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Good morning. I am very pleased to be here today and have this opportunity to share with you the Virginia Beach Schools’ story of how our school division began a critical journey – a journey which is transforming public education in Virginia Beach.

It’s always intimidating to speak to a room full of school board members and superintendents, because you know the intricacies and challenges like no other. You can spot the holes in theories and where the best laid plans might go awry. But you are also a great audience because you can empathize like no other and offer ideas and course corrections that are incomparable. As a result, I am more than happy to share our story because in the end I think we can all get something out of it. 

There’s wisdom in beginning at the beginning so that’s exactly what I’m going to do. This entire strategic plan really grew out of our community’s desire – mandate, really -  that the school division develop a new strategic plan, one that would not only revolutionize teaching and learning in Virginia Beach, but also closely reflect community expectations. What we have ended up with is a remarkable document – Compass to 2015 – which reflects not only the priorities of VBCPS administrators, staff, students and parents, but the expectations of the larger community of Virginia Beach as well. 

Our overarching goal is to empower every student to become a lifelong learner and informed citizen who can be successful in a global society. (click)



“…the first priority of leadership is to 
engage the right people, at the right 
times, to the right degree in creative 
work.”

- Creativity and the Role of the Leader
Harvard Business Review 
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I should mention before I move on – you can’t develop a comprehensive plan such as this in a vacuum. Consider this quotation from the Harvard Business Review (from “Creativity and the Role of the Leader” by Teresa Amabile and Mukti Khaire): “…the first priority of leadership is to engage the right people, at the right times, to the right degree in creative work”.

That is exactly what we did in the creation of Compass to 2015. We got the right people at the right time engaged in doing the right work. (click)



Program of Work 2007-2008
GOAL 1:
Develop a new strategic plan that will guide 

Virginia Beach City Public Schools from 
2009-2015

Objectives:
• Stakeholder participation representative of 

demographic and regional groups
• Measurable goals and targets 
• School Board adoption by November 2008
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However, as you may imagine, developing a six-year plan that is reflective of its community’s priorities and all children’s needs is a huge undertaking. The entire process really was initiated in 2007 and resulted from the Virginia Beach School Board’s annual Program of Work which defined specific goals that were priorities for administration and staff. Goal 1 in the 2007-08 Program of Work dealt directly with the strategic plan: Develop a new strategic plan that will guide Virginia Beach City Public Schools from 2009 – 2015. 

I won’t go into a blow by blow description of the blood, sweat and tears that went into shaping Compass to 2015. What I do think important to underscore is our absolute commitment to a plan that would be developed by the people for the people, the people being the 69,000 students of Virginia Beach City Public Schools, of course.

So in essence to develop a transformative strategic plan, we knew we needed to “let go” of the work and let our customers play the major role in crafting it. 

Here’s a “man on the street” sample of what we heard about our state of education at the time and what should be our priorities for the future. (click)



Reflecting Community Priorities

Click here to play video
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((Pause for Man on the Street video to play))

(click to advance to next slide)

http://www.vbschools.com/compass/videos/iowa/Man on the Street.wmv


Strategic Plan Steering Committee
The Charge:
• Analyze current VBCPS system and 

mission
• Review community input data
• Identify gaps and strategic priorities
• Recommend measurable strategic 

goals and targets to Board 
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Crucial to the task at hand was our strategic plan steering committee. I can’t say enough about this group, which was presided over by the dean of education for Old Dominion University, one of our local universities. It was most assuredly a thoughtful balance of members of the community, and included 31 people representing a wide spectrum of VBCPS stakeholders. Among them were citizens, business people, members of the military, VBCPS teachers and administrators, PTA council members, representatives from higher education, School Board members (three), a representative from the city’s Department of Economic Development, a Virginia Beach Education Association representative, and several students.. 

The committee’s charge was this:
- Analyze the VBCPS current system and mission.
- Review community input data and future trends.
- Identify gaps and strategic priorities.
- Agree on new or revised measurable strategic goals and targets to recommend to the School Board by November 2008. (click)







Gathering Community Input

Student 
Groups

Parents 
and 

Partners

Staff and 
Community 

Leaders

Focus Groups
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The committee set about immediately to gather data and develop strategies for eliciting community and staff input. A research firm was retained to conduct focus groups because the committee was absolutely committed to hearing the voices of K-12 public education customers. 
What was unique about these groups was that each was composed of homogenous representatives of stakeholders – students, both at the high end and at-risk; graduates; parents; business partners; the military; teachers; administrators; and community leaders. 
Led by facilitators, the groups met over the course of several days, brainstorming  what they believed it was important for VBCPS students to know. In this way, each group was empowered to contribute its own perspective reflective of its particular point of view.
 At the same time, as each group’s responses were compiled, together they formed the nucleus of community input needed to move forward. Subsequently they were used as a jumping off point of discussion at a series of public forums and town hall meetings. (click)




Click here to play video
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(click to advance to next slide)


http://www.vbschools.com/compass/videos/iowa/Focus Groups Compass 2015.wmv


Gathering Community Input
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It was apparent that our stakeholders truly knew what they wanted.

There was also a desire to understand the global and societal trends that are impacting education in today’s world. Consequently, the division and the committee sponsored a public forum at our local convention center featuring the nationally recognized futurist, Marvin Cetron, who reported on his findings concerning future trends in education and entertained questions from the community. (click)





Community Town Hall Meeting
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Additionally, a community town hall meeting was hosted at which 800 stakeholders had the opportunity to further share their perceptions regarding education and identify their priorities.  Because of the size of the group, the town hall meeting was held at the Virginia Beach Convention Center. Participants were seated at tables of 10, and again, facilitators helped them articulate their ideas by leading them through a proscribed process to focus their thinking. As you might imagine, with 800 people, there was a wide range of reflections being expressed by stakeholders. To assist in narrowing the field, facilitators made use of the “Gift” system, a technology that employed hand-held electronic devices to tabulate each table’s responses and then automatically prioritize them, both at each table and for the entire 800-member group as a whole. 

As facilitators continued to lead participants through the process, an amazing thing happened – consensus was ultimately  achieved despite the fact that this was such a diverse group. Here is a response typical of what we heard from many participants: (click)




Community Priorities for VBCPS

Click here to play video
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http://www.vbschools.com/compass/videos/iowa/joe thomas 003.wmv


Rigor & 
Relevance

21st Century 
Skills

Student Ownership 
of Education

Parental Involvement and 
Accountability

Close Achievement Gaps
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Overwhelmingly, the top priority was this: 

ALL students, not just those at the top level, should be offered rigorous and relevant instruction focusing on critical thinking, problem solving, and real life skills (with less emphasis on testing).

The other four top priorities that are reflected in our strategic plan are these:
Teach students 21st century skills that will allow them to succeed in college, work, and as citizens in this “global Information society.”
Encourage students to develop ownership for their own education and learning.
Intensify parental involvement and their accountability in schools to ensure student success.
Close the achievement gap or, in other words, eliminate gaps by race, class, and gender. (click)




Researching the Plan
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The committee also evaluated the strategic plans of several other school divisions, some much larger; others, our size or smaller. Among them were Clark County schools (Las Vegas, Nevada), Cedar Rapids Community Schools (Iowa), and the Wake County Public School System (North Carolina). (click)

In addition, the committee reviewed Virginia’s Workplace Readiness Skills as well as the 21st Century Skills derived from the Partnership for 21st Century Skills, a unique partnership among business, education, and policymakers (with support from the U.S. Department of Education). 
NOTE: These skills delineate the knowledge and expertise students should master to succeed as workers, citizens, and lifelong learners in the 21st Century. 

With each successive meeting the committee continued to narrow the plan’s focus, homing in on stakeholders’ priorities for education in Virginia Beach schools. A major aim throughout was to ensure clarity and conciseness while at the same time making the stated goals compelling and measurable. I believe the committee succeeded.

During this entire strategic plan process, everything was on the table, including the vision, the mission, and core values. Committee members evaluated every piece of information received from stakeholders in order to transform what at first was a very lengthy document into what you see before you. What has resulted is a remarkable and comprehensive strategic plan that is a virtual mandate of what our citizens expect of public education in Virginia Beach. (click)




VBCPS Strategic Plan
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This strategic plan was ultimately adopted by the School Board in October. 2008  Prior to its adoption, another public forum was held featuring an “open mic” session. Final adjustments were made based on this community and staff input. 

Let me emphasize once again that complete implementation of Compass to 2015 is occurring over time. As a result, this is a dynamic document that is meant to be fluid, reflecting students’ needs as they adjust and vary in response to changing priorities. At the same time, it also provides a solid basis for the philosophical shift the school division has made in how it does business. Stakeholders have made it abundantly clear that they want the emphasis in classrooms to be one of teaching thinking skills, not testing skills.

Certainly, there have been challenges along the way. However, this school division and its School Board are committed: If we stay the course, our students will learn how to learn. As a result, we are confident that the increased knowledge base of critical thinking skills will be reflected in students’ academic proficiency in the classroom and on high stakes tests. Our students will graduate with the skills they need to succeed as 21st century learners, workers and citizens. (click)




“To engage the public in a 
thoughtful dialogue, in pursuit of the 
shared goal of providing every 
American with an opportunity to 
pursue the best education in the 
world.” 
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Recently, I took part in a two-day summit hosted by NBC News that was part of a week-long initiative organizers were calling Education Nation. Perhaps you saw some of the coverage? The mission statement of Education Nation was “to engage the public in a thoughtful dialogue, in pursuit of the shared goal of providing every American with an opportunity to pursue the best education in the world.” The event was carefully timed to take advantage of the launch of the documentary “Waiting for Superman”.

The bottom line is that NBC worked hard to create a national dialogue by creating a sense of crisis. The resounding message was: Public education is failing our children and the United States will eventually pay a terrible price. So, while I winced at the hyperbole and some inaccurate statistics, I also had to acknowledge this attention as a good thing. There ARE some things that are broken in educational bureaucracies and school divisions do need the time, energy, resources and insights of stakeholders to help navigate and shape change. 

I can bet there’s not a one of us in this room who doesn’t feel the pressure. If we’re honest with ourselves, we know that our focus has been to ensure success on  state and federally mandated benchmarks.

But let’s take that honesty to a whole new level. These benchmarks are minimum competencies. They are not designed to fuel critical thinking, innovation and problem-solving, pure and simple. So, here’s the risk: We deliver success on standardized tests on one hand, but ultimately fail children because school for them largely has been a blur of fact retention and regurgitation with a few football games, clubs and proms thrown in the mix to take the edge off. (click)



The Virginia Beach Schools’ Theory:
Advancing higher learning for 
children will ultimately deliver 
success on many fronts, including  
Virginia’s Standards of Learning 
tests.
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So how do we sound the alarm?
Speaking frankly, it is highly likely this is going to be my last round as a superintendent. As a result, I decided that I wouldn’t be averse to risk-taking, that I would test my hypothesis -- that hypothesis being my belief that advancing higher levels of learning for children will ultimately deliver success on many fronts, including Virginia’s Standards of Learning, federal benchmarks, and other high stakes tests. Fortunately, what I discovered was a School Board and a community that were hungry for that same thing. 

I will tell you now that I believe this same hunger for excellence exists all around this country. The challenge for educators is to find ways to tap into this desire for substantive change. Here is where I believe School Boards play a pivotal role. It is you, as School Board members, who have the innate capacity to get the ball rolling, just as the Virginia Beach School Board did. Our School Board really rolled up its sleeves – by attending focus groups and town hall meetings, both as participants and simply to listen to what stakeholders had to say, what was important to them as members of homogenous groups and collectively as a whole. Members also worked with the futurist to describe the face of public education, what it should look like now, and how it should look in the future. Trends, public opinion, research, all were considered by Board members as they participated fully in the process, by serving on the steering committee, by devoting numerous Board workshops to discussions about the strategic plan, by identifying possible participants for focus groups and town hall meetings, by committing scarce budget dollars to advancing the process, and most of all, by articulating what we were attempting to accomplish – a total paradigm shift from testing to thinking skills – to constituents, who, frankly, didn’t always understand and were given to believe in the philosophy of “if it ain’t broke, why fix it?”

After months of work that drew on the collective thinking of the entire VB community, the Steering Committee created the compact, comprehensive strategic plan that is Compass to 2015. Who would ever have predicted that the Virginia Beach School Board’s directive to create a new strategic plan would have morphed into this amazing, dynamic document?
So that brings us to the new, I think improved, mission of Virginia Beach City Public Schools: (click)



The VBCPS Mission:

Click here to play video
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http://www.vbschools.com/compass/videos/iowa/VBCPSMissionStatement.wmv


Implementing the Plan - Where to Begin?
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I won’t kid you. Developing our strategic plan wasn’t a piece of cake– getting input from the community, drafting the plan, communicating why the plan is important and how it will reshape education – all took a lot of work. But the REAL work began after the plan was adopted. We took almost a year to research and organize how we would implement the plan. I’ll go into greater detail about that during in an upcoming session. (click)



Roadmap for Student Success
Mission

The Virginia Beach City Public Schools, in 
partnership w ith the entire community, w ill

empower every student to become a life-long
learner who is a responsible, productive, and engaged

citizen w ithin the global community.

Formative and Summative
Assessments

Tasks of Significance
Housed in a K-12 digital portfolio

as assessed by…

18

as defined by…

Outcomes for Student Success 
Students w ill be academically proficient as defined

by curriculum standards

to indicate success of…

Strategic Goal
Recognizing that the long range goal of the VBCPS is the successful preparation and graduation of every student, 
the near term goal is that by 2015, 95 percent or more of VBCPS students w ill graduate having mastered the sk ills 

that they need to succeed as 21st century learners, workers and citizens. 

Critical and creative
thinkers, innovators, and

problem solvers
(21st Century VBCPS Skills to be added)

Effective communicators and
collaborators

(21st Century VBCPS Skills to be added)

Globally aware, independent,
responsible learners and 

citizens
(21st Century VBCPS Skills to be added)

so that they become…
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But I want you to get a sense of the plan and how it serves as a roadmap for the teaching and learning in Virginia Beach.
You will see that its self-explanatory.  Leading from our mission as defined by our desired student outcomes, as measured by a system of balanced assessments, leading to our strategic goal – that by 2015, 95 percent or more of VBCPS students will graduate having mastered the skills they need to succeed as 21st century learners, workers, and citizens. (click)




Compass to 2010

Strategic 
Objective 

1

Strategic 
Objective 

2

Strategic 
Objective 

3

Strategic 
Objective 

4

Strategic 
Objective 

5
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The Compass to 2015 plan itself has five clearly stated objectives. Each is championed by a school principal and a member of my administrative Cabinet. They preside over committees and subcommittees comprising teachers, guidance counselors, assistant principals, parents and business partners to identify and define the action steps and deliverables needed to achieve each key strategy.

Let’s take a look at each objective. (click)




Compass to 2015
Strategic Objective 1
All teachers will engage every student in 

meaningful, authentic, and rigorous work 
through the use of innovative instructional 
practices and supportive technologies that 
will motivate students to be self-directed and 
inquisitive learners.

Presenter
Presentation Notes

Objective 1
All teachers will engage every student in meaningful, authentic and rigorous work through the use of innovative instructional practices and supportive technologies that will motivate students to be self-directed and inquisitive learners.

This objective is the heart of the strategic plan because it is truly rigor, relevance and relationships that drive classroom excellence. This committee has accomplished a great deal.

One example  - We purchased smartboard technology that is helping transform the culture of classrooms. Today it is no longer the teacher as the “sage on the stage.” It is not uncommon in our classrooms for students to approach the smartboard and to profoundly engage in their own learning. (click)



Compass to 2015
Strategic Objective 2:
VBCPS will develop and implement a 

balanced assessment system that 
accurately reflects student demonstration 
and mastery of VBCPS outcomes for 
student success.
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Objective 2 
VBCPS will develop and implement a balanced assessment system that accurately reflects student demonstration and mastery of VBCPS outcomes for student success.

It’s easy to talk about rigor, relevance, critical thinking, and higher-order learning, but how do you go about measuring them? There’s the rub. The challenge before us is apparent: We must develop a new performance assessment and rubric, knowing at the same time that we cannot and will not  be abandoning the Virginia-mandated Standards of Learning tests.

This committee began its work by researching several existing 21st century assessments being used nationally and internationally to determine if they could be purchased or used as a basis for development of new VBCPS assessments. Examples include the College and Work Readiness Assessment (CWRA) and the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA). We also looked at assessments that are currently being administered in Virginia Beach to see if they could be adapted. We’re in the process of doing that right now. (click)




Compass to 2015
Strategic Objective 3:
Each school will improve achievement for 

all students while closing achievement 
gaps for identified student groups, with 
particular focus on African American 
males.
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Objective 3 – 
Each school will improve achievement for all students while closing achievement gaps for identified student groups, with particular focus on African American males.

Strategic objective 3 is perhaps our most concrete objective because it involves measures of student achievement and achievement gaps. This committee has been driven by the need to integrate the teaching of 21st century skills with the information and knowledge needed for high stakes tests. 

A few areas of focus include: developing a k-12 literacy plan, deploying a response to intervention model to meet student needs, and aligning individual schools’ plans for continuous improvement with Compass to 2015. (click)



Compass to 2015
Strategic Objective 4:
VBCPS will create opportunities for parents, 

community and business leaders to fulfill 
their essential roles as actively engaged 
partners in supporting student achievement 
and outcomes for student success.
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Objective 4 
VBCPS will create opportunities for parents, community and business leaders to fulfill their essential roles as actively engaged partners in supporting student achievement and outcomes for student success.

This committee was an interesting one, because it had to get out in front of the work of the other committees, so to speak. You can’t wait until you have all your strategies under each objective in place to engage your parents, community and business leaders. If they aren’t engaged along the way to help shift the paradigm, they won’t be ready when the shift happens. Therefore, there will be constant re-tooling in this objective.

In the meantime, however, the committee has concentrated on several key strategies: the development of resources for parents and other stakeholders so they can support our outcomes for student success and implementation of parent training and improving collaboration with city agencies, civic groups, PTA(s) and community organizations that have similar educational missions. (click)



Compass to 2015
Strategic Objective 5:
VBCPS will be accountable for developing 

essential leader, teacher, and staff 
competencies and optimizing all resources 
to achieve the school division’s strategic 
goal and outcomes for student success.
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Objective 5
VBCPS will be accountable for developing essential leader, teacher and staff competencies and optimizing all resources to achieve the school division’s strategic goal and outcomes for student success.

The action team supporting objective 5 has thoughtfully set about developing a plan to foster principal and teacher leadership and expertise by ensuring that the resources needed are in place.

At each school, we now have Professional Learning Communities in all core disciplines and we are working to create a professional learning culture across the division. Professional development for administrators and teachers has been and is being designed and delivered with the PLC concept as a delivery vehicle. A long-term goal is to redesign teacher evaluation systems to match 21st century skills. (click)
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Closing 
The reality is that although Compass to 2015 is an extremely ambitious plan, it is totally workable.
However, as you may imagine, turning an organization as large as ours in a new direction is like turning a battleship.  It was crucial for us to ensure that our own organization was (and is) on board – that everyone, most especially teachers in the classroom, understands their role in making the desired outcomes of the strategic plan a reality.

During our first year of implementation of the plan, our Strategic Objective Committees and sub-committees were extremely busy engaged mainly in researching and planning. We completed our second year in June and are now in the middle of our third year. As we proceed, we are certainly making course adjustments along the way not only to incorporate evolving research but also changing student needs. This process, of course, will be ongoing and we will continue to listen to our stakeholders, especially our students, as we go. (click)



Click here to play video
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((Pause for 21st Century Students video to play))

(click)

http://www.vbschools.com/compass/videos/21stCenturySigns.wmv�
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In our next session, I’ll get into the specifics of how the plan was deployed – “where the rubber meets the road,” – if you will, the nitty gritty of where we are now and where we anticipate we will be in the future.
Yes, we still have a long way to go on this journey. But, this dynamic plan, Compass to 2015, is keeping us on the straight and true course. Its one that we know will lead to student learning and achievement, and ultimate success. Our kids deserve nothing less.
(click)
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