EDUCATION

| Districtwide improvement
| program paying dividends
| for Cedar Rapids district

By Diane Heldt
The Gazette
EDAR RAPIDS — A
‘ chance to dress up as
a judge, doctor, astro-
naut or scientist has cut
the rate of absenteeism at
Polk Elementary in half
this year.

The school, at 1500 B
Ave, NE, was averaging 18
absent students daily, a
“terrible” number for a
school of about 200 stu-
dents, said Principal Bill
Freeburg. School leaders
made absenteeism a focus
of their “Plan, Do, Study,
Act” continuous improve
ment process, a new push
this year in all Cedar
Rapids schools.

Polk's "Got Smart" pro-
gram recognizes students
who attend 10 days in a
row. They have their pic-
tures taken in costumes
representing various jobs,
The pictures are posted at
school and copies sent
home to parents.

The program has cut av-
erage daily absenteelsm to
six to 10 students, Freeburg
said.

“We really feel the pro-
pram has had an effect,” he
gaid. “It's become part of
the culture of the building,
and the kids love it It com-
municates how proud we
dare

Other schools have seen
similar positive results us-
ing the Plan, Do, Study, Act
process to fackle issues.

Johnson Elementary has
seeny @ dramatic decrease in
office referrals for discipling
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B For more information, g0 to Fifth grader Jimmie Maclin puts & hat on first grader Jasmin Rosales on Wednesday at Polk Elemen-
the schaol district Web site at tary in Cedar Rapids. They were getting ready for pictures as part of a reward program for atten-
www.ceki2iaus and clickon  dance. Students with 10 consecutive days of attendance dress up as professionals and have their
“eontinuous improvement.” photos taken. Wednesday's theme was Master Gardener.
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' 1ssues since the program has
teachers highlight a social
skill each week.

Grant Wood Elementary
' used the process to come up
‘with ways to cut down on
fighting and behavioral prob-
lems at recess,

ivery school has three “Ae-
tion Reseateh Teams" that
Cimplement - the Plan, Do,
study, Act improvement pro-
cess in the areas of math,
reading and social/emotion-
al/behavioral. Every building
stafl’ member Is on one of the
teams.  Also, each bullding
has a trained “quality liai-
son' the source In that
school for questions about the
plans.

Some schools have used the
improvement process for a
- few years, but this is the first
year It's in every building,
The idea I8 to allgn each

school’s improvement plan to”

Lthe district's overall strategle
plan.

The Cedar Ropids district
has 33 schools, more than
4800 toachers and  staflers
and nearly 18,000 students.
Setting goals and implement-
ing improvement strategles in
such a large organization can
be challenging, which is why
a unified effort is important,
officials said,

“lmagine we have a big
welght, and we throw it out
there to all the schools, We
wiant everybody to grab hold
of the rope and pull in the
same direction to move this
18,000-5tudent district ahead,”
Associate Superintendent Jay
Marino sald. “That's the
whole theory behind how con-

employees involved

a,y Chris
Marino Rauscher

Assoolale superintendents

tinuous improvement works
everybody 1s working on
the same goals,”
Implementing the process
was a Key focus for Superin.
lendent Dave Markward, who
I& finishing his second year
with the distriet. Marino,
who has led much of the staff
training, and Associate Su-
perintendent Chris Rauscher
Joined the district last vear;
both have backgrounds in
continuous Improvement,
The disirict plan is a work
in progress, an
effort in the
beginning stag-
a8, said school
board Presi-
dant Mary
Melsterling,

She likes the

gradual way

the process ary

was rolled out Meisterling

by Markward, Sehool board
The strength prasident

of the plan is

that “there’'s no guestion
about the direction of the
district,” sald Meisterling,
who added she looks forward
to seeing the results of dis-
trict and school scorecards
that measure how people are
using the concepts and if

they're producing results.

“In the past, we always
wanted to Improve, but it
wasn't the main thrust and
focus of district business,”
she said. "Really what it's all
about is, ‘How can we impact
teaching and learning, class-
rooms, currieulum and the
environment to increase sty-
dent achievement? "

The Baldrige Criteria for
Performance Excellence pro-
vides the framework,

Baldrige is a national quali-
ty improvement model that
relies heavily on data-driven
decisions. It's a popular mod-
el for business and industry
and 1s becoming more widely
used by schools.

Baldrige 1s big with schools
in Illinois, from where Mark-
wird, Marino and Rauscher
all eame. A few schools in
lowa are dabbling in it, but
Cedar Rapids is likely the
first to implement the pro-
gpram fully, officials sodd.

“If you have buy-n from
the top down, you see great
results with this propream,”
sald Scott Montgomery, chief
operating officer for the
Council of Chief State School
Officers,

Une strength of the Cedar
Rapids plan, Marino sald, is
the involvement of every em-
ployee, from teachers and
classroom associates to bus
drivers and janitors,

“Ninety-five percent of our
stall, when we surveyed, said,
‘This is wonderful — it's nice
to have direction,'" he said.
“We've got everybody speak.
ing the same language.”

B Contact the writer: (319) 3383158 or
diane.heldi@garettecommunications. com



