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Lessons Learned *………..

Below are the eleven “lessons learned” identified at the end of the 2008-2009 school year through:
· Thirty-four interviews of site stakeholders by the project evaluator; 

· Three to five online surveys completed by each site and follow-up clarification conference calls with the project evaluator; and

· Continuous discussions with Ready School teams and observation of Ready School activities made by coaches and the project evaluator. 
Lesson #1 - Perceptions & Attitudes Matter

Perceptions/attitudes of stakeholders appear to play a significant role in creating a cultural shift to make a school more ready to receive all children and truly become a Ready School. During the first pilot year, three kinds of perceptions/attitudes were shifted or reaffirmed – 1) principals’ personal perspectives on the schools’ roles and responsibilities; 2) families’ positive perception of schools; and, 3) pre-school or early childhood educators’ perceptions. The perceptions of the early childhood educator interviewees were significant and require attention if the program is to be instituted at sites. The early childhood educators, who were always in the minority on the Ready School Teams, revealed their hesitancy to push their ideas and publicly note the major differences/similarities between early childhood education and public kindergarten. The early childhood educators were hopeful about the Ready School program, but feared that their philosophy and educational strategies were not understood nor valued by the K-3 public educators. They expressed a desire for public school teachers to visit the early childhood centers and, hopefully, demonstrate an openness and appreciation for what was being done. At one site, where productive collaborative planning and professional development had been conducted in the past year, some early childhood educators voiced uncertainty as to the usefulness of future ORS activities for their organizations due to a planned shift in emphasis from the transition between pre-k and kindergarten to an emphasis on transition in the upper grades. 

Lesson #2 – ORS Team Composition, Cohesion, & Leadership Matter 

Ready School Site Leadership Teams need to be strong and cohesive with time to develop the team process, goals, rules, and norms. The teams need a strong leader and should develop a shared vision. For at least one site, all day, off-site, once-a-month team meetings were key to creating in-depth concentration, collaboration across the range of stakeholders, deeper discussion, and more opportunities for sharing perspectives. 

Lesson #3 – Communication Matters

Communication with the range of stakeholders was cited as necessary to avoid animosity among district schools, gain support, foster collaboration, and sustain the program. Interviewees identified six groups with whom communication should be fostered – the community, local government, schools across the district, the district administration and the board of education, early childhood educators, and families of enrolled children and yet-to-be enrolled children.
Lesson #4 – Relationships Matter

Building relationships and connections is at the heart of achieving a smooth transition and school start for children. The involvement of the stakeholders required gathering, listening, and trying to understand each other’s viewpoints and then integrating their suggestions into the activities.  Building and maintaining productive relationships with stakeholder groups required continued rethinking and adjustment to previous procedures and processes. Interviewees reported building positive relationships with 1) families especially those of pre- kindergarten and kindergarten children, 2) daycares and pre-schools, and 3) community and government agencies such as the Council on Rural Services, Job and Family Services, and City Council. Broader connections between the whole school district and the early childhood community were identified as desirable by both community agencies and the early childhood interviewees. Successful strategies employed by the Ready School sites to involve early childhood educators included 1) having two or more representatives of private pre-schools on a Ready School Team, 2) having a pre-school representative on each sub-committee organized around an activity, 3) having a recognized leader in the early childhood community serve on the Ready School Leadership Team and act as a liaison with the broader early childhood community, and 4) establishing district-wide periodic meetings among feeder pre-schools/daycares and the district kindergarten teachers to collaboratively plan transition activities.

Lesson #5 – Creating Feasible Action Plans Matters

Creating feasible Action Plans was cited as a lesson learned by half of the sites as well as the coaches and project evaluator.  The sites learned to 1) align their goals, indicators, and activities to better monitor progress; 2) narrow their selection of goals and indicators; 3) tweak proven past activities to address Ready School indicators; 4) be efficient with their time in planning, implementing, and evaluating activities; 5) combine activities to make one “powerful” activity that accomplished several goals or indicators; 6) plan all facets of activities in detail as much as possible – communication, agendas, responsibilities, evaluation; and 7) make certain that all stakeholders are knowledgeable of, in favor of, and supporting the Action Plan.

Lesson #6 – Shared Leadership Matters

Teacher leadership was necessary to accomplish the Ready School goals.  The principal cannot coordinate and support the project alone. In more than a third of the sites, a teacher was selected to act as a Ready School Coordinator who monitored the planning and implementation of activities in the Action Plan. In addition, some sites created teacher-chaired committees around each of their identified activities. The teacher chairpersons were responsible for recruiting appropriate stakeholder groups as needed to implement a successful activity. 

Lesson #7 – Evaluation, Assessment, & Data Matter
Evaluation/ assessment lessons were identified by more than a third of the sites. The sites indicated that 1) a significant amount of time was necessary to adequately administer and tally the Ready School self-assessments; 2) the use of surveys to provide feedback, although not previously considered, gave worthwhile information for planning and making decisions; and 3) Ready School activities might improve student achievement and, ultimately, impact the Ohio Achievement Assessment scores. 
Lesson #8 – Seamless Linkages to the Early Childhood Community Matter

To build a seamless system that links the early childhood community to the public K-12 world, four practices were identified as helpful. They were 1) conducting ongoing district-wide meetings with the feeder preschools/daycare, led by district administrators, and aimed at consistent and systemic transition; 2) identifying appropriate individuals in an organization to call to handle specific questions or situations; 3) completion of a consistent district-wide transfer form by feeder preschools/daycare for incoming kindergartners; and 4) gaining permission from the families of incoming kindergartners to view data collected by pre-schools. 
Lesson #9 – Structured Resources Matter

Structured resources are needed in addition to the Ready School Resource Guide to provide a framework for sites as they begin the planning and implementation process. Such resources would provide discussion starters for the Ready School Teams, foster development of a common language within and across sites, provide guidance in aligning the components of the Action Plan, and offer examples of activities that address specific needs. 

Lesson #10 – Development of a Shared Vision Matters

Development of a shared vision of a Ready School emerged as a requirement for achieving the selected goals, sustaining the program, and continuing productive relationships with stakeholder groups. The development of this shared understanding among all stakeholders of “what a Ready School is” was not fully accomplished by the pilot sites. While a shared vision seems to lie at the heart of creating and sustaining a fully actualized Ready School, in reality, the sites are only at the initial stages of realizing the “need” for a shared vision. One pathway to developing this necessary component emerged in the form of the collaborative planning and building of a mutually beneficial product. One school held a Building Bridges Evening Event that required the Early Childhood Community and the public school personnel to work in heterogeneous groups to identify a list of power indicators for incoming kindergarten students. The product and the process moved both communities toward a shared vision. The process honored the knowledge of both communities and allowed the participants to review the indicators and guidelines at both levels. The resulting product was jointly accepted as a useful tool. 

It is significant to note that a school staff cannot develop the vision in isolation. In order to be a workable and “shared” vision, it must be collaboratively developed and revised with all the significant stakeholders. The recognition of the need for a shared vision and then both sufficient time and processes for collaborative discussion, sharing, and planning are needed.

Lesson #11 - Systemic District Support Matters

Systemic district support is needed to ensure the ongoing success and sustainability of the Ohio Ready Schools Program in a site. From the Superintendent’s Office through the Board of Education and the Curriculum and Instruction Division to the Early Childhood Department and the Special Education Division, all district structures need to be not only informed, but also strategically involved in the planning, implementation, and development from the outset of the program. Some promising strategies for gaining district support include: 

· Providing on-going updates on the program’s progress to the key district personnel;  

· Placing strategic district personnel on the school’s Ready School Team;  

· Presenting the program and perhaps the Action Plan at a Board meeting;  

· Inviting Board members and district administrators to Ready School events; 

· Inviting other district elementary schools to participate in appropriate Ready School events that would be mutually beneficial; and 

· Making apparent links to district and state requirements as well as existing programs and initiatives. 

Finally, the Ready School site and district personnel involved in the program can keep in mind the expansion of the program to other schools in the district at a feasible and sustainable cost.
Additional Findings………..

In the second year of the Ohio Ready School pilot (2009-2010), the 11 lessons learned in the initial year were verified. In addition, the second year sites identified 5 new lessons that might be helpful to other sites starting the program.

The new lessons learned include the following:  

Lesson #12 – Sustainable Activities 
Activities that were aimed at a site’s self-selected goals and could be continued in future years without outside grant funds should be the priority. Second year sites began concentrating on these sustainable activities that were activities that were successful in achieving their purpose and moving the school further along the path to becoming a Ready School.
Lesson #13 – Broader Application of Ready School Philosophy 
Sites that did embrace the Ready School philosophy began looking at the bigger picture of what a Ready School is rather than concentrating on individual activities in their Action Plans. Using the Ready School philosophy as a lens, the sites began to examine a wider range, if not the whole range, of site activities, not just the ones in their Action Plans, to determine how activities could be tweaked to welcome and support students and their families and connect with the early childhood community.
Lesson # 14 – Collaborative Professional Development Needed
Several sites realized that in order to be successful in the Ready School program their key stakeholders needed to develop shared understandings of the underlying concepts of the ORS initiative. To develop these common understandings, collaborative ongoing, coordinated professional development was required for the school staffs as well as participating pre-K providers and community agencies.  Although the Project Director and coaches stressed this collaborative professional development when ORS was initiated, four reasons emerged for the lack of sites’ fully implementing it in the first year. First, the sites didn’t fully realize it’s importance until the end of the first year when joint planning meetings had shown that the range of stakeholders including the site’s staff had varying perspectives on key Ready School concepts. Secondly, such professional development required an enormous time commitment on the part of all stakeholders to jointly plan and implement. Third, the school’s staff, who usually took the lead on these events, lacked experience in how to plan and conduct such collaborative professional development with outside participants. The staffs were challenged to a) Identify and contact possible participants; b) design an agenda that met the needs of the outside-the-district pre-K providers and community organizations; and c) create ongoing connections between one professional development event and the larger professional development work needed to build alignment and coherence between the pre-K world and the k -5 world.  In other words, the staff had difficulty imaging the big picture of how the professional development was part of an ongoing collaborative process.  Fourth, and most importantly, the task of conducting such collaborative professional development was not initially viewed as a priority by the schools and therefore did not merit the large time commitment. 

Lesson #15 – Advantages of Multiple ORS Sites in a District 
Three ORS sites involved multiple schools within a district sharing the funding intended for one school. This configuration reduced the amount of money for each school, but created coordinated and aligned efforts in the district concerning transition activities. In addition, this configuration allowed for the sharing of planning responsibilities and local resources. Where a Central Office administrator assisted or spearheaded the coordination and planning across the multiple ORS sites in the district, several positive results were identified including 1) district administrators gained a deeper understanding of the initiative, 2) connections were made to other district initiatives and resources, and 3) the probability of sustaining the ORS program was greater. 
Lesson #16 – Local Coordinators  
In two groupings of ORS sites, a local coordinator worked with a geographic grouping of 4 to 8 sites. This additional support person proved effective in moving the local ORS sites at a faster pace on the road to becoming Ready Schools. In both cases the local coordinator a) met on a regular basis, sometimes bimonthly, with the principals of the local ORS sites and in one instance included area pre-K providers and community agencies in these meetings; b) possessed knowledge and some previous relationships with the local pre-K providers and community agencies, which facilitated the partnering and sharing of resources with the ORS sites; c) assumed some of the coordination and planning for major ORS activities thus lessening the time commitment for local staffs; and d)  assisted in the collection and sharing of student information across the Pre-K and K-5 divide. 
*Lessons Learned are based on data collected and analyzed by Wexford Institute, a non-profit educational agency.
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