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A SYNOPSIS OF 

THE LIGHTHOUSE INQUIRY
Research by the Iowa Association for School Boards

School Board/Superintendent Team Behaviors in School Districts with Extreme Differences in Student Achievement

What is The Lighthouse Inquiry?
In the field of educational inquiry, researchers have largely neglected the effect of school boards on student achievement.  The Lighthouse Inquiry is one the few projects to ever study school boards based on quantifiable measures of student achievement.  In the late 1990's, the Iowa Association of School Boards (IASB) set out to identify links between what school boards do and the achievement of students in schools.  The organization’s overarching goal was for the results of the study to serve as a “lighthouse” to guide school boards in their efforts to improve student achievement and to guide the IASB in its efforts to help those boards.

How was the inquiry conducted?
IASB researchers conducted nearly 160 interviews with school board members and educators in three high achieving districts and three low achieving districts over the course of two years.  Because Iowa did not have a reliable statewide student achievement database, the researchers conducted the interviews in Georgia, which did have a comprehensive database.  IASB used census data to ensure that the six districts were not only comparable to each other, but also to districts in Iowa.  The districts studied were comparable to Iowa districts in terms of enrollment, percent of children living in poverty, spending per student, household income, and other factors.

The IASB five-member research team and one outside consultant conducted the individual interviews during site visits in the six districts.  Each interview was based on 25 questions and took about an hour to complete.  The research team did not know which were the high or low achieving districts prior to the interviews.  Once the interviews were completed, the research team and the consultant analyzed the results of the interviews to look for patterns and themes in the responses.

The team’s research goal was to compare the board/superintendent teams’ ability to encourage positive change by tracking the presence of seven conditions for school renewal.  The researchers derived the conditions from an exhaustive review of research on productive change in education.

The seven conditions for school renewal are:

1. 
Shared Leadership 

2. 
Continuous Improvement

3. 
Ability to Create and Sustain Initiatives

4. 
Supportive Workplace for Staff

5. 
Staff Development

6. 
Support for School Sites Through Data and Information

7. 
Community Involvement
Key Findings
Similarities
Caring about children
While their specific behaviors and attitudes were significantly different, in all cases the people interviewed appeared to care deeply about doing the right thing for children.

Peaceable relationships
In all cases, the board/superintendent teams had fairly friendly relationships.  Most board members said that they could disagree without making it personal.

Board opinion of the superintendent
All boards were relatively satisfied with their superintendents.

Tension about roles in a site-based system
From board members to school building staff, interviewees felt tension in balancing the site-based management goal of building-level autonomy with the need for equity and continuity across the school district.

Students in categorical programs (Title I, bilingual programs)
Neither high nor low achieving school districts were successful at closing the learning gap for students with special needs.

Local backgrounds of board members and staff
Approximately 75-80% of the board members and professional staff in all of the districts grew up in their district, an adjacent county, or a similar county within the region.

Differences
Elevating vs. Accepting Belief Systems
In high achieving school districts, the school board, superintendent, and school staff consistently expressed what the IASB team referred to as an elevating view of students.  In other words, the district board and personnel viewed students as emerging and flexible and they viewed the school’s job as releasing each student’s potential.  The board, superintendent and school staff viewed the social or economic conditions of students’ homes and the community as challenges rather than deficits.

In low achieving school districts, the board, superintendent, and staff tacitly accepted limitations in students and the school system.  They tended to view students as being limited by characteristics such as their family income and home situation.  The district leadership focused on managing the environments of schools rather than changing or improving them.

Understanding and Focus on School Renewal
In high achieving school districts, the board members showed more understanding and influence in each of the seven conditions for school renewal.  In fact, these boards used the seven conditions as lenses through which to view changes.  These board members had an understanding of topics such as improvement goals, curriculum, instruction, assessment, and staff development.  They were able to clearly articulate the goals and processes of school improvement initiatives and the board’s role in supporting those initiatives.

In low achieving districts, board members were vague in regard to school improvement initiatives.  At times, they were aware of goals, but were seldom able to describe the board’s role and staff members’ roles in improving learning

Action in Buildings and Classrooms
The IASB interviews with central office administrators, principals, and teachers in high achieving districts revealed that the board’s knowledge and beliefs about the seven conditions for school renewal were connected to action at the building and classroom levels.

In low achieving districts, the researchers found little evidence of a pervasive focus on school renewal at any level when that focus was not present at the school board level.

LIGHTHOUSE INQUIRY FINDINGS
* IASB labeled the school districts as either Moving or Stuck.  We have converted the study’s interview findings into board member characteristics or behaviors.

	(1)  SHARED LEADERSHIP
A focus on student learning through a shared clear vision, high expectations, and dynamic leadership among all levels of the school district

	School board members in MOVING districts:
$ 
Can articulate the district vision and mission.

$ 
Know about the learning conditions in the schools.

$ 
Are informed regarding the needs of students.

$ 
Are aware of the alternatives for improving education.

$ 
Can reference specific initiatives that are underway in the district.

$ 
Identify specific ways that the board contributed to the implementation of various initiatives.

$ 
Can describe a clear direction and specific goals related to improving reading.

$ 
Specifically and clearly describe the work of district staff as related to district goals.

$ 
Can describe what is happening in classrooms regarding instruction.

$ 
Focus on reaching all students, regardless of their needs.

$ 
Have high expectations for all children.


	School board members in STUCK districts:
$ 
Cannot describe the district vision and goals.

$ 
Cannot describe how goals and improvement plans are being implemented in the district.

$ 
Are vague in describing the district’s efforts in various instructional areas.

$ 
Feel that it is not their job to know about instruction or they lack knowledge about instructional practices.

$ 
Indicate that student needs are too diverse for the schools to address them all.

$ 
Have limited expectations of some students.




	(2)   CONTINUOUS IMPROVEMENT
A continuous focus on improving education with high levels of involvement and shared decision making

	School board members in MOVING districts:
$ 
Feel an internal desire to improve.  They discuss the importance of improving education for the sake of students rather than as a reaction to state or local mandates.

$ 
Consistently express their belief that all children can learn.

$ 
Can give examples of ways student learning has improved in the district as a result of specific initiatives.

$ 
Describe poverty, lack of parental support, and other factors as challenges to be overcome rather than excuses for continued failure.

$ 
Expect to see improvements in student achievement quickly as a result of district initiatives.


	School board members in STUCK districts
$ 
More often refer to external factors (i.e. state and federal mandates) as reasons for trying to improve.

$ 
Focus on factors that they believe keep students from learning such as poverty, lack of parental support, social issues, discipline, and a lack of motivation.

$ 
Expect it to take years to see any substantial improvements in student achievement.




	(3)  ABILITY TO CREATE AND SUSTAIN INITIATIVES
An understanding of how to organize the people and the school environment to start and sustain an improvement effort

	School board members in MOVING districts:
$ 
Describe ways board actions and goals are communicated to the central office and to district staff-at-large.
$ 
Learn new information and approaches in concert with the superintendent.

$ 
Participate in goal-setting exercises with the superintendent.

$ 
Can describe which structures support connections and further communications within the district (i.e. teaching teams, professional learning communities, faculty committees, etc.) and how these structures relate to school improvement.

$ 
Cite evidence of regularly learning together as a board.  They can describe having studied an issue together before making a decision.


	School board members in STUCK districts:
$ 
Can’t describe the process by which board actions and goals are linked with those of the district staff.

$ 
Believe that the superintendent “owns” information.  Static board members see the superintendent as the only one who should interpret information and make recommendations.

$ 
Are not aware of how teachers and administrators interact with each other to accomplish goals and implement initiatives.

$ 
Assume that communication is occurring in the district, but cannot give tangible evidence that it is.

$ 
Do not discuss learning with each other beyond information presented to them by the superintendent or other administrative staff.




	(4)  SUPPORTIVE WORKPLACE FOR STAFF
A supportive workplace that enables all staff to succeed in their roles.

	School board members in MOVING districts:
$ 
Express a high degree of confidence in staff and can give examples of how staff members show competence, commitment, and improvement.

$ 
Can give specific examples of how staff members are working to help students learn.

$ 
Identify ways in which the board can regularly show its appreciation for staff.

$ 
Believe that changes can happen in the district with the existing people in place, including students, staff, and community.


	School board members in STUCK districts:
$ 
Tend to privately make negative comments about the staff.

$ 
Express a litany of things that must change about the district’s composition (i.e. involved parents, higher income families, new staff members) in order for student achievement to improve.




	(5)  STAFF DEVELOPMENT
Regular schoolwide staff development that is focused on studying teaching and learning.

	School board members in MOVING districts:
$ 
Process knowledge about the staff development activities of the district and can describe the link between teacher training and the board or district goals for student achievement.
$ 
Express a belief in the importance of staff development activities focused on student needs.

$ 
Occasionally attend staff development activities with staff.


	School board members in STUCK districts:
$ 
Lack knowledge of specific staff development offerings and their relationship to improving student achievement.

$ 
Often speak disparagingly about the expense of staff development and express doubts about its effect on improving student achievement.




	(6)  SUPPORT SCHOOL SITES THROUGH DATA AND INFORMATION

Using data and information on student needs to make decisions and modify actions at the district and building level.

	School board members in MOVING districts:
$ 
Receive information from sources within the district (superintendent, directors, principals, teachers, students) and outside the district (information about exemplary programs and practices).  All board members share the information and use it during board meetings as part of the decision-making process.

$ 
Frequently refer to student needs - as shown through data about students and groups of students (i.e. dropout rates, test scores, discipline rates, etc.) - as the basis for decision-making.

$ 
Possess clarity about their decision-making process in terms of study, learning, reading, listening, receiving data, questioning, discussing, and then deciding and evaluating.  

$ 
Can clearly explain how the board reached a decision.


	School board members in STUCK districts:
$ 
View the superintendent as the primary source of information.

$ 
Don’t all possess the same information at the same time.  Some board members are left out of the information flow.

$ 
Use anecdotes and personal experiences, rather than data, as the basis for decisions.

$ 
Receive ample data on student achievement, but rarely link that data to making decisions.

$ 
Vaguely discuss test results and rely solely on the superintendent or staff for interpretation of the results.

$ 
Ask very few informed and well-reasoned questions regarding test results and their interpretation.

$ 
View their decision-making process as discussing a recommendation from the superintendent and considering its adoption.

$ 
Don’t view the board as a source of well-informed and well-reasoned recommendations.




	(7)  COMMUNITY INVOLVEMENT
A close connection between the school, parents, and community.

	School board members in MOVING districts:
$ 
Identify specific ways in which they seek to connect with the community.

$ 
Express pride in their community and in their efforts to involve parents.

$ 
Can name specific ways in which the district involves parents and the community-at-large.

$ 
Indicate a desire for even more parent and community involvement.


	School board members in STUCK districts:
$ 
Describe parents’ lack of interest and education as barriers to student learning.

$ 
Indicate that the lack of involvement is evidence of a lack of interest from parents.

$ 
Can identify very few actions the board takes to improve parent involvement.

$ 
Don’t mention ways in which the community is involved in the school district.

$ 
Express frustration with the lack of community involvement.

$ 
Believe that there is very little the school board can do about the level of parent and community involvement.




THE ROLES OF THE SUPERINTENDENT AND DISTRICT STAFF

	THE DISTRICT SUPERINTENDENT
Generally, the superintendents of more progressive school districts express belief systems that are in line with their board and school staff.

	The superintendents of MOVING districts:
$ 
Describe processes they put into place to focus the district on continuous improvement.

$ 
Describe various means they use for sharing information frequently and broadly.

$ 
Are intentional about involving people in decision making.

$ 
Work with the school board to establish district goals based on student needs.

$ 
Are able to articulate how they work with central office administrators, principals, and teachers to improve student learning.

$ 
Realize that district actions should reflect community needs and input.

$ 
Have high expectations for all students.

$ 
Are able to delineate initiatives within the district that are focused on student learning needs and improving achievement.


	The superintendents of STUCK districts:
$ 
Mandate change or take a “hands off” approach to change.

$ 
Are more cautious and deliberate in sharing information.

$ 
Make decisions with limited input from others.

$ 
View goals and improvement plans as “ends” rather than “means” to an end of improving student achievement.

$ 
Do not connect decisions and actions to district goals.

$ 
Focus only on the need to hold principals and teachers accountable for improved test scores.

$ 
Express frustration with the lack of community support.

$ 
Make excuses for why some students don’t learn or why test scores are not as high as they would like.

$ 
Mainly describe initiatives within the district that are focused on facilities or discipline.




	THE DISTRICT STAFF
The Lighthouse Inquiry findings indicated that the central office administrators, principals, and teachers in progressive school districts felt strongly that the school board’s knowledge and beliefs have an impact related to the seven conditions for school renewal at the building and classroom levels.

	Staff members in MOVING districts:

$ 
Can identify clear districtwide goals and expectations for improvements in student achievement.

$ 
Link building goals to board/district goals for student learning and are able to describe how those goals have an impact in classrooms.

$ 
Describe the school board as supportive.

$ 
Know who the school board members are and what the board collectively believes.

$ 
Feel that the school board respects them and will listen to them.

$ 
Feel support from the administration and know that they have a supportive network such as mentors, fellow staff members, or teams they can turn to for assistance.

$ 
Are eager to see data such as test scores so they can use them to improve student learning.

$ 
Express that it is never acceptable to give up on a student.

$ 
Participate in more student-focused professional development activities that are linked to the school board goals for student achievement.


	Staff members in STUCK districts:
$ 
Know that test scores must improve, but have no clear idea how that will happen and what is expected of them.

$ 
Are not familiar with the school board’s goals for student learning.

$ 
Aren’t sure who the school board members are or only know individual members by personal contact or relationship.

$ 
Feel professionally isolated.  If professional teams exist, they are ill-defined, or unrelated to student learning.

$ 
Are less likely to use data in ways that will help them to improve student learning.

$ 
Describe professional development in terms of courses selected to meet individual teacher needs.







