
 

TO: Evanston/Skokie District 65 Board of Education 

FROM: Andalib Khelghati, Assistant Superintendent for Schools; Stacy 
Beardsley, Assistant Superintendent for Curriculum & 
Instruction/Interim Superintendent; LaTarsha Green, Executive 
Director of Black Student Success; Romy DeCristofaro, Executive 
Director for Special Services; Beatrice Davis, Assistant Superintendent 
for Human Resources; Joaquin Stephenson, Director of Equity and 
Family/Community Engagement; Kylie Klein, Director of Research, 
Accountability and Data; Raphael Obafemi, Chief Operating and 
Financial Officer  
DATE: June 10, 2019 

 RE: Follow-Up:  District Priorities for the 2019-20 School Year 

 

Objective:           ___ Information             _X_ Discussion             ____ Follow-up              ____ Decision 

 

Background: 

On June 10, 2019, the cabinet shared a memo with the Board of Education that detailed priorities for 

the 2019-20 school year. Over the past several months, we have engaged in a prioritization process to 

ensure the necessary focus, time, and resources are devoted to improving outcomes for students of 

color, and the June 10th memo provided a summary of this process and its results. During this board 

meeting, the Board of Education expressed their general support for these priorities and identified 

follow up questions regarding areas where more clarification is needed. The purpose of this memo is to 

follow up on these questions.  
 

Goal/Guiding principles:  

Our approach to prioritizing is to deepen the work that is at the core of the strategic plan - High Quality 

Teaching and Learning - and focuses on the work that will have the most direct impact on improving 

outcomes for students of color. As a result, our work on prioritizing has aimed to ensure that learning 

and what happens in classrooms is our primary focus and priority. 
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Instructional Priorities 

We have developed seven priorities to focus on next year that build on our current work, address our 

problem of practice, and focus on the instructional core: 

1. Ensure access to grade-level, Common Core State Standards aligned assignments for Tier 1 
instruction  that are rigorous and improve learning for Black and LatinX students. 1

2. Lead system-wide professional learning and implementation support of cognitively rigorous and 
culturally responsive instructional practices. 

3. Ask students and families directly about their goals and school experiences to inform ongoing 
strategy development, and adjust as appropriate. 

4. Lead system-wide professional learning and implementation support of restorative practices to 
create environments that are intellectually and socially safe for learning. 

5. Foster a culture of collaboration and trust that authentically engages staff to increase student 
achievement for Black and LatinX students. 

6. Create structures and processes to support consistent and effective two-way communication 
with staff about district-level decisions and actions.  

7. Engage in long-term financial planning to ensure we have the necessary funding for our 
priorities on the instructional core.  

 

Further Information on the Instructional Priorities: 

Strengthening the Instructional Core: 

To understand the rationale to strengthen the instructional core and understand how this may be 

different than what District 65 has been doing, we must first establish a shared understanding of this 

concept. The instructional core represents “the interaction between teachers (instructional practices), 

and students in the presence of content” .  “The first principle of the instructional core is that increases 2

in student learning occur only as a consequence of improvements in the level of content, teachers’ 

knowledge and skill, and student engagement. The second principle follows from the first: If you change 

any single element of the instructional core, you have to change the other two” .  There are seven core 3

principles associated with the instructional core concept and research and they can be found in the 

Elmore article cited at the bottom of the page.  This instructional core interaction is represented in 

figure 1:  

 

1 Tier 1 instruction is part of the Multi-Tiered Systems of Support (MTSS) framework, which is designed to ensure 
that all students get the instructional support they need. Tier 1 supports occur in the general 
course of instruction, which should meet the learning needs of most students. 
2 Curtis, Rachel and Elizabeth City, 32 
3 Elmore, Richard.  Improving the Instructional Core. Retrieved from: 
https://www.education.nh.gov/essa/documents/instructional-core.pdf 
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Over the past three three years, District 65 has organized professional learning in a manner that had 

educators tending to multiple professional learning foci during a year.  The design had District 

departments collaborating to identify professional learning areas for educators in various departments 

or assignments. Additionally, schools identified 1-2 professional learning areas for their building.  This 

design allowed for department priorities and school priorities to be included in professional learning 

time, however the priorities competed for time and made following up on the learning and sustaining 

the learning a challenge.  The areas of focus were aligned to the District Strategic plan and to our 

Educational Equity commitment.  

Much of this learning was focused on aspects of the instructional core but the volume of learning 

priorities and a lack of sole focus on the instructional core has limited the impact of this work.  High 

quality professional learning requires sustained, connected and job embedded learning that allows for 

adequate time to access the learning, try the learning out, gather feedback and continue to iterate and 

improve to make long term change.  Additionally the instructional core challenges us to lift “the level of 

content, teachers’ knowledge and skill, and student engagement” simultaneously.  The professional 

learning design over the past few years has not allowed for adequate focus and time for educators to 

experience deep learning which can support longer term change.  

The shift to prioritizing two areas (increasing cognitive rigor and restorative practices) that are central 

to culturally responsive pedagogy and the experience within the instructional core narrows our focus, 

increases opportunities for collaboration and deepens our ability to sustain work with educators leading 

to greater impact.  

A second reason why this focus on the instructional core is different is grounded in the fact that there 

are many instances when professional learning may not be directly connected to the instructional core 

as a whole. We have done valuable and needed work on school climate however much of that work has 

been focused solely on staff (staff to staff relationships) or staff and students (staff to student 

relationships). This work is necessary but not complete.  The instructional core research challenges us to 

take the foundation of this work and go deeper by working to make change in all three corners of the 

triangle - change is driven when there is a shift in the work of teachers, engagement of students, and the 

way in which students are engaging in the learning.  The shift in the work of teachers includes 

supporting educators to think deeply about the educational equity implications of our instructional 

decisions and to support responsive planning to support all students to meet the demand of the 

standards.  

By elevating the focus on the instructional core, District 65 is centering one of Zaretta Hammond’s key 

tenants about culturally responsive pedagogy - “if it is not about learning, it is not culturally responsive 

pedagogy”.  As a result, professional learning design will be increasingly intentional to include a focus 

not just on shifting instructional materials or strengthening instructional pedagogy but also include a 

focus on the actions, tasks, and impact on our students.  
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A final benefit of focusing on increasing cognitive rigor and restorative practices is that the learning 

areas apply to all of the learning environments in District 65. The early childhood setting sees strong 

alignment between the conscious discipline work the staff has done and the restorative practices focus 

for the upcoming year. Additionally, JEH committed in the 3-5 year old classrooms to lifting the focus on 

cognitive rigor through better understanding TS Gold assessment and the Creative Curriculum resources. 

There is alignment between the EC strategic plan presented earlier this year and these learning foci.  The 

EC design will run parallel to the K-8 while focusing on the early childhood standards and alignment to 

the K-2 demands in District 65. There is also discussion about how to increase collaboration 

opportunities between the JEH educators and the kindergarten educators to increase alignment and 

improve the transition between our schools.  Work in the upcoming weeks will explore ways to connect 

this learning focus to the 0-3 program and home visiting with the understanding globally that cognitive 

rigor can manifest itself across many different learning domains and is not limited to the cognitive 

domain.  

 

Educator Engagement: 

The previous memo shared background on the in-depth planning process that the cabinet team has 

undertaken to develop the priority areas.  During the process, cabinet members reached out and 

conducted interviews with District 65 staff from a variety of groups including DEC, administrators, and 

principals.  The input from these groups was used to inform the development of the problem of practice. 

In addition to the interviews, the professional learning focus areas were vetted by the principals group 

and the instructional coaches group and refined by the Curriculum and Instruction team.  

Since sharing the draft priorities memo, select cabinet members have taken further steps to engage 

District staff as we further define and begin to implement the work.  A meeting has been held with the 

DEC president to discuss the priorities and to gather insight on direction and any potential challenges 

with the focus areas and the plan moving forward.  Additionally, two members of the DEC executive 

team and three instructional coaches attended Unbound Ed’s Standards Institute with a group of 

principals and District leadership. The Institute focuses on the intersection of teachers, students, 

materials and educational equity and is a foundational experience to inform the increasing cognitive 

rigor professional learning.  The group as a whole found the experience to be valuable and there is a 

commitment in place to debrief from the experience and engage participants in the professional 

learning design and facilitation.  

 

Impact of the Priorities Focus: 

The June 10 priorities memo shared an initial list of other work items that would be put on pause or 

eliminated to narrow the scope of the work and to allow greater time and energy to go deeper in 

priority work. The Cabinet is committed to returning to this task and to identify more areas that will be 

placed on hold or stopped. This will include reaching out to a group of principals and members of DEC 
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leadership to identify district-level work that demands a significant portion of principal and teacher 

time. This process will also focus on working with principals and teachers to  co-construct opportunities 

for streamlining and/or discontinuing work in the critical areas that are identified.  This is increasingly 

important due to leadership changes in District 65 over the upcoming year.  The team will have an 

update by September 1.  

While the priorities memo identifies significant and important work, one intended impact that needs to 

be clearly defined is that by narrowing the professional learning focus to two primary areas of learning, 

educators are being allowed to go deeper and to have fewer learning commitments.  This is intentional 

in the design and should have a positive impact not only on educators ability to internalize learning but 

also to feel increasingly focused in their learning and its application. 

As we move forward, we will  consider who the work impacts and how stopping or pausing work impacts 

the variety of groups of employees in District 65 including educators.  

 

Resource Realignment to Attain Priorities: 

The cabinet is working to strategically align resources to accomplish the stated priorities for the 

upcoming school year. Each member is in the process of finalizing their work plans aligned to these 

strategies for next year.  This process has included partnerships for drafting and sharing draft work plans 

for peer feedback and will close with a gallery walk for review. Peer and group feedback has been 

centered on the level of focus, coherence, alignment, and feasibility for each department’s work plan 

and for all of the plans together as a whole. This has created opportunity for increased awareness of 

work across departments and increased opportunities for alignment of work and for work to be co-led. 

Below are four areas to date that the District is leveraging to help accelerate the District 65 priorities.  

1. Assistant Principals of Special Services:  District 65 has shifted the way in which special 

education supervisors have been assigned and added three additional Assistant Principals of 

Special Services. These individuals will be focused on ensuring that our students with 

individualized education plans are experiencing the individualized and rigorous educational 

experience that they deserve. Additionally, these individuals will be focused on supporting the 

implementation of restorative practices in their buildings. This will include identifying and 

supporting strengths within the building and deepening capacity in the area of restorative 

practices.  

2. Restorative Practices Coaches:  Over the past year, District 65 has added three restorative 

practices coaches in the District. These individuals are focused on supporting school leadership 

and teachers by leading professional learning and modelling restorative practices.  They provide 

direct support to our schools, educators, leaders, and students.  

3. Capacity Building for Leaders in Restorative Practices and Increasing Cognitive Rigor:  School 

and District leadership will receive professional learning this summer that serves as  the 

foundation for the two areas of focus next year:  restorative practices and increasing cognitive 

rigor.  For restorative practices, a two-day training is occurring in August for all District school 
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administrators.   For increasing cognitive rigor, a group of educators attended the Standards 

Institute in July. Additionally, professional learning will be provided for other leaders connected 

to this learning in August and throughout the school year.  

4. Professional Learning Structure to Support Increasing Cognitive Rigor:  District 65 is adopting a 

professional learning structure similar to the one used by our School Climate work to support 

increasing cognitive rigor.  Prior to the five half days reserved for a focus on increasing cognitive 

rigor, SIT teams and their principal will be invited to a full day professional learning session 

where the teams experience the learning and have an opportunity to adapt and adopt the 

learning for their school in preparation for leading the learning two to three weeks later.  

 

Shifting of Outcome Metrics and Measures:   

We anticipate that in order to continue to develop and deepen our understanding of our progress in our 

priority areas we may need to develop and implement additional formative and continuous learning 

metrics and measures, and potentially move away from other measures which are less aligned to our 

focal areas.  

For example, given our goal of increasing consistent access to grade-level, Common Core State 

Standards aligned assignments that are rigorous and improve learning for Black and Latinx students we 

intend to provide tools and systems for our educators to review and evaluate artifacts of student work. 

Reviewing and analyzing student work and the extent to which students are having opportunities for 

productive struggle with learning opportunities that are relevant, engaging, and rigorous would be one 

possible shift in how our educators and administrators will use additional data to inform, develop and 

guide supports for students.  

Another example of potential changes we may make relates to our strategy of learning directly from 

students and families about their goals and student experiences.  While we do have some data on 

student and family experiences from our 5Essentials survey measures, to fully achieve this goal of 

elevating and integrating the voices and perspectives of our families and students we will need 

additional, more specific information.  As we broaden our learning and increase opportunities to engage 

diverse perspectives, we may develop additional metrics and measures for us to use in continuous 

improvement.  

There may also be measures we are currently using which do not help us further our learning or 

progress towards these goals.  If we find that measures or metrics currently in use are not as relevant or 

if there are better measures for us to use in order to improve our assessment of our progress we may 

need to make revisions to measures or discontinue the use of the less aligned measures. 

 

 

Applying the Racial Equity Impact Assessment Tool on the Priority Areas: 
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Our work on prioritizing for the 2019-20 school year began in December 2018. We started by reviewing 

various sources of data (assessment data, survey data, interviews, and observations) and identifying 

root causes for the trends we see in these data.  We used the results of our root cause analysis to 

develop a problem of practice (POP) narrative, which explains our current situation related to student 

achievement and organizational health and where we want to focus moving forward. We refined the 

first draft of this problem of practice by reviewing it through the Racial Equity Impact Assessment tool 

(REIA) and by interviewing staff to engage multiple perspectives and obtain feedback on the root causes 

and focus areas that we identified. Interview subjects included principals, the DEC President, 

instructional coaches, and educators in content-area committees. The problem of practice has been 

revised using results of the Racial Equity Impact Assessment and feedback from staff interviews.  

On April 18, 2019 the senior leadership team attended a full day retreat in order to calibrate the POP. 

Half of that day was spent on the detailed process of examining our POP using the REIA. Here is a 

breakdown of the process that was taken on April 18, 2019: 

1. Review of the REIA: What is the REIA? Why use the REIA? How can we apply the REIA to our 

decision to focus on this Problem of Practice? 

2. Activity:  

a. The REIA questions were posted all around the room. 

b. Working with a partner, senior leaders wrote answers on sticky notes to the REIA 

questions posted around the room. The questions started with this sentence stem “In 

choosing this PoP…”  

c. Once everyone was completed we engaged in a  gallery walk to review 

d. Each group of two reported out - each participant summarized one chart (from all 

questions written from the REIA) for the group. 

e. Changes were made to the POP in order to capture the missing racial perspectives 

surfaced from the REIA within the initial devised POP to form the one you see today.  

3. During the report out by groups (d.) we engaged in tremendous dialogue which surfaced 

genuine consensus to focus on the students who are experiencing the greatest academic and 

social inequities in District 65, our Black and LatinX children.  

4. The new D65 REIA Rubric was used to score the finalized POP as a true measure of racial equity 

impact. Please, click here. 

Next Steps: 

The District 65 Cabinet is committed to the following next steps for our 7 priority areas.  

1. Finalize our work plans associated with the 7 priorities.  

2. Return to deprioritization with a lens that includes impact on a variety of stakeholders in the 
District including educators and provide an update on the results of this process in September. 

3. Develop a Board calendar for the upcoming year that reflects a narrower work focus and 
elevates the priorities.  
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