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Research Analysis of School Improvement Planning Cycles 
 
There are currently three leading frameworks for an implementation and improvement process 
applied to K-12 education systems, and specifically to school district implementation efforts.  Each 
comes out of a context that is relevant to Michigan educators. 
These are: 

● Gather, Study, Plan, Do – A process that has long been employed by schools in Michigan as 
the “official” process of the School and District Improvement Frameworks developed by the 
Michigan Department of Education 

● Plan, Do, Study, Act – A commonly used planning cycle employed in multiple disciplines, 
utilized by the National Implementation Research Network 

● Set Direction, Assess Needs, Create Plan, Implement Plan, Monitor Work, Adjust Course – 
An updated framework to implement school and district improvement cycles published by the 
Council of Chief State School Officers1. 

 
In order to better understand how Michigan should move forward as it revisits the School 
Improvement Planning process and tools, this document provides the following brief view of each 
cycle and its underlying justification in research: 

● A brief description of each process, including definitions of components, broad considerations 
of the component definition, implementation steps as they would need to be conducted in 
schools. 

● A crosswalk with how the approach varies from the current “Gather, Study, Plan, Do” 
approach used in School and District Improvement Planning in Michigan. 

● A synopsis of the research that informs the approach. 
● A set of pros and cons regarding potential future implementation of the framework in 

Michigan’s schools and districts. 
 
General Considerations for School Improvement 
A synopsis of policy guidance, research, and expert-developed resources define school 
improvement2, or continuous improvement planning3, as it is often considered, as a systemic way of 
planning efforts that will lead to improvement in performance and/or achievement of goals for a 
school or system (district), and tracking those efforts over time.  Most provide additional description, 

                                                        
1 Layland, A. & Corbett, J. “Utilizing integrated resources to implement the school and district improvement cycle and 
supports: Guidance for schools, districts and state education agencies”. Washington DC: The Council of Chief State School 
Officers. 2017 
 
2 “School Improvement Planning: A Handbook,” Education Improvement Commission – Ontario Ministry of Education, 
2000, http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/document/reports/sihande.pdf 
3 Park, S., et al., “Continuous Improvement in Education,” Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, 2013, 
http://www.carnegiefoundation.org/sites/default/files/carnegie-foundation_continuous-improvement_2013.05.pdf 
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identifying the processing as a mapping of change required to address needs or gaps in student 
achievement4, along with a plan that addresses how changes will be made, who will make them (or 
be accountable for them), and when such changes will be implemented5.  Some also address the 
notion that the process is not necessarily focused around a change in practice, but sometimes, an 
improvement in quality6, defined as the “use of evidence-based quantitative and qualitative methods 
to improve effectiveness, equity, timeliness, or safety of service delivery processes and systems7,” 
suggesting that schools that address this concept are incorporating such improvement in daily 
activities of classrooms and schools8. 
 
Based upon this, there are a number of practices that are identified as elements of the process, which 
are called out based upon research on successful practices (that lead to achievement of identified 
goals).  These include: 

● Districts should engage in school improvement planning based upon a comprehensive needs 
assessment in order to systematically determine high needs areas and priorities.  A quality 
comprehensive needs assessment process9 not only prioritizes needs within or across a range 
of operational considerations to support identified student outcomes10, but it also should lead 
to root-cause analysis to identify areas of focus for improvement planning.  The needs 
assessment should incorporate qualitative and quantitative data11, analysis of variables that 
are both internal to the district or school and those that are external influencing factors, and 
should directly link results to student learning or other identified student outcomes12.  Some 
research suggests that having an external organization facilitate or conduct such an 
assessment in order to ensure objectivity. 

● Effective school improvement planning models incorporate a comprehensive needs 
assessment, strategic prioritization of needs13, data-driven decision making, and active 

                                                        
4 “North Carolina School Improvement Planning Implementation Guide,” North Carolina Department of Public Instruction, 
September, 2013, p. 18. http://www.ncpublicschools.org/docs/councils/lea/previous/templates/sip- guide.pdf 
5 “School Improvement Planning: A Handbook,” Op. cit. p. 6 
6 Cohen-Vogel, L., Cannata, M., Rutledge, S.A., & Rose Socol, A. (2016). A model of continuous improvement in high 
schools: A process for research, innovation design, implementation, and scale. Teachers College Record Yearbook 
(Yearbook) 118(13), 1-x. http://www.tcrecord.org/Content.asp?ContentId=20656  
7 Park, S. et al., Op. cit. p. 4 
8 “Best Practices for School Improvement Planning,” Hanover Research, October, 2014,  
http://www.hanoverresearch.com/media/Best-Practices-for-School-Improvement-Planning.pdf 
9 “A Continuous Cycle of Improvement,” Massachusetts Office of District and School Turnaround: Theory of Action.  
http://www.doe.mass.edu/apa/sss/turnaround/ODST-theory.pdf 
10 “School Improvement,” Breaking Ranks, National Association of Secondary School Principals. 
http://www.nassp.org/School-Improvement  
11 “ASCD School Improvement Tool,” ASCD. http://sitool.ascd.org/Default.aspx?ReturnUrl=%2f 
12 “North Carolina School Improvement Planning Implementation Guide,” Op. cit., p. 17. 
13 “High School Improvement Process,” National High School Center at the American Institutes for Research.  
http://www.betterhighschools.org/eight/process.asp#sip3  
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progress monitoring14.  There are a number of evidence-based models15 that incorporate all 
of these components.  There is no specific research to address the priority of any one of these 
models over another, but there is evidence to suggest that models that do not specifically 
incorporate all of these components may not be successful in achieving the desired or 
planned outcomes for a variety of factors.  These include inappropriate selection of goals16 
(goals that are only process oriented and not focused specifically on student outcomes) and 
inability to follow through on implementation to achieve fidelity of process and efficacy in 
desired outcomes. 

● District leaders should organize into school and district level teams to develop, implement, 
and progress monitor their improvement efforts.  The literature suggests that smaller teams 
or individual efforts often lead to plans that are not fully embraced by all of the needed actors 
or leaders in a school or district, and that such plans often are not implemented to fidelity.  
Likewise, teams that are too large, often based upon a desire to get all stakeholders to buy 
into the proposed actions of the plan, struggle to get to concise and implementable plans17.  
Research suggests that teams include building and district administrators, teachers, and 
instructional support roles, such as curriculum directors18.  Teams should focus on supporting 
schools and student needs through targeted goals and activities, rather than completion of 
plans for the purpose of compliance. 

● Effective school improvement sets rigorous yet attainable goals19, and districts should 
evaluate progress on those goals based on student learning data, demographic 

                                                        
14 Kaplan, R. and Miyake, D., “The Balanced Scorecard,” The School Administrator, Vol. 67, No. 2, February ,2010, pp. 10 – 
15. http://www.aasa.org/SchoolAdministratorArticle.aspx?id=11784 
15 Daggett, W. R., “The Daggett System for Effective Instruction – Where Research and Best Practices Meet,” International 
Center for Leadership in Education, p. 3. http://teacher.scholastic.com/products/scholastic- achievement-
partners/downloads/Daggett_System_For_Effective_Instruction.pdf 
“Results-Oriented Cycle of Inquiry,” Partners in School Innovation.  
http://www.partnersinschools.org/services/how-we-work/mindsets-ways-of-working/our-approach-results-oriented- 
cycle-of-inquiry/ 
Kaplan, R. and Miyake, D., “The Balanced Scorecard,” The School Administrator, Vol. 67, No. 2, February ,2010, pp. 10-15. 
http://www.aasa.org/SchoolAdministratorArticle.aspx?id=11784 
“Office of District and School Turnaround: Theory of Action,” Massachusetts Department of Education. 
http://www.doe.mass.edu/apa/sss/turnaround/ODST-theory.pdf  
16 Kutash, J., et al., “The School Turnaround Field Guide,” FSG Social Impact Advisors and The Wallace Foundation, 
September 2010, p. 16. http://wallacefoundation.org/knowledge-center/school-leadership/district-policy-and-
practice/Documents/The-School-Turnaround-Field-Guide.pdf  
17 “Guide to Using Data in School Improvement Efforts,” Learning Points Associates, December, 2004, p. 7. 
http://www.learningpt.org/pdfs/datause/guidebook.pdf  
18 “Responsive Classroom – Fact Sheet,” Northeast Foundation for Children. 
http://www.responsiveclassroom.org/sites/default/files/pdf_files/rc_fact_sheet.pdf 
19 Schmoker, M., “Why Make Reform So Complicated?” Education Week, January 15, 2014.  
http://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2014/01/15/17schmoker_ep.h33.html?qs=school+improvement+planning  
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information20, school culture21 and environment data22, and implementation fidelity 
measures23.  Schools or districts that set unattainable goals, especially those based on ideal 
outcomes (i.e. “all students will be proficient”) often fail to see gains, as their plans are 
unrealistic and demoralize leaders and educators who are tasked to implement the plans.  
Research suggests that efforts that start slow and allow for increases over time are more 
effective, as are those that establish implementation goals with a timeline to gauge 
progress24.  Districts that incorporate the four areas of data identified through different data-
gathering mechanisms25 that segment the work of school improvement into reasonable 
“chunks” of work are often able to move toward real progress more-so than those that are 
simply revisited annually26, as those are not often tracked as well for implementation. 

● District leaders should communicate objectives, progress, and outcomes with all involved 
parties.  School improvement planning is more effective and more likely to reach outcomes 
when the goals, tasks, and progress monitoring are made visible to all stakeholders, including 
teachers, leaders, parents, and community members.  Districts can identify quick wins to gain 
support for the plan27, but should also be cautious in setting goals so as not to communicate 
greater focus or anticipated success than is feasible.  Districts should also plan for modest 
decreases in student outcomes as transition takes place, and should not react with unplanned 
change around such data28. 

  

                                                        
20 “Guide to Using Data in School Improvement Efforts,” Op. cit., p. 11.  
21 “The School Climate Challenge,” National School Climate Center, 
http://www.ecs.org/html/projectspartners/nclc/docs/school-climate-challenge-web.pdf 
22 Haggerty, K., et al., “Social-Emotional Learning Assessment Measures for Middle-School Youth,” Social Development 
Research Group, University of Washington, July 30, 2010.  
http://www.schoolclimate.org/climate/documents/RaikesReportFinalOct.pdf  
23 Kutash, J., Op. cit., p. 16 
24 “School Improvement Planning: A Handbook,” Op. cit., p. 42. 
25 “Guide to Using Data in School Improvement Efforts,” Op. cit., p. 4. 
 
26 “School Improvement Planning: A Handbook,” Op. cit. 
27 Kutash, et al., Op. cit., p. 6. 
28 “North Carolina School Improvement Planning Implementation Guide,” North Carolina Department of Public 
Instruction, September, 2013 p. 26. http://www.ncpublicschools.org/docs/councils/lea/previous/templates/sip- guide.pdf  
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Definition of Terms in Each Planning Cycle 
 
School and District Improvement Cycle 

Term Definition Considerations Implementation Steps for Schools 
Gather An SEA, LEA, or 

school need to know 
where they are and 
where they want to 
be to improve.  The 
direction should 
include, at a 
minimum, a mission 
statement, student-
focused goals, ad 
goal performance 
measures.  This 
phase addresses the 
notion of 
preparation for 
planning, data 
collection, and 
building a profile. 

Much of the guidance 
and focus for this phase 
centers on process, and 
assumes introduction of 
process, including 
development of review 
and planning teams, 
initial data collection, 
and development of a 
profile around which the 
improvement plan would 
be developed. 

This initial step, absent (or 
assumed) from the other cycles, 
addresses the need for mission and 
goal setting by the SEA, LEA, and 
school.  Guidance around this 
approach outlines considerations 
for smart goals with measurable 
outcomes. 
Three specific products are using in 
Michigan schools – the School 
Systems review, the Interim self-
assessment, and the self-
assessment.  

Study The “Study” phase is 
a data analysis 
phase which is used 
to understand 
where a district or 
school may currently 
be, identify goals, 
set measurable 
objectives, and 
determine research-
based best practices 
that might be useful 
in addressing areas 
of need for the 
school or district. 

This phase can 
incorporate a range of 
efforts, including needs 
assessment, mission and 
goal development, and 
other informational 
reviews that would lead 
to decisions about what 
to focus on in the school 
and district plan. 

Schools engage in the School Data 
Analysis within the Advanc-Ed tools 
currently for this phase.  Districts 
would also look at perception data, 
process, data, and student academic 
data to better information their 
planning efforts in the next phase.  
Data should not just be snapshots, 
but should look at trends over a five 
year period. 

Plan The “Plan” phase is 
usually inclusive of 
both school and 
district plans for 
implementation.  

Ideally, the school 
improvement plans 
should feed information 
to the district plan, but 
the fact that this is then 

The plan phase actually consists of 
both a building and district level 
plan, each with a different timeline.  
Districts are required to develop an 
improvement plan, and the state 
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These include 
information about 
specific strategies 
and activities within 
each strategy. 

tied to the consolidated 
application for state and 
federal funding often 
turns the process 
around, and becomes a 
compliance measure for 
schools. 

uses this plan as a centerpiece 
around which the consolidated 
application is developed, and state 
monitoring for compliance and 
implementation are reviewed. 

Do This is the final 
phase, which not 
only encompasses 
the implementation 
of the plan, but also 
calls out monitoring 
and evaluation 
considerations.  

The monitoring and 
evaluation are often 
conducted as compliance 
measures to ensure 
appropriate use of funds, 
rather than 
determination of impacts 
on student learning. 

Districts are expected to identify a 
particular program to engage in 
program evaluation around that 
effort.  The process is a compliance 
measure that explores 
implementation with fidelity. 

 
Research Synopsis on the Gather – Study – Plan – Do Framework: 
The Gather – Study – Plan – Do cycle is based upon a general body of research around systems 
improvement and systems change as identified in the general consideration section above.  The 
model was based upon earlier research-based models, including the Effective Schools model29 
developed in Michigan that focus specifically on the establishment of learning organizations30 and 
creation of systems31.   As such, the system focuses on a front-loading of information gathering and 
analysis to determine needs, priorities, areas of focus, and possible models for implementation that 
may be incorporated into the actionable plan.  Underlying areas of focus include the identification of 
drivers32, analysis of relevant evidence-based practices33, program identification and alignment with 
need34, and the creation of smart goals that are actionable in implementation35. 
The specific tools of this approach are centered in four Strands, each of which contains specific areas 
of focus.  The Strands are Teaching for Learning, Leadership for Learning, Professional Learning, and 
School, Family, and Community Relations.  MDE provides specific tools that incorporate these 
strands, and a research base specific to the strand or sub-strand. 
 

                                                        
29 Lezotte, Lawrence W. and Bancroft, Beverly, “Growing Use of the Effective Schools Model for School Improvement, 
Educational Leadership, v. 42, March 1985 
30 Senge, Peter. The Fifth Discipline: The Art and Discipline of the Learning Organization. New York: Doubleday, 1990 
31 Fullan, Michael.  The New Meaning of Educational Change. New York: Teachers College Press. 1991 
32 Fullan, Michael. “Choosing the wrong drivers for whole system reform”. Center for Strategic Education, April 2011.  
33 Hattie, John. Visible Learning: A Synthesis of Over 800 Meta-analyses Relating to Achievement. Abingdon, Oxon: 
Routledge, 2009.  
34 Mooney, Nancy, & Mausbach, Ann. Align the Design: A Blueprint for School Improvement. Alexandria, VA: Association 
for Supervision & Curriculum Development (ASCD), 2008  
35 O’Neill, Jan, et al. The Power of Smart Goals: Using Goals to Improve Student Learning. Bloomington, IN: Solution Tree. 
2006 
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Pros and Cons of the Gather – Study – Plan – Do approach for District and School Improvement in 
Michigan 
 

Pros: Cons: 
● The approach is known to schools.  

Because it has been used 
consistently for years, there is 
nothing new to the process. 

● There are a variety of tools and 
supports that are built around this 
process. 

● Considering the substantial turnover 
of leadership of buildings and 
districts in Michigan, having an 
approach that focuses on developing 
an initial infrastructure may be 
helpful for those schools or districts 
that have not been engaging in the 
process with fidelity in the past. 

● The approach is known in schools, but the 
process has not resulted in the desired level 
of improvement and change that is 
necessary to meet student learning needs in 
Michigan. 

● The process has a heavy front end for 
implementation, which many districts have 
already used to establish these processes for 
school and district improvement.  This 
strong focus on systems build is now often 
ignored or not revised by districts to 
accommodate data gathered from 
implementation. 

● The process has less specific emphasis on 
needs assessment and prioritization that are 
of greater importance in other models, 
which are supported by more recent 
research. 

 
 
  



These materials were produced with Title I Part A funds and are in the public domain. 

Plan – Do – Study – Act 
The Plan – Do – Study – Act cycle is one that is commonly applied across a wide array of disciplines, 
focusing on general process improvement or improvement in quality. 
 

Term Definition Considerations Implementation Steps for 
Schools 

Variation from GSPD 

Plan Identify 
barriers or 
challenges, 
using data 
whenever 
possible, 
and specify 
the plan to 
move 
programs or 
intervention
s forward as 
well as the 
outcomes 
that will be 
monitored. 

The “plan” is 
the innovation 
as practitioners 
educators 
intend it to be 
used in 
practice.  It is 
the tool for, 
and process of 
change, as 
identified by 
the district. 
 

As defined here, the Plan 
phase (and especially the 
first iteration of this phase 
in multiple cycles) is the 
step that clarifies the 
problem and identified the 
overall aim for 
improvement.  As such, it 
is presupposed on an 
identified set of priorities 
and mission for the work 
of the organization. 

This is effectively the first 
three phases of the GSDP 
cycle.  It is built on the 
notion that the Plan phase 
requires more significant 
capacity building and 
development of common 
definitions, which are 
typically handled in the 
Gather (get ready, collect 
data, and build profile) and 
Study (analyze data, set 
goals, set measurable 
objectives, and research 
best practices) phases.  It 
is predicated on this being 
the first effort of what will 
be multiple iterative cycles 
that build upon a common 
foundation built in the first 
Plan iteration.   

Do Carry out 
the 
strategies or 
plan as 
specified to 
address the 
challenges. 

The “plan” 
needs to be 
operationalized 
(what we will 
do and say to 
enact the plan) 
so it is doable 
in 
practice.  This 
compels 
attention to 
the core 
innovation 
components 
and provides 

The implementation may 
take many forms, but is 
usually implemented over 
a set period of time.  Some 
models use “learning 
cycles” to implement 
aspects of the plan in short 
cycles with intermediate 
benchmarks to determine 
progress, and to allow 
each such cycle to include 
new actions for self-
correction. 

This is similar to the Do 
phase of the GSPD cycle.  
This model seems to place 
greater emphasis on the 
combination of action with 
gathering of practical data 
that can gather 
information about 
processes used, 
improvements from 
baseline activities, and 
identification of problems 
or opportunities for 
improvement within the 
system. 
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an opportunity 
to begin to 
develop a 
training and 
coaching 
process (e.g. 
here is how to 
do the plan) 
and to create a 
measure of 
fidelity (e.g. did 
we “do” the 
plan as 
intended). 

Study Use the 
measures 
identified 
during the 
planning 
phase to 
assess and 
track 
progress. 

As a few newly 
trained 
practitioners 
begin working 
with children 
and families, 
the budding 
fidelity 
measure can 
be used to 
interpret the 
outcomes in 
the “study” 
part of the 
PDSA cycle 
(e.g. did we do 
what we 
intended; did 
doing what we 
intended result 
in desired 
outcomes). 

Data gathered may vary, 
but is generally inclusive of 
both process data 
(identification of what 
efforts where done within 
the plan), and some set of 
indicators, which may 
include leading indicators 
and (desired) outcome 
indicators. 

This version of “Study” is 
actually encapsulated in 
the “Do” phase of the 
GSPD cycle, in that the 
focus on on the study of 
implementation data 
based upon progress 
monitoring. 

Act Make 
changes to 
the next 
iteration of 
the plan to 
improve 

Act is also the 
initiation of the 
next iteration 
of the cycle.  
The PDSA 
process is 

This phase may be 
implemented in the form 
of short term 
implementation cycles or 
learning cycles.  The intent 
is to implement AND 

This phase is partially 
incorporated in the Gather 
and Study phases of a 2nd 
implementation of the 
cycle, assuming that such 
efforts would look at 
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implementa
tion. 

repeated until 
the innovation 
is specified well 
enough to 
meet the 
usable 
innovation 
criteria.  At 
that point, the 
intervention is 
ready to be 
used by 
multiple 
educators, the 
fidelity 
assessment is 
deemed 
practical, and 
the correlation 
between the 
essential 
components 
and intended 
outcomes is 
high. 

gather implementation 
data (either through 
dedicated progress 
monitoring or a 
transformation zone 
process) to inform future 
cycles. 

implementation data to 
inform plans for the next 
iteration of the cycle.    
However, these phases of 
the GSPD cycle have tools 
that are designed more 
around initial 
implementation of the 
cycle. 

 
Research Synopsis on the Plan – Do – Study – Act Framework: 
This particular cycle is one of several implementation cycle models, and is used across multiple 
disciplines.  More information about the specifics of this model are available through the National 
Implementation Research Network (NIRN), based at the University of North Carolina. 
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CCSSO School and District Improvement Cycle 
 

Term Definition Considerations Implementatio
n Steps for 
Schools 

Variation from GSPD 

Set 
Direction 

An SEA, LEA, or 
school need to 
know where 
they are and 
where they 
want to be to 
improve.  The 
direction should 
include, at a 
minimum, a 
mission 
statement, 
student-focused 
goals, ad goal 
performance 
measures. 

Goals should be 
student-focused and 
apply to all students, 
but should not be 
restricted by time or 
measure.  However, 
other aspects of the 
improvement 
process should 
combine with goals 
to form SMART goals.  
Goals should include 
explanations for why 
they were created, a 
glossary to define 
terms, and goal 
performance 
measures should be 
identified later in the 
process. 

This initial step, 
absent (or 
assumed) from 
the other cycles, 
addresses the 
need for mission 
and goal setting 
by the SEA, LEA, 
and school.  
Guidance 
around this 
approach 
outlines 
considerations 
for smart goals 
with 
measurable 
outcomes.  Two 
year targets that 
are adjusted 
annually should 
be identified as 
goal measures. 

This element is absent 
from the GSPD 
framework, but is 
clearly assumed in the 
underlying tools 
associated with the 
framework. 

Assess 
Needs 

A systematic 
process that is 
used to identify 
strengths and 
weaknesses 
within the 
context and 
constraints of 
the organization 
and to dig 
deeper into root 
causes. 

The needs 
assessment should go 
beyond study data to 
include data on 
prevalent practices.  
It should examine 
practices, processes, 
and routines related 
to four domains 
identified in this work 
(also part of ESSA 
Plan considerations). 

A 
comprehensive 
needs 
assessment is a 
critical initial 
component to 
the process, 
following the 
mission and goal 
setting efforts of 
the previous 
step.  
Michigan’s plan 
to have a single 
CNA process for 

There is a level of 
needs analysis 
identified in the Gather 
and Study phases of 
this work, but those 
are currently tied to 
program specific needs 
analysis, as compared 
with a broader, more 
comprehensive view as 
addressed here36. 

                                                        
36 Corbett, J. & Redding, S. “Using needs assessments for school and district improvement: A tactical guide.” Washington, 
DC: Council of Chief State School Officers. 2017 



These materials were produced with Title I Part A funds and are in the public domain. 

all efforts would 
support this 
step.  Such an 
effort also 
would allow for 
root-cause 
analysis to 
determine areas 
of focus, with 
allows for 
identification of 
evidence-based 
interventions to 
support such 
needs. 

Create Plan The plan is a 
structured 
approach to 
address 
improvement 
needs, which 
includes a 
means for 
determining and 
providing 
responsive 
support to 
schools to 
improve results 
for students as 
specified in 
goals and goal 
performance 
measures. 

The plan includes 
strategies (effective 
practices that can be 
implemented across 
the organization), 
milestones 
(implementation 
indicators), actions 
(steps or tasks to get 
to the milestones), 
outputs (results of 
completed actions), 
and a timeline 
(identifying realistic 
times and 
contingencies for 
completion of all 
actions in the plan. 

Strategies 
should be 
implemented 
across the four 
domains 
identified in 
guidance.  Each 
strategy exists 
as a theory of 
action, with an if 
we (do this 
action), then 
(the 
organization or 
people in it will 
do this) and (the 
impact on 
students will be 
the following).  
Milestones are 
identified as 
indicators of 
strategy 
implementation. 

The current process 
involves four different 
domains identified for 
turnaround (see 
below).  This approach 
is inherently different 
in that it focuses on 
short-term systems 
building and capacity 
development, required 
for district turnaround.  
Existing efforts call out 
such system building as 
its own effort, which is 
often ignored in 
districts. 

Implement 
Plan 

This step is 
rather 
straightforward, 
with active 
implementation 
of items in the 
plan.  This 

Because this function 
is coupled with 
monitoring, there is 
considerable focus in 
guidance on logistical 
considerations, 
including staff 

Common 
elements 
between 
schools and 
districts (goals, 
strategies, 
milestones, and 

This is equivalent to 
the “Do” phase of the 
GSPD framework.  
Among both, this step 
includes information 
about who is 
responsible, on what 
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framework 
couples this 
function with 
monitoring 
(below). 

meetings to review 
implementation, 
status reporting, and 
coding of data. 

actions) are 
coded on the 
Four Domains 
and on effective 
practices, and 
this data is used 
to provide 
responsive 
support to 
district 
leadership to 
provide 
appropriate 
supports for 
implementation.  
Because these 
steps are 
coupled in this 
model, tools to 
support 
implementation 
need to have 
progress 
monitoring 
functionality 
built in. 

timeline, and with 
what resources to 
support 
implementation. 

Monitor 
Work 

This process is 
coupled with 
implementation.  
Work is 
monitored 
through ongoing 
documentation 
of plan 
implementation 
efforts, use of 
actionable data, 
and 
accountability 
checks from 
leadership.  

See above.  There is 
specific recognition 
that teams will need 
protocols to monitor 
progress, and that 
coaches may be 
employed to assist 
with the 
implementation of 
progress monitoring 
systems, which are 
often absent from 
districts.  There is 
also particular 
attention to 
leadership needs to 
support this function 
in local districts. 

This is often included in 
the next iteration of 
the GSPD model after 
the first “Do” phase of 
the cycle.  However, it 
is not called out 
specifically in relation 
to the Do phase or 
multiple iterations of 
the cycle. 

Adjust 
Course 

As the work 
progresses, 
implementation 
data are 
analyzed to 
make decisions 
to adjust actions 
and milestones 
to keep the 
work on track. 

Adjustments are 
made based upon 
ongoing, regular 
review of 
implementation data 
and identified leading 
indicator data.  When 
adjustments are 
made, they are 
justified and 
communicated to 
staff.  Every year, 
districts should be 
reporting on progress 
to all stakeholders 
using 
implementation and 
performance data 
gathered during the 
process. 

Leadership 
teams within 
the district must 
be in place to 
make decisions 
based upon 
implementation 
data.  Decisions 
must be 
reviewed 
monthly or 
quarterly to 
ensure decisions 
are not made in 
isolation, and 
discussions are 
results-focused 
to build 
capacity. 

While this phase is not 
explicit within the 
GSPD cycle, it is implied 
that shorter learning 
cycles can be employed 
that would use this 
approach as a means of 
adjusting course in 
successive short 
iterations of a cycle, 
rather than a single, 
long term 
implementation as is 
currently structured. 
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Research Synopsis and on the CCSSO School Improvement Framework: 
This framework is based on the supposition that building, district, and state education agency plans 
and operational procedures are aligned and include common elements.  The framework is based on 
more recent research on implementation of school improvement cycles, and includes specific 
research on turnaround practices and district and building level sustainability efforts around 
improvement.  The framework also identifies a different set of domains that is organized specifically 
around transformation of low-performing schools, including Turnaround Leadership, Talent 
Development, Instructional Transformation, and Culture Shift37, as well as strategic performance 
management principles. 
 
This framework specifically incorporates three processes that are acknowledged, but not called out in 
the GSPD framework currently used in Michigan.  First, it specifically calls out the process of needs 
analysis relative to identified broad goals and mission for the district.  Second, it utilizes the needs 
analysis phase to engage districts in root-cause analysis to try to address the underlying issues that 
may be leading to undesired outcomes in student achievement or other outcome values38.  Finally, it 
adds significant detail to the progress monitoring of the implementation, including incorporation of 
problem solving and communication drivers to support effective implementation39.  This is based 
upon research on implementation practices in districts through recent policy efforts that focus on 
systemic transformation and turnaround.  This is leading work that explores the challenges of 
implementation without fidelity of evidence-based programs, and identifies these are three missing 
components that often lead to low efficacy of programming in schools40. 
 
Pros and Cons of the CCSSO School Improvement Framework 

Pros: Cons: 
● The approach is a fresh take on the 

process, and focuses much more on 
more recent research, which calls out 
the specific need for Comprehensive 
Needs Assessment and Progress 
Monitoring 

● While the tools are not Michigan 
specific, there are a number of general 
tools that are being developed by 

● There are not specific Michigan tools to 
support implementation – these would 
need to be built. 

● The process is new, and the notion of 
change will likely seem burdensome to 
districts to fully embrace the 
underlying philosophy and process of 
progress monitoring that is called out 
in the framework. 

                                                        
37 Center on School Turnaround.  “Four domains for rapid school improvement: A systems framework”. San Francisco, CA: 
WestEd. 2017 
38 Preuss, P. “Root cause analysis: School leader’s guide to using data to dissolve problems.” New York: Routledge. 2013 
39 Redding S. & Layland, A. “Strategic performance management: Organizing people and their work in the LEA or SEA of 
the future”. San Antonio: The Building State Capacity and Productivity Center. 2018 
40 Layland, A. & Redding, “Casting a statewide strategic performance net”. San Antonio: The Building state Capacity and 
Productivity Center. 2016 
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CCSSO and the Center for School 
Turnaround (and related technical 
assistance partners) to support 
development of systems to implement 
this process. 

● The framework was designed 
specifically with ESSA in mind, and 
uses terminology and structures 
required within ESSA for districts and 
states, including the focus on a 
Comprehensive Needs Assessment, 
Program Evaluation, and the Whole-
Child approach that is incorporated in 
Michigan’s ESSA Plan. 

● The process will require MDE program 
offices to change their tools and 
schedules for implementation of 
supports and review processes with 
districts. 

 
 
 


