.
O Discuss the provider’s evaluation strategy.

Step 2: Checking References (page 26)

Step 3:

0 Ask the provider for references.
0 Contact schools or districts similar to yours that have worked with this provider.

Reaching an Agreement on Selecting a Provider (page 26)
O Ask key stakeholders to review or formally approve your choice.
O Build support for your choice among the wider school community.

Section 3: Negotiating a Contract (page 30)

Step 1:

Step 2:

Step 3:

Understanding the Package of Services and Materials Supplied

by the Provider (page 30)

0O Communicate the school or district’s needs to the provider.

O Identify gaps between what the school or district requires and what the
provider’s standard package can provide.

Determining Actions and Support Provided by the School or District (page 31)
0 Discuss cost and payment arrangements.

O Discuss school-level policies that are required for effective implementation.

0 Discuss district-level policies that are required for effective implementation.

0 Discuss other ways the district can support implementation.

Determining Outcomes and Evaluation Measures (page 34)

0 Agree on formative and summative outcome measures.

O Agree on a timetable for measuring outcomes.

00 Agree on consequences of achieving or not achieving expected outcomes.

) abed
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Section 4: Working as Partners (page 36)

Step 1:

Step 2:

Step 3:

Creating the School or District’s Implementation Plan (page 36)

O Work with the provider to develop a flexible implementation plan upon which
both partners agree.

0 Maintain open communication.

Addressing Common Issues That Arise During Implementation (page 36)
0 Gain support from school staff.

O Customize services to local context.

O Schedule professional development.

O Find time to learn and reflect on new practices.

O Address the problem of conflicting efforts and shifting priorities.

O Align services with district and state standards and assessments.

O Address turnover of leadership and staff.

O Train new teachers.

Establishing an Evaluation Plan (page 42)

O Align the evaluation plan with wider accountability systems.

O Set up mechanisms for collecting ongoing and final evaluation data.

O Collect information on the implementation process.

O Collect information on how well the partnership is meeting outcomes.

O Review evaluation data and make changes to the partnership as necessary.

Section 5: Planning for the Future (page 46)

Step 1:

Step 2:

Determining Contract Length (page 46)
O Agree upon a contract length acceptable to both parties.
O Work with the school or district attorney to draw up the best possible contract.

Reshaping the Relationship After the Natural End of the Contract (page 46)
O Discuss the possibility of extending the length of the partnership.
O Explore options with the assistance of the school or district attorney.

Step 3. Terminating Partnerships That Do Not Meet Expectations (page 47)

O Agree on the grounds under which the parties might decide to end
the partnership.
O Agree on logistics for terminating the partnership.
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PRELIMINARY ACTIONS

Step 1: Knowing Your Needs

Although many schools and districts have worked diligently at school improvement for several
years, recent federal and state accountability programs have stepped up the pressure on all
entities to improve student learning, particularly for economically disadvantaged students. Under
the accountability provisions in the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act, thousands of schools may
be labeled as “low-performing” or “in need of improvement” during the next few years. This
environment is rife with both opportunity and peril. The public pressure to improve student
achievement has given school leaders an unusual chance to make lasting and substantive changes
in how schools are operated. It also has driven many schools to find quick-fix solutions to their
low achievement scores. Even schools and districts that have avoided the “low-performing” label
are under pressure to address persistent achievement gaps; educators know that schools can
always strive toward a higher level of performance. As a result, school improvement is truly a
nationwide phenomenon, going on in every kind of community and every school.

The message is clear from schools that have transformed themselves into strong learning com-
munities for all students: The work of school improvement is complex, and it takes time. Rather
than rushing to implement a program or bring in an outside expert to “fix”” your school, you first
should take a long, hard look at what you are currently doing—how decisions are being made, who
has authority, where money is being spent, what areas of student achievement need improve-

ment, what the current areas of strength are, and what teachers need to know and be able to do
to better meet student learning needs (Hassel, 1999; Newmann, Smith, Allenswork, & Bryk, 2001).

The many people who were consulted during the development of this guide agreed the needs-
assessment process is crucial. A successful needs-assessment process helps you focus on your
most pressing and important needs. Undertaking a thorough self-assessment sets the stage for
all the upcoming work for several reasons. A needs assessment:

» Helps you determine whether you need outside help.

« Helps you build on your existing strengths.

« Helps develop and communicate a vision for reform.

» Helps you determine what kind of help you need.

« Lays the foundation for a strong relationship with an external provider.

Although it is beyond the scope of this guide to offer how-to instructions on conducting a needs
assessment, the importance of getting this step right cannot be overemphasized. You may be

in a position to conduct a needs assessment internally. If so, you will want to modify some of

the subsequent steps in this guide and have an internal needs assessment assume the highest
priority. But if you are not in a position to conduct an internal needs assessment, you may decide
to turn to an external provider for help with this initial task.

A good needs assessment must meet three requirements. First, it should get input from a variety
of stakeholders, including not only school and district staff but also parents, community members,
and students. All participant groups should be representative of the school population. This
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stakeholder input allows you to gather information about the beliefs and values that are unique
to your district or school community—which, in turn, will influence the type and delivery of
services that will best meet your needs.

Second, a needs assessment should provide specific details about a school’s needs. For example,
identifying “reading” as a weakness in the school curriculum is too broad to be of much use. Instead,
you should highlight which specific skills within reading are weak, as well as which groups of students
(by grade level, native language, race/ethnicity, and so on) are having the most difficulty. Pinpointing
your student-learning needs allows you to take the crucial next step: analyzing whether staff mem-
bers have the skills and competencies they need to meet these critical student-learning needs.

Third, a needs assessment should help you prioritize needs. There may be many areas that you
would like to improve, but setting numerous goals could result in none being reached successfully.
A lack of coherence and alignment with a few established priorities is one of the major stumbling
blocks that undermine many partnerships with external providers (Finnigan & O’Day, 2003;
Newmann et al., 2001). After you determine your goals, they should be presented in a clear and
concise manner that is accessible and understood by all major stakeholders. (For more information
about how to conduct a needs assessment, consult “Suggested Resources on Conducting a
Needs Assessment” below.)

SUGGESTED RESOURCES ON CONDUCTING A NEEDS ASSESSMENT
These resources also may be helpful when performing evaluations throughout
the reform process.

1T 9bed

At Your Fingertips: Using Everyday Data to Improve Schools, by Kristi Ross, Denise Bradley,
and Peter Teitelbaum (edited by Karen Levesque). Published by MPR Associates (1998).

Data Analysis for Continuous School Improvement (2nd ed.), by Victoria Bernhardt.
Published by Eye on Education (2003).

Making Good Choices: A Guide for Schools and Districts (Rev. ed.), by Bryan Hassel and
Maria Ferguson. Published by North Central Regional Educational Laboratory (2001).
Available online at www.ncrel.org/csri/choices/makegood/mgc.pdf.

Making Schools Smarter: A System for Monitoring School and District Progress (2nd ed.),
by Kenneth Leithwood, Robert Aiken, and Doris Jantzi. Published by Corwin Press (2001).

Planning and Conducting Needs Assessments: A Practical Guide, by Belle Ruth Witkin
and James W. Altschuld. Published by Sage Publications (1995).

Research-Based Strategies to Achieve High Standards: A Guidebook on School-Wide
Improvement, by Sylvie Hale. Published by WestEd (2000). Available online at
www.wested.org/csrd/guidebook/toc.htm.

Results: The Key to Continuous School Improvement, by Mike Schmoker. Published by
the Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development (1999).

Learning Point Associates
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Step 2: Viewing the Landscape of External Partners

After you have determined your need for external help through the needs-assessment process,
you can choose from many providers that offer a wide range of services. To get a sense of what
the provider landscape looks like, read the following descriptions of the types of services offered,
the types of external providers, and the definition of high-quality services.

Types of Services Offered
According to the school leaders and providers interviewed during the development of this guide,
successful collaboration efforts are based on a variety of general types of services:

« Strategic planning

» Leadership development
« Reshaping of school culture
« School governance

« Assessment strategies

« Data analysis

e Curriculum components
« Classroom management
< Instructional methods
 Community involvement
» Parent involvement

« Use of technology

Comprehensive school reform (CSR) models, for example, are designed to coordinate a school or
district’s efforts in many of these areas into a single strategy so that all the components work
together. (For more information, see “Comprehensive School Reform Program” below.)

page 12

COMPREHENSIVE SCHOOL REFORM PROGRAM

The Comprehensive School Reform (CSR) Program began in 1998 and was reauthorized as
Title I, Part F, of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act, which was signed into law
as the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act on January 8, 2002. More than 5,000 schools nation-
wide have received grants of at least $50,000 per school per year, renewable for three years.

The CSR Program is designed to improve student achievement by helping public schools
across the country implement schoolwide reforms that are grounded in scientifically based
research and effective practices. CSR entails coherent schoolwide improvement that
covers virtually all aspects of a school’s operations. The law requires CSR schools to access
high-quality technical assistance from outside partners experienced in schoolwide reform.
In this way, all components of the school—from its curriculum to its governance, and from
its professional development to its parent involvement approach—are coordinated in a
single strategy. This concerted effort to have all educational components work in tandem
with one another avoids the fragmentation of implementing a collection of separately
focused reform measures.

For more information about CSR, see the U.S. Department of Education Web site at
www.ed.gov/programs/compreform/index.html.

Learning Point Associates
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Many providers will provide services in several different areas. In some districts interviewed during
the development of this guide, many of these services were offered by a single provider. In other
cases, a combination of services was offered by a host of providers over time. Although it may
make sense to have multiple providers, this approach raises its own set of difficult issues that will
need to be thought through. Many partnerships falter because schools and districts are spread
too thin and have too many competing initiatives. (More information about the selection process
is presented in Sections 1 and 2 of this guide.)

Of course, schools and districts may enlist many other kinds of external providers—companies that
build schools, maintain school grounds, provide security, prepare lunch, and so on. But the focus
of this guide is on services that relate directly to schools’ core work of teaching and learning.

Types of External Providers
External providers fall into the following categories:

« Regional service centers. At the state level, some states have regional service centers that
are designed to provide help in many aspects of school improvement—including staff
professional development—to the schools in their geographic regions.

« State departments of education. State education departments also might provide various
types of assistance, particularly to schools with persistently low student achievement.

« Colleges and universities. University and community college instructors can offer both a
research perspective as well as a history of similar work in similar types of schools.

» Professional organizations. Numerous professional organizations offer a range of services
to their members. Included in this category are curriculum-specific organizations (such as the
National Council of Teachers of English) as well as those associations targeted at particular
types of school leaders (such as the National Association of Secondary School Principals).

« Teachers unions. Some teachers unions offer technical assistance in a wide range of areas.
« Private providers. Possibly the largest and most wide-ranging category belongs to private
providers. These individuals, as well as larger organizations such as textbook companies,
offer services to help schools in literally every aspect of school improvement. Private

providers may be for-profit or nonprofit companies.

Before even turning to an outside provider, however, schools and districts should examine their
internal resources. School districts themselves might be the best and most cost-effective option,
depending on their capabilities. Many school districts have literacy coaches, curriculum special-
ists, and other staff members with specific areas of expertise. In addition, staff members with
specific expertise at the school level often are the most efficient and successful change agents in
their schools. Using internal staff wisely—perhaps by reallocating staff members to support your
highest priorities—can have tremendous capacity-building benefits for the school or district.

High-Quality Services

Although the types of services offered and the number of potential providers may seem over-
whelming, there is good news. No matter what type of help your school or district needs

and what type of provider you ask to provide it, there is general agreement about the kind of
help that fosters long-term improvement: Research on the qualities of effective professional
development is applicable when hiring any type of external provider.

eT abed
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Numerous studies document that much money and time are wasted on professional development
activities that do not have an impact on student learning. Professional development often tends
to take the form of “one-shot” workshops with little follow-up, and it typically does not focus

on the skills teachers need to help students master specific content (Cohen & Ball, 1999; Garet,
Birman, Porter, Desimone, & Herman, 1999; Little, 1997; Parsad, Lewis, & Farris, 2001). Such
professional development is still undertaken in most schools, despite the fact that numerous case
studies of successful schools have provided evidence about what works, and a small number of
more recent studies have begun to show that professional development activities with certain
characteristics have a direct, measurable impact on student achievement (Garet, Porter, Desimone,
Birman, & Yoon, 2001; Johnson & Murphy, 2000; Kennedy, 1998; Smylie, Allensworth, Greenberg,
Harris, & Luppescu, 2001; Wenglinsky, 2000).

Although current research does not provide a clear list of the most critical characteristics of high-
quality provider services, five characteristics do appear consistently in the research. These qualities
are thought to be the most relevant for schools and districts in the process of evaluating the
quality of multiple external providers. In order to avoid the failures experienced by so many
schools, all schools and districts hiring an external provider should make sure the provider offers
services that have the following characteristics:

» Aligned with established goals. All plans and activities should be aligned with goals that
were established by the school or district during the needs assessment and school or district
improvement processes.

Part of a long-term strategy. The provider’s services should be offered as part of a long-
term strategy for improved student learning. The provider should be candid about the fact
that making changes to affect student learning is a complex and difficult task that takes time.
Customized. The provider should be prepared to tailor its approach to the school or
district’s unique circumstances and needs. It should have a viable plan to get buy-in from
key stakeholders.

Research based. The provider’s approach should be backed by evidence that it gets the
desired results in similar circumstances. Ideally, this evidence should come from scientific
research, but often no such research exists. In such cases, evidence could take the form of
strong anecdotes of effectiveness, references from successful users of the approach, and
other indications the approach is “best practice.”

Capacity building. All services should be delivered with a strategy for training the school

or district to be able to practice and assess these skills independently. The provider should
have a plan for building capacity at the school or district level and evidence that it has
accomplished this goal in the past. These capacity-building services could take the form of a
trainer-of-trainers model, annual “brush-up” trainings, and/or codevelopment of services
with a site-based professional development design team.

After the preliminary actions of knowing its needs and viewing the landscape of external pro-
viders, the school or district is ready to embark on specific steps of working with external providers.
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SECTION 1: CREATING A FRAMEWORK

After going through an intensive process of determining a vision for the school,
performing a thorough needs assessment, looking over the types of services and
external providers that are available, and understanding the characteristics of
high-quality services, you are in a position to build the framework for a strong
selection process. At this point, you can begin putting together a selection team,
writing a formal proposal outlining your needs, and researching your choices.

Step 1: Putting Together a Selection Team

Involving a wide range of stakeholders in the decision to hire an outside provider is important

for many reasons. Casting a wide net ensures that decisions respond to the real needs of the
diverse students who attend your school. Broad involvement also helps foster ownership and a
commitment to working with the provider to implement its services. Some administrators mention
the importance of ensuring that these decisions are not perceived by teachers as yet another
“top-down” initiative.

At the same time, most schools and districts find that having the selection team report to someone
with decision-making authority is essential to move the process forward in an efficient fashion.
One way to balance these two concerns is to invite different types of input at different stages.
For example, the selection team might invite other stakeholders to take part in the needs-
assessment process or conduct research on potential providers. Later in the guide (Section 2,
Step 3, on page 26), you will find some suggestions about submitting the selection team’s deci-
sions to a wider audience for review.

Your school or district already may have a group in place that could take on the job of selecting
an external provider. At the school level, an existing school-improvement team or a site council
may take on this task. At the district level, a committee with responsibility for curriculum and
instruction or for aligning district initiatives might be tapped for this role if the group has broad
enough representation. (For ideas about whom to include in a selection team, see “Building a
Selection Team” on page 17.)

If your school or district decides to create a new selection team from scratch, think through how
this group will communicate and collaborate with preexisting entities and be sure it has represen-
tation from key constituencies within your school population. Also, be sure everyone on the
selection team is assigned a role in the selection and implementation process. No one person
should be responsible for managing the entire process.
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BUILDING A SELECTION TEAM
When forming a selection team to choose the external provider, consider people
such as the following:

» School and district administrators

= Teachers representing various grades, content areas, and teams

» Representatives from the school improvement team, professional development
committee, or other site-based management team

= Representatives of the teachers union

* Other professional staff

» Parents

« Community representatives

« Students

Step 2: Writing a Request for Proposal (RFP)

Most districts and schools select external providers by word of mouth. A common scenario is for
someone in the district office to ask around and find out where his or her colleagues have gone
for help, and who has provided good services. Often, district administrators meet presenters at
conferences and then invite them to do work in their districts. These approaches might work, but
they are somewhat haphazard in that they do not ensure that you are tapping into a broad range
of available providers.

)T 9bed

Successful districts and schools use a more purposeful, targeted approach. First, members of the
district or school selection team group design a request for proposal (RFP) that spells out clearly
what they are looking for in a provider. Schools and districts that have determined their strengths
and priorities for academic improvement during the needs-assessment process are in a stronger
position to write an effective RFP. Because they have put in hard work examining their current
practices, including thinking through the shared values and beliefs that currently shape their
school culture, they are ready to develop such a profile. This RFP may be publicly issued in such a
way that providers are invited to bid on the work according to the specifications outlined in the
profile. Or the team members might use the RFP internally to guide their investigation into their
options. Either way, building a list of components or characteristics to look for is an important
step in making sure you select the best possible provider.

Thinking Through Your RFP
When thinking through your RFP, consider the following questions:

« What are your needs?

* What outcomes do you expect as a result of hiring an external provider?
* What services would you like the external provider to deliver?

= What are your selection criteria?

« Do you have other logistical concerns?

Learning Point Associates
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What are your needs? Based on the needs-assessment process, you should have a strong idea
about the type of assistance you need in terms of “content.” However, you also need to make a
decision about how targeted you want this partnership to be. Most schools need help in a number
of areas. You will need to determine what areas are essential for the provider to focus on and
which are merely desirable and may need to be abandoned if they would dilute the effort.

Another note of caution: A large body of research suggests that many school-improvement efforts
fail because they do not address the “core” of learning—what actually happens in classrooms
between teachers and students (Elmore, 1996; Tyack & Tobin, 1993). This situation poses a
dilemma for school leaders who know for reforms to last, teachers need to have the will as well as
the capacity to do things differently. Many “process” approaches are based on this premise: For
there to be lasting change, teachers have to want to do things differently (Fullan, 1982;
McLaughlin, 1991; Tyack & Cuban, 1995). But if the effort focuses exclusively on process, it runs
another risk: It will not affect the “core” and therefore not affect student learning. A well-thought-
out approach acknowledges and addresses this dilemma. As you make your decision, recognize that
the most effective services are likely to be those concentrating on the specific content students
will be asked to master, the challenges they are likely to encounter, and research-based instruc-
tional strategies to meet those challenges.

What outcomes do you expect to get as a result of hiring an external provider? In addition
to knowing what your needs are, you also should describe the outcomes you expect as a result
of hiring an external provider. The specifics of these outcomes will likely be modified during con-
versations with providers and during contract negotiations, but knowing roughly what you expect
means you are more likely to select a provider that is able to accomplish your goals. In many
cases, schools and districts confuse service delivery with outcomes. Simply delivering services is
not the measure of whether a provider has succeeded. Outcomes should be described in terms
of specific student and teacher learning that will occur as a result of services rendered.

In writing your RFP, focus on specific, achievable outcomes that can be measured. For example,
many schools would like to improve student literacy in the early grades. But the specific outcomes
that individual schools are looking for might be very different. School X might write: “To vertically
align the literacy curriculum in the early grades so that students’ sight-reading skills improve as
measured by reading records, teacher observation, and district-mandated assessments.” School
Y might write: “To foster students’ desire to read independently for pleasure as measured by
teacher and student self-reports, parental observation, and use of classroom and library materials.”

What services would you like the external provider to deliver? At this point, you also should
begin thinking about the specific services you want a provider to deliver. As with outcomes, the
specific services may well be modified at a later stage in the process, but having an idea of what
you are looking for will help you conduct a more effective search. In many cases, the best mode
of delivery may depend in part on the beliefs and values of your school community. (School
beliefs and values are discussed in more detail on page 20.) For example, your desired outcome
might be a higher percentage of students taking Algebra | in eighth grade. To accomplish this
outcome, think about what kind of services would be most effective with your teachers and what
you would want a provider to do. Some possibilities might be to lead a series of professional
development sessions for math teachers, provide one-on-one coaching and modeling, or design
a system of peer observation and support. But perhaps you do not know what kind of delivery
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would be most effective; in such a case, indicate that you would like a provider to suggest a
package of professional development opportunities that lead to higher numbers of students
taking Algebra I.

What are your selection criteria? When determining your selection criteria, there are many
things to think through. Be sure to consider the five characteristics of quality provider services,
the kind of assistance you need, and the beliefs and values of your school community.

« The five characteristics of quality provider services. Regardless of the type of services

you need, you should insist upon services that are aligned with established goals, part of
a long-term strategy, customized, research based, and capacity building. These five quality
factors set the groundwork for outside help that will really make a difference in student
achievement. To illustrate the importance of searching for providers that have these charac-
teristics, look to the experience of one highly successful superintendent: When a provider
refuses to customize its services, the superintendent looks elsewhere without hesitation.

FIVE CHARACTERISTICS OF QUALITY PROVIDER SERVICES
» Aligned with established goals

« Part of a long-term strategy

* Customized

* Research based

« Capacity building

The type of assistance that you need. Beyond these basic characteristics of excellent
provider services, look for many other specific features so you get assistance that fits your
unique circumstances. One way providers differ is in the intensity of the help they offer.
Some CSR providers, for example, offer services that cover virtually all aspects of a school’s
operations—from curriculum to governance to parent involvement. Other providers offer
much more targeted help with a specific function, such as literacy coaching or analyzing
assessment data.

Another factor that characterizes providers is the degree to which they focus on content
versus process. Some providers train teachers to use a particular instructional strategy or
curriculum component; others focus on making changes to school governance or teachers’
collaborative working relationships.

Still another area in which providers differ is in the prescriptiveness of their approaches.
Some providers come with a focused, predetermined set of goals, skills, or materials; others
work with school leaders to help them develop these aspects of their school-improvement
effort for themselves.
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« The beliefs and values of your school community. It is essential to know your school
community when identifying the kind of assistance you need. During the needs-assessment
process, many of these issues should have surfaced (for example, teachers’ beliefs about
teaching and learning and their attitudes toward change, the current level of parent involve-
ment, decision-making patterns, and staff members’ willingness to collaborate). Up to now,
the process outlined in this guide has focused on the “hard realities” of your situation—
the objective facts that describe where you are today. But two schools could very well find
themselves in the same objective situation, yet choose different paths because the values
and beliefs that school stakeholders bring to the table are different.

The hard realities, for example, may tell you that you need to revamp teachers’ instructional
behaviors in order to raise student achievement, but the providers will not tell you which of
several instructional approaches will provide the best match to your needs. To answer that
question, your school or district leaders will need to reflect on the type of school they want
to create and the kinds of approaches most likely to succeed. For example, some groups
of teachers are eager for opportunities to team-teach; other groups of teachers would find
this approach extremely challenging.

Do you have other logistical concerns? In addition to selection criteria related to quality and
fit, you also may have concerns about logistical issues, such as timing, cost, and service delivery.
Before searching for a provider, you should clarify how much you are willing or able to spend.
You also should have an idea of how long you expect the partnership to last. Both of these issues
are subject to change as the partnership evolves (for example, some providers will be able to help
you identify external funding sources to support their services). But, at the outset, you should have
a rough idea of how much you expect to spend and when you expect to see results. Depending
on your circumstances—remote or rural location, for example—you may have preferences about
how services are delivered that need to be clarified from the beginning.

Getting the RFP Down on Paper

Having taken the time to think through the kind of help you need (the “content,” the essential char-
acteristics all providers should have, the special considerations unique to your school or district
community, and your logistical concerns), you are ready to write your own RFP. This RFP should state
very clearly what you are looking for in a provider—not just in terms of the content

of its services (for example, help with curriculum development), but also in terms of its delivery style
(for example, a targeted provider that has a highly prescriptive approach to improving literacy).

(SEE PAGE 57) Tool 1 is a template designed to help write an RFP. The first section
provides you with a space to outline your needs, the second section helps
you determine your selection criteria, and the third section documents
any logistical concerns. As a result of using this tool, you will have the
material you need to create an RFP for selecting an outside provider.
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Step 3: Researching Your Choices

There are many different ways to go about finding providers with the potential to deliver the help
you need. By focusing on the priorities you already identified, you can narrow down your search
considerably because many providers will not offer services that fit your needs. At this point, you
want to know if the provider offers the services you are looking for and, ideally, if it has had suc-
cessful experiences working with schools and districts similar to yours. As an initial step, you will

want to build a manageable list of potential providers that you want to contact directly for more
specific information. In terms of where to turn to build that list, here are some suggestions from

successful “buyers”:

Issue an actual RFP. In a large district, a specific RFP seems particularly appropriate. The scale
of the job is likely to entice several providers to express interest. The key to this strategy would
be to get the RFP out to a broad range of providers. (For ideas about where to send it, consult
the “Types of External Providers™ list below.)

TYPES OF EXTERNAL PROVIDERS
= Regional service centers

- State departments of education

« Colleges and universities

« Professional organizations

« Teachers unions

« Private providers

Consult with similar peers. Although using word-of-mouth recommendations alone are not
sufficient, you can learn a great deal by speaking with schools or districts that have similar needs.
What providers have they used in the past? Which ones were helpful? Which were not? Con-
sulting with your peers also can yield information about the likely costs of different services and
the funding sources available to pay for them.

Look at the provider list. The “Types of External Providers” list also is a good place to start a
more general search. Think through each type of provider and consider the following questions:
Is this type of provider available to me? (For example, does a local college or university have
professors willing to engage in the type of work you are looking for?) Is this type of provider likely
to provide high-quality services in the areas we are looking for? If the answer to these questions
is yes, write down the name on a list of providers you want to investigate further.

Contact professional organizations. By contacting well-respected, high-quality professional
organizations, you may get recommendations for strong external providers. This source seems
like a particularly good place to get recommendations as long as you do extensive follow-up
research on the possibilities. One thing to determine when contacting a professional organization
is whether it offers its own services or recommends the services of other providers.
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Conduct an Internet search. There are several tacks to take on searching the Internet, some of
which depend on the specificity of your needs. One approach is to get more information about
providers you are considering by going directly to their Web sites. The second approach is to
enter a specific curriculum or an instructional service directly into a Web search engine and see
what turns up. For example, searching “cooperative learning” or “building collaborative teacher
teams” will turn up several promising references to existing books and programs. The authors of
these books might be excellent candidates to provide help or direct you to resources.

Look at original research in your area of interest. Another way to find high-quality providers is
to find out who is doing research in your area of interest. Try searching the What Works Clearing-
house Web site (www.w-w-c.org), the online federal education database, or do a library search of
relevant research articles in scholarly journals. You might find someone who has the latest infor-
mation about your particular area of need. If these researchers do not offer services themselves,
they may be able to recommend someone who does work with schools directly.

Ask another entity to conduct the search for you. If conducting a search seems overwhelming,
one possibility is to ask another entity to help you conduct a search. A trusted provider you have
worked with in the past, a local university or community college professor, or some other knowl-

edgeable advisor might be willing, for a fee, to help review the type of help available in your area
of interest.

(SEE PAGE 61) Tool 2 is an information sheet for you to use as you gather background
material about individual providers. You may want to make several copies
of this sheet to use as you collect information.
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SECTION 2: SELECTING A PROVIDER

As mentioned at the beginning of this guide, two building blocks are essential for
establishing a strong relationship with an external provider: clarity and communication.
These building blocks are especially important when selecting an effective provider.

Step 1: Conducting Initial Conversations

Up until now, the burden has been on you to set the stage by clarifying your needs. At this point,
you are ready to meet with potential providers to communicate your needs and determine which
provider will best meet them. During these conversations, the provider has an equal responsibility
to determine if you are appropriate for its services. In order to lay a firm foundation for a strong
working relationship, this step requires full disclosure of information and open communication
between both parties. This disclosure includes, on your part, a frank conversation about current
school culture: decision-making processes, level of teacher collaboration, teachers’ openness to
new instructional methods, level of parent participation, and other factors. In these conversations,
consider several important points:

Does the provider offer services that have the five quality characteristics? Every provider you
consider should offer services that are aligned with established goals, part of a long-term strategy,
customized, research based, and capacity building. These characteristics are crucial, but they are
not always easy to determine. For example, many external providers cite research supporting
their approach. One question to ask would be if their research is self-generated or independent.
(See Tool 2 on page 61 for sample questions you might ask to determine if the provider’s services
have these characteristics.)

Does the provider offer services that meet the essential criteria you identified while devel-
oping your RFP? By having your RFP on hand and asking about essential criteria, you can be
sure you are getting information about the provider’s ability to meet your particular needs.

Are the provider’s services cost-effective? Presumably, all schools and districts operate within
budget parameters when hiring outside providers. In general, research has shown that schools
and districts spend about 1 percent of their total budget on professional development (Choy &
Chen, 1998). This amount compares with the 4 percent or 5 percent spent on average by private-
industry companies on employee training (Klein, Medrich, & Perez-Ferreiro, 1996). In addition

to finding external funding, many districts and schools have freed up additional funds for
professional development by reallocating existing resources. (Although it is beyond the scope

of this guide to discuss funding in depth, see “Suggested Resources on Resource Reallocation”
on page 25.) Whatever the source of funds, though, seek a provider that is upfront about both
direct and indirect costs associated with its services and that shows its value for money.
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SUGGESTED RESOURCES ON RESOURCE REALLOCATION
Many of these references were written specifically for schools implementing CSR,
but the information is applicable to others as well.

A Better Return on Investment: Reallocating Resources to Improve Student Achievement.
Published by North Central Regional Educational Laboratory (2000). Available at
www.ncrel.org/policy/pubs/pdfs/booklet.pdf.

District Leaders’ Guide to Reallocating Resources, by Fran Walter. Published by Northwest
Regional Educational Laboratory (2001). Available online at www.nwrel.org/csrdp/
reallocating.pdf.

How to Rethink School Budgets to Support School Transformation, by Allen Odden, Ph.D.
Published by New American Schools (n.d). Available online at www.naschools.org/
uploadedfiles/How%20t0%20Rethink%20School%20Budgets%20t0%20Support%20
School%20Transformation.pdf.

Rethinking School Resources, by Karen Hawley Miles, Ph.D. Published by New American
Schools (2000). Available online at www.naschools.org/uploadedfiles/rethinking-
resources.pdf.

Rethinking the Use of Educational Resources to Support Higher Student Achievement, by
Karen Hawley Miles, Ph.D. Published by North Central Regional Educational Laboratory
(2000). Available online at www.ncrel.org/sdrs/areas/issues/envrnmnt/go/go600.htm.

Do you and the provider agree about the outcomes you expect from the partnership?
During this initial conversation, you will of course want to discuss outcomes. Although this
conversation is not the appropriate time for a detailed discussion of every potential outcome
and how it will be measured, you will want to be sure that you and the provider are in general
agreement. For example, some providers may be reluctant to set student-achievement targets
while others routinely include targets in their contracts. (For a more thorough discussion of
outcomes, see Section 3, page 34, of this guide.)

Does the provider have a strategy for evaluating whether these outcomes are met? A strong
provider will have a clear evaluation plan that includes both summative measures (to gauge
whether specific goals have been met at the end of a partnership) and formative measures (which
can be analyzed during the course of a partnership to determine if implementation is on target).

Do you have personal rapport with the provider? Consider how well you think you would work
with the provider, and how well you think other staff members from your school or district would
work with it. Unlike the other issues mentioned in this list, your instinctive feeling about whether
you want to work with a particular provider is purely subjective. Every person who was inter-
viewed during the development of this guide agreed that when entering into a partnership, it is
imperative to take these subjective criteria into account. In fact, most said they ultimately chose
one provider over another because of a belief that they could work better with the people
involved. They learned to select a provider that seems trustworthy, likeable, and straightforward.
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To make this determination, it is important to find out which specific individuals will be providing
the services. Especially in larger organizations, the people involved in making the “sale” may not
be the ones delivering the “goods.” Find out who will be on-site daily and meet those individuals
in person. Find out about stability by asking how much staff turnover the provider has. Be cautious
about a provider that cannot tell you about the staff members who will be implementing its
services. (For more information about building a strong relationship with an external provider, see
the Spring 2002 issue of Notes & Reflections, an NCREL publication designed for professional
developers, available at www.ncrel.org/info/notes/spring02/spring2002.pdf.)

Step 2: Checking References

As a last step before making a decision, the selection team members should contact other schools
or districts similar to their own that have worked with the provider they are considering. This may
involve a telephone call, or it may involve visits by members of the selection team to the school
for site visits and interviews. During these conversations, it is important to check whether the
information they got from the provider is accurate by asking about the “must-have” characteristics
identified during the RFP process. Does this provider offer services that have the five essential
characteristics? Does the provider have the characteristics you identified as critical to your school
or district? Were there any problems during implementation? Have the provider’s services
achieved the expected results? Did the school or district have a good working relationship with
this provider? Did the provider deliver as promised?

(SEE PAGE 63) Use Tool 3 to rate how each provider fares after initial conversations are
complete and references are checked.

Step 3: Reaching an Agreement on Selecting a Provider

Having gathered information directly from the provider and from other schools that have used this
provider, your selection team should have the information you need to come to a consensus about
which provider to recommend. Even though you have been gathering some degree of input
throughout the selection process, the next step in the decision-making process is to ask a wide
range of stakeholders to review your decision.

If your school or district is taking on a comprehensive partnership that will involve multiple
stakeholders and services, you might decide to go through a formal decision-making process
for selecting a provider. Some districts approach this task by asking key stakeholders to vote
on whether to hire a particular provider; others build consensus by holding a series of
informational meetings.

Before scheduling these meetings, think through how you will reach each constituency most
effectively. One option is to develop a formal presentation outlining the provider’s background
and the services it plans to implement. Other options include small-group discussions, parent
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forums, surveys, and feedback sessions in which the provider answers questions from particular
stakeholder groups. Your choice of delivery will depend on the characteristics, prior experiences,
and needs of your unique school community. The important thing is to design a presentation
mode that is comfortable for all participants and invites genuine input.

If you are hiring a provider for less comprehensive services, you will still need to ask key
stakeholders to review your decision. In many districts, the key stakeholders at this point are the
people who hold the purse strings: the superintendent (and/or the assistant superintendents) and
the school board; their agreement is critical. In most cases, you will want to get input from the
wider community as well to ensure even a small-scale partnership has solid support. A wide range
of potential stakeholders can be considered, including teachers, noninstructional staff, school support
teams, parents, community members partnering with the school, and district officials. When
determining what role various stakeholders will play, strive to create a healthy balance between
casting a wide net and creating an efficient process that allows for closure.
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SECTION 3: NEGOTIATING A CONTRACT

After finalizing your choice for a provider, you are now in a position to enter into
negotiations with the provider to establish a contract and working relationship that
is acceptable to all parties. This section of the guide explores three central issues that
make up the framework of a partnership agreement with a provider: the package of
services and materials the provider will supply, actions the school and district will
take to facilitate implementation, and outcomes and evaluation measures.

Step 1: Understanding the Package of Services and
Materials Supplied by the Provider

The “core” of the partnership agreement is a clear statement of the package of services and
materials the provider will offer the school. Most external providers will come to the table with

a more-or-less standard package of services. The aim of this part of the negotiation is to explore
ways in which the standard package might be customized to the school’s particular circumstances
or requirements. In most cases, a single provider will not meet every one of the school’s expecta-
tions. As a result, schools need to gain an upfront understanding of what an organization can
provide, what it cannot offer, and what it might be able to provide with appropriate modifications.

For this negotiation to be possible, the provider must make clear to the school the specific
services and materials that will be provided and the background and qualifications of the staff
members who will be delivering them. For example, if the provider offers on-site consulting, the
school needs to make sure it understands (among other things) what the duration, frequency,
and content of services will be; if and how the provider encourages peer coaching; and what the
procedure is if the school finds the provider’s consultants unacceptable for any reason. The school
also must be fully aware of what materials and services required for implementation are not part
of the package of services. For instance, extensive use of computers may be part of the provider’s
intervention, but the school must provide the actual equipment. Failure to work out format,
content, and logistical details before implementation is underway can lead to unnecessary tension
in the working relationship and, possibly, unsatisfactory outcomes.

(SEE PAGE 65) Tool 4 helps you understand the specific details of the provider’s services.
You also may use this tool as a comparative checklist if the provider
presents you with a draft contract outlining its proposed services. Using
this checklist should reveal any areas of uncertainty or misunderstanding
about the proposed package of services.

Schools and providers need a process by which they can come to agreement about services and
materials. Using the information from the needs assessment and the priorities listed in the RFP as
a starting point, both parties should identify “gaps” between what the school and district require
and what the provider’s standard package can provide. For example, some providers may not
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have strong capacity-building strategies in place to keep the intervention thriving after their work

is completed, but they may be able to modify their services to include this component.

To identify gaps, think through the following questions: What areas of need are not addressed
adequately by the chosen provider? In what ways, if any, do the provider’s services not match
with the state and district standards, curriculum, or assessment practices? Are there certain
required programs or practices the school must pursue that conflict with the provider’s services?
Are there unique values held by the school community that might be accommodated by the
provider? These gaps can form the basis for discussion about where the provider’s services can
(and cannot) be modified to fit the school’s circumstances. Areas for which services can be
adapted should be included in the partnership agreement.

(SEE PAGE 67) Tool 5 helps schools and districts document the gaps that exist between
their needs and the services offered by the provider. As a result of using
this tool, both parties should have a clear picture of the services and
materials the provider will provide, including any modifications to the
provider’s standard package.

Step 2: Determining Actions and Support
Provided by the School or District

All providers need some degree of support at both the school and district levels in order to
implement their services successfully. Schools and districts must provide a certain infrastructure,
which may or may not be in place at the time the provider is hired. Though outside the scope
of this guide, an important piece of the infrastructure is the skills and knowledge of the school-
level and district-level people who are carrying out the work entailed. Information about staff
skills is presumably clear from the needs assessment and should be shared with the provider,
but most providers also will have their own methods of assessing existing staff knowledge and
designing programs to address weaknesses and enhance strengths. Accordingly, this guide
focuses on the parts of the infrastructure that providers are less able to influence directly:
authority, resources, and support.

Cost and Payment Arrangements
During contract negotiations, providers must do more than apprise schools and districts of what
services and materials they will provide. They also need to specify how much the services and

materials will cost. In addition to direct costs, the provider also needs to make clear to the school

and district if there are costs to implementation not included in the stated price. Being upfront
about both direct and indirect costs avoids later misunderstandings that can undermine the partner-
ship. Other costs might include teacher stipends for extra time spent on professional development,
technology and equipment, travel, and substitute teachers.

The issue of payment will likely involve two major discussions: one between the school or district
and the provider to determine the payment schedule and, if necessary, one between the school
and district office to clarify how the school will pay for implementation. The discussion between
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the school, the district, and the provider is important for determining the times and frequency of
payment. No matter how the budget allocation for a school works, the school and district should
strategize ways in which the external provider can be paid in a timely fashion. By the same token,

the provider will need to adjust to when the district or school can pay.

(SEE PAGE 69) Tool 6 helps schools and districts get a handle on the costs of a provider
by guiding them through a set of questions concerning the costs of general
assistance, consulting, professional development, materials, and other
services. It also provides space for providers to note additional staffing,
equipment, and other options not included in the contract.

Supportive Policies for the Partnership at the School Level

Providers may have certain requirements or preferences about school policies and procedures.
With regard to school leadership, providers may require principals to attend training sessions
with the faculty. With regard to school staff, providers may require a certain amount of common
planning time for grade-level teams each week; they may need teachers to be able to attend

a certain number of professional development days on a certain schedule; or they may need
schools to use certain evaluation procedures or provide certain kinds of data on an ongoing

basis. Whatever the preferences of the provider, they should be made clear during contract
negotiations.

(SEE PAGE 73) Tool 7 allows the provider to identify school-level policies that are needed
or useful for implementation. For each area identified by the provider,
the tool allows the school to describe whether these policies are in place.
Additional space is provided for the two parties to address the differences
between what the provider requests and what the school can offer.

Supportive Policies for the Partnership at the District Level
Providers also differ in the types of authority, resources, and support they expect from the district.
Understanding these expectations upfront can help the district set priorities for improving its own

infrastructure for reform. This kind of advance planning helps avoid common problems during
implementation.

The district plays an important role in supporting implementation in several areas:

Adequate Funding. Districts can provide funds in a number of key areas: ongoing professional
development, technology, conferences, and substitute teachers.



GUIDE TO WORKING WITH EXTERNAL PROVIDERS

Supportive District Policies and Procedures. Such policies and procedures may include the
following: clear lines of authority, leadership stability, evaluation procedures, focus and alignment
with other initiatives, and direct technical assistance.

» Clear Lines of Authority for Decisions About Budgets, Staffing, Scheduling, and Programs.
Many providers suggest interventions or practices that require districts and schools to make
substantial changes in their current operations. The provider should know with whom it
needs to work to implement the required changes. For example, many schools have some
school-site autonomy with regard to curriculum; other schools, however, are required to
use districtwide curriculum materials. In the latter case, a provider that wants to introduce
new curriculum materials will need to get a waiver from the district office to do so. All
parties should be clear about who in the district office has the authority to grant such a
waiver and, ideally, whether that office is willing to grant the waiver in advance.

« Leadership Stability. Because a change in personnel can easily derail an effort, districts
should work hard to maintain leadership stability. Recognizing the importance of this task,
one superintendent said he begins planning for a successor as soon as he makes a new hire.
He also works only with providers that have strategies for building capacity throughout the
school so new practices can continue under new leadership.

« Evaluation Procedures. Does the district have evaluation procedures that align with those of
the provider? What role does data-driven decision making currently play in school operations?
Does the district report achievement data to schools in an ongoing and timely manner?

* Focus and Alignment With Other Initiatives. Do the services of the external provider align
with other district initiatives? In many cases, competing district initiatives or changing priorities
are a major barrier to new partnerships. To the extent possible, providers will want to know
their partnership is important to the district and that it will continue to be a priority for the
duration of their working relationship.

« Direct Technical Assistance. Some districts, especially large ones, may be in a position
to provide schools with technical assistance that supports or complements the provider’s
services. For example, the district office may have a team of data specialists, curriculum
providers, or literacy coaches who could be brought in to help with a particular intervention
or to be trained along with the school staff.

(SEE PAGE 75) The provider may use Tool 8 during contract discussions to make known
its preferences for district support. Discussion should focus on discrepan-
cies between the support the provider requests and the support the district
is willing or able to provide.
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Step 3: Focusing on Outcomes and Evaluation Measures

Ideally, discussions about outcomes have taken place prior to this point. Most likely, negotiations
would not have reached this stage without straightforward conversations about what the school
or district can expect to happen as a result of hiring a particular provider. But that is not the same
as writing outcomes and evaluation measures into a contract. Every partnership will be unique,
but the following issues might come up during this process.

How are outcomes described? As mentioned earlier, some districts will not work with a provider
that does not set goals for improved student achievement. Such goal setting would include not
only the goals themselves but also the measurements used by the provider and school to determine
if these goals are met. Many schools and districts are under tremendous pressure to meet state
and federal accountability provisions, and they will likely hire a provider that understands and
appreciates their sense of urgency. On the other hand, some successful providers are wary of
other providers who promise too much in terms of achievement gains. Successful providers know
that high-quality interventions take time and a lot of work to accomplish and are affected by
circumstances out of the provider’s control. In other words, beware of quick fixes. Some providers
deal with this dilemma by setting “targets” for student-achievement gains as opposed to prom-
ising that certain gains will be met.

In addition to student-achievement gains, other ways to measure the effectiveness of an intervention
during implementation are specific to the intervention itself. For example, a provider focusing

on building collaborative teaching teams could measure whether and how often teachers are
meeting, how often teachers are using new instructional strategies because of these meetings,
and whether teachers report that these meetings are effective and useful. A strategic planning
helper could be held accountable for meeting deadlines, for stakeholder evaluation of its
processes, and for being responsive to inquiries and requests.

The important things at this stage are to include reasonable measures of the intervention’s final
results and also to institute some process of feedback and discussion to evaluate how things are
going so that midcourse corrections are possible. The contract should include not only what will
be measured but also a timetable for the evaluation of outcomes.

What hinges on the outcomes? This is a key question. As mentioned earlier, many providers
typically include “targets” for improved achievement in a contract, but they are not willing to

tie their compensation to specific test-score increases because so many factors are beyond their
control. However, they are open to other possibilities. One approach to the issue of setting
student-achievement targets, for example, is to offer the provider a potential bonus if the targets
are met. Other possibilities include continuation of the contract, which could be broken down
into ongoing continuation and renewal of the contract for another year. In other words, what
expectations must the provider meet to keep the job from month to month? What expectations
must the provider meet to get the job again next year? (For assistance thinking through criteria
you might use to evaluate a provider, see Tool 9 on page 77.)
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SECTION 4: WORKING AS PARTNERS

By carrying out the activities described in earlier sections, each party had the opportunity
to make clear what it needs, what it expects, and how it can contribute to the
implementation of the provider’s services. These actions are essential elements of
any successful partnership. In addition to these actions, a key consideration is how
the work is actually going to get done. Working as partners requires a game plan

for implementation, troubleshooting, and evaluation.

Step 1: Creating the School or District Implementation Plan

Any well-prepared provider should enter into a partnership with an already established, systematic
plan for the steps of implementation. Based on its experience, the provider should know what
components of its services should receive the initial focus and how and when the other components
will eventually be introduced. Even if the provider has modified its plans to fit the circumstances
or preferences of a particular school or district, it still should have an overarching implementation
strategy that is made clear to the school and the district at the beginning of the partnership.

To ensure results, the implementation plan should include provisions for period