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Case Illustrations of Districts Using  
Improvement and Implementation Sciences Practices & Tools 

 
Introduction: 
Two case illustrations are presented of different locale and size school districts using practices and 
tools from the sciences of implementation and improvement within an improvement planning 
process. Each story begins with a description of the districts’ demographics followed by a 
presentation of their implementation and improvement work within a stage-based approach.  
 
In case illustration one, the district selects a new innovation or change package to address need 
regarding graduation rates. In the second case illustration, the districts strengths an existing 
innovation or change package in use within the district to address needs in the area of literacy.   
Illustrations are based on real districts and their implementation and improvement journeys.  
 

 
Case Illustration 1: River School District 

(Selecting New Innovation) 
	
District Demographics 
The River School District is a large urban district within the mid-west.  The population demographics 
of the students served by the district are:  35.4% white, 35% Black and African American, 17% 
Hispanic or Latino, 5% Asian, 3% American Indian or Alaska Native, 3.8% Two or more white races. 
.1% native Hawaiian or pacific islander.  Sixty percent of students meet criteria for free and reduced 
lunch, 20% are considered English Learners, 17% of students receive Special Education, and 1.0% of 
students are homeless.  
 
Exploration Stage 
The River School District is starting a continuous improvement process after having several of their 
schools be identified as in need of assistance by the state. A review of their system’s data by their 
district improvement team is revealing some problems. The team reviewed data from a variety of 
sources including achievement (e.g., state test, benchmark data collected 3 times a year), 
attendance, discipline (e.g., ODRs, suspension/expulsion), climate, family and student surveys. 
Student achievement at the secondary level is declining based on state summative assessments and 
post-secondary assessments (e.g., SAT, ACT). There is a significant gap in these assessments for 
students with disabilities, English learners, and students who meet criteria for free and reduced 
lunch. In addition, graduation rates are declining, parents aren’t as engaged as the district would 
like them to be, and student surveys are showing students are not feeling connected to the school.  
 

 2015 2016 2017 2018 
Graduation Rates 

All Students 72% 69% 66% 65% 
Students At Risk 64% 62% 59% 56.2% 

Students with more than 
10 Absences  

64% 62% 59% 56.2% 
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 2015 2016 2017 2018 
Attendance Data: Regular Attendance  

All Students 88% 85% 82% 78.9% 
 
Based on this initial review of data, the team determines to focus in on the secondary level, the 
team reviewed their team membership to ensure the team was  comprised of district and 
secondary school leaders, staff in different positions including those who will be using the practice 
as well as those supporting the program, families, and key community partners. The team 
conducted three focus groups (empathy interviews) with families, students, and several identified 
community partners regarding the problems being identified in the data to get a better 
understanding of their perceptions of the challenges and what could be contributing to the 
problems. The focus group participants were representative of the school and community including 
students and families of students who had dropped out or currently had a significant number of 
absences. Parents and students in focus groups reported the following: 1) lack of connection to staff 
and not sure who to go to when have concerns; 2) too many fights and incidents occurring at 
school; and 3) mental illness and drug use rates are on the rise. 
 
Using this focus group data, school climate survey data of teachers, staff, and leadership’s reading 
on factors that influence students’ likelihood of graduation, the team conducted a Root Cause 
Analysis using the Five Why’s for the problem statement of our students are not graduating. The 5 
Why’s revealed the potential root cause of students not trusting or feeling connected to staff to 
reach out for help or assistance when needed. 
 
Given this information and data review, a team member asked: “What are we already doing to 
address the problem of declining graduation rates?” To answer this question, the team conducted 
an initiative inventory or scan of what programs or practices are already in place to address this 
issue. Based on a review of their current programs or initiatives to address graduation rates, the 
team learned that they have an early warning intervention system beginning to be used and 
counselors were offering several counseling programs. An early warning intervention system is a 
tool and a process to identify students at risk for dropping out of school. Upon discussion, the team 
wondered how well the tool is being used on a regular basis and are actions needed to improve use 
of this tool.  
 
At the same time the initiative inventory was being conducted, the team reviewed the What Works 
Clearing House to help determine what other programs or practices are available to address the 
need of graduation rates. Based on this review, two programs were listed as having evidence for 
addressing graduation rates or keeping students in school.  
 
Now that the district had ensured a representative team, gathered information from stakeholders 
through focus groups and surveys, determined the root cause, and identified several options from 
their current work and clearinghouses, the team needed to identify their options to assess for fit 
and feasibility. To do so, the team reviewed their agreed upon decision making process and the 
various options generated from the inventory and review of clearinghouse. Given their need to 
address graduation rates and the root causes related to behavior and engagement, the team 
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identifies a mentoring and monitoring program to assess for fit and feasibility using the Hexagon 
Tool process.  
 
Specifically, the Mentoring and Monitoring (M&M) program is designed to keep students in school.  
A trained mentor is assigned to each student. The mentor a) monitors academic performance and 
behavior; b) provides support through mentoring, counseling, and advocacy; c) connects student 
and family to needed resources and services; and d) communicates frequently with teachers and 
other providers. The mentor meets with assigned students at least twice monthly or more 
frequently as needed during school hours. 
 
Using the Hexagon tool process, the team analyzed the fit and feasibility of the M&M program. 
Their analysis revealed that the M&M program addressed their local site’s need to improve 
students staying in school by addressing the root cause of lack of connection with adults at school. 
In addition, the program addresses risk indicators for not graduating including behavior incidents, 
academic performance, and connecting students and families to services when needed. The 
program fits with their current strategic plan and initiatives as well as community initiatives and 
state priority.  River school district determined they had some capacity to use the program. Work is 
needed to expand the qualified workforce, secure funding, adjust procedures and schedules, and 
make adjustments to the technology and data systems. The program has strong evidence. M&M has 
available supports from the national developer as well as within the state available. Assistance will 
be needed with a fidelity measure and our data system. Finally, the program is usable given its well 
defined underlying principles and core components, however, it is missing a fidelity measure.  
 
The team made recommendation to select the program but needed to ensure that their 
implementation is focused on strengthening the capacity of the local implementing site and the 
usability of the program.  
 
Installation Stage 
The district team accessed training supports from the program provider as well as lifted the need 
for a fidelity measure to the provider and their regional county office. As a result, the regional 
county office partnered with the program developer to develop a fidelity tool that the district 
piloted and provided feedback on. The district team also supported development of secondary 
school leadership teams accountable for implementation of M&M Program.  
 
Organizationally, state aid funds were secured for hiring of two additional mentors for a total of 5 
mentors and 1 coordinator who also served as a mentor at the beginning of year 2 implementation. 
Job descriptions were created for the mentor and coordinator positions. In addition, the Early 
Warning System in use was reviewed. It was found that additional data elements were needed to 
ensure its utility for school leadership teams and ease the reporting capabilities. Teams needed the 
data more frequently than what was being inputted. In collaboration with the data manager for the 
district, several problems were worked out and the team provided additional training for the school 
leadership teams on how to use the system to help identify potential students to receive the M&M 
program.  
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 Initial Implementation  
The River School District started initial implementation once mentors began serving students. In 
analyzing the implementation data (e.g., number of students being served, fidelity data being 
collected from mentors) on a regular basis, the team identified improvements to their supports to 
the program. For example, the team made adjustments to master schedule and several procedures 
to ensure students and mentors were able to meet. In addition, coaching supports from the 
program provider were secured to improve use of the program as intended. Students in repeated 
focus groups at the end of year one reported feeling more connected to the school and engaged. 
The graduation rate increased by 2 percentage points by end of year two implementation.  The 
team is currently working on ensuring the early warning intervention system is helping to identify 
students most in need to participate and strengthen the community services available to assist 
students and families.  
 
 

Case Illustration 2: Forest Public School District 
(Strengthening Implementation of an Existing Innovation) 

  
District Demographics 
Forest Public Schools (FPS) is a K-12 district with an enrollment of approximately 10,600 students. 
The district has a 76% free/reduced lunch rate and 19.2% of students are identified as students with 
dis/abilities. The racial makeup of the district is: 1% American Indian/Alaska Native, 1% Asian, 37% 
Black/African American, 16% Latinx, 1% Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, 42% White, and 2% Two or 
More Races. 
  
Exploration Stage 
As part of their continuous improvement, FPS brought together a team to examine current data to 
define their needs for improvement, determine possible root causes, and identify potential options 
to address their needs. The team reviewed data from a variety of sources including achievement 
(e.g., state test, benchmark data collected 3 times a year), attendance, discipline (e.g., ODRs, 
suspension/expulsion), climate, family and student surveys. Though achievement data indicated 
their current system was not working for their students to make needed growth for success in 
literacy and math, the team felt they needed to focus on literacy as their primary area of need. 
Literacy data for all students (3rd grade: 52%, 53%, and 51% proficient, respectively over the last 3 
years; 4th grade: 46%, 46%, and 44% proficient, respectively over the last 3 years; 5th grade: 45%, 
46%, and 46% proficient, respectively over the last 3 years) and for students with dis/abilities (3rd 
grade: 28%, 28%, and 29% proficient, respectively over the last 3 years; 4th grade: 22%, 22%, and 
22% proficient, respectively over the last 3 years; 5th grade: 23%, 22%, and 23% proficient, 
respectively over the last 3 years). The team shared results from the data review to keep staff 
informed and gather input. Staff agreed with the team’s suggestion that literacy remain the focus 
area. 
 
When digging deeper into the data, the team identified the root cause that students were not 
receiving systematic literacy instruction needed for them to master key literacy skills and concepts. 
Though 4 years ago the district adopted a new literacy program to be used in all of their elementary 
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schools to address a downward trend in results on the state English Language Arts test, surveys 
revealed that staff were unclear on expectations regarding the use of the program. Some staff were 
trying to use the program as is, some were pulling activities from the program as a resource, and 
some were not using it at all. Several team members wanted to look at selecting a new program and 
several team members felt they needed to revisit their implementation of the current program 
given the survey results. So, a subset of the group searched databases and identified another 
program they wanted to consider in addition to their current program. The team contacted the 
developers of the program to gather information on the resources and supports available, 
materials, etc. and then utilized the Hexagon Tool to examine each of the programs (their current 
program and potential program) for fit and feasibility. Through the Hexagon process the team 
determined that their current program should have a high likelihood of addressing the concern if 
implemented well – the program had evidence to support the need, was a good fit, and had 
supports available. The district had some capacity and committed to building additional capacity to 
implement. After the team shared the results of the Hexagon analysis with the staff agreed that it 
would be beneficial to restart implementation of the current program than to select another 
program. The team decided to keep it and plan for improvement of their implementation. 
  
Through the needs assessment, Hexagon process, and analysis of Implementation Drivers, the 
team identified that several key components of the implementation infrastructure needed to be 
addressed: program expectations were unclear, teachers had not been utilizing all necessary 
components of the program (e.g., not administering assessments within the program; not using 
books that accompany the program, etc.), the district didn’t have supports needed for teachers to 
implement (training and coaching) in place, there was not a fidelity check with the program, and 
there was not a process for utilizing both in-program data and benchmarking data for instructional 
decision making. 
  
Installation Stage 
The team clearly defined expectations for core literacy instruction (e.g., use of the program 
materials, lesson pacing, guidelines for small group instruction, and collection and use of in-program 
data, etc.). They identified the critical components of the program, defined key instructional 
delivery methods, and developed a fidelity check of the core instructional expectations that 
examined adherence to the key elements, quality of implementation, dosage of instruction, and 
student engagement during instruction. Trainings needed to support implementation of the 
program were identified and they began providing training for all of the teachers and staff who 
would be involved in implementation of the program. Though there were coaches in the buildings, 
their role in support of the implementation was unclear so they developed a coaching system with a 
clearly defined coaching model and provided training for coaches in use of coaching cycles and 
strategies. Finally, the team developed a plan outlining who, when, and how both student data and 
implementation data would be collected and utilized for decision making and secured necessary 
training in both data collection and use. 
  
Initial Implementation 
Teachers began renewed implementation of the program and coaches provided support within the 
first 2 weeks of instruction. Following initial coaching support, fidelity data were collected. Building- 
and grade-level teams began reviewing both student and implementation data on a bi-weekly 
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basis. The teams received coaching from an outside consultant to assist with data analysis until they 
were confident and skilled in using the data to identify needed booster training sessions, guide 
further coaching support, and plan instructional adjustments needed for students. Data were 
collected and reviewed quarterly from teachers regarding acceptability of the program and 
perceived effectiveness for their students, confidence with use, and satisfaction with the support 
they were receiving for implementation. These data were used to identify implementation issues 
and celebrate successes. As implementation issues arose, the leadership team systematically 
problem solved and planned to address them. For example, when data indicated it was challenging 
for the teachers to implement all of the expectations and instructional strategies at once the team 
backed up, rolled out a few expectations or strategies at a time, monitored fidelity, and provided 
support until the majority of teachers were implementing consistently, and then rolled out the next 
set. Another example occurred when they noticed data indicating that some teachers were 
continuing to need coaching support on the same expectation over and over. After reviewing 
coaching logs, the team discovered that coaches were relying on one coaching strategy for 
everyone. They identified a need for further training and coaching for coaches in use of additional 
strategies and provided that support.   
  
Full Implementation 
The majority of teachers are now implementing all of the core expectations consistently and both 
benchmark and yearly testing data are beginning to trend upwards. Surveys are indicating that 
staff feel supported in implementation and more effective for their students. The team continues 
to analyze student and implementation data on a regular basis and problem solve as issues arise.



 


