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In December, 2009 a team of individuals from the Kansas Learning Network (KLN) 

visited USD 257 for two-and-one-half days.  The team consisted of representatives from similar 

school districts, the Kansas State Department of Education, and a school improvement consulting 

firm by the name of Cross & Joftus. 

The team made a series of brief classroom observations; reviewed district achievement 

data, curriculum documents, and professional development plans; and interviewed groups of 

individuals representing local businesses, parents, teachers, administrators, students, and Board 

members.  The following is a summary of the team’s report from that visit. 

 

Findings 

No findings were reported unless they were mentioned by multiple groups or verified by 

district data. 

 

A number of positives were listed related to the culture of the community.  Specifically a 

small town atmosphere, the presence of the Bowlus Fine Arts Center and Allen Community 

College, and the district’s Safe Base after school program were singled out as important benefits.  

The community and staff are generally satisfied with the quality of the school district.  

Most individuals interviewed sincerely believe the staff and Board are good people who want the 

best for our students.  

In general, principals and teachers have similar views about what is working for students, 

and about where we need help.  

New facilities are considered to be essential to the future success of the school district 

and the community. 

Board members and teachers viewed Interest Based Bargaining as a positive process for 

the district.  This is not necessarily a common finding among the 17 other KLN districts. 

 

Despite the Mission Statement of “Inspiring All Students to Succeed,” there is a tendency 

to accept poor performance from some groups of students.  This is true among district employees 

and community members. 

Building administrators are viewed as effective managers of their schools.  However, 

there is little expectation that principals should focus on leading the instructional improvement of 

their buildings. 

 

 The district’s alignment of instruction, curriculum, assessment, and professional 

development is inconsistent.  There are pockets within the district where each of these areas is 

done well, and pockets where they are not as effective.  The Everyday Math program was 

specifically listed as an example of a successful implementation process. 

 There is a need for a system-wide instructional model, something similar to Marzano’s 

Instructional Strategies.  This is particularly a concern in special education around the area of 

inclusion.  Again, it is well done in some schools and some classrooms, but there is not a 

consistent model district-wide. 

 The district has done well focusing on those curriculum indicators that are assessed, but 

there is little emphasis on nontested standards. 

 



 The addition of Instructional Coaches was mentioned as a benefit in several areas.  It was 

recommended that the focus for their work should be narrowed, but the district specifically 

intended for the Coaches to be able to provide classroom assistance in a wide variety of areas.  In 

addition, the training model the Coaches have worked with utilizes a wide focus for providing 

instructional assistance. 

 The framework being developed by the district’s Multi-Tiered System of Supports teams 

was another area cited as a positive along with the weekly early release for staff development 

that has helped the MTSS process.  It was noted that more time is necessary if effective staff 

development is to continue. 

 

 Communication across the district, both externally and internally is a weakness.  An over 

reliance on building level communication has led to inconsistencies and confusion about district 

initiatives and the decision-making process. 

 Salaries in the district are lower than for most school districts of Iola’s size.  This is in 

large part due to the fact that class sizes are also lower.  Therefore, the money for salaries is 

spread over more staff members than in comparable districts. 

 

 

Recommendations 

Based on the findings listed above, the KLN team made a few recommendations for 

improvement. These recommendations are nonbinding and intended to benefit USD 257 in 

developing and implementing its own district improvement plan.   

 

District-wide communication can be improved by updating the website, distributing a 

monthly newsletter, and a biweekly internal newsletter.  Improved communication can also be 

utilized to help clarify the decision-making process within the district. 

 

Use the current strategic plan to identify strategies that will help raise expectations for all 

students to graduate college and be career ready.  In particular, the lower expectations for 

specific student groups needs to be addressed. 

 

Develop a plan that will provide support for principals to practice instructional leadership 

as their primary role.  This plan needs to include a systematic process for classroom 

observations, and weekly time for administrators to review current data and assess the impact of 

instructional practices within the district.   

 

Develop a framework, perhaps through the MTSS process, that ensures improvement in 

curriculum, assessment, instruction, professional development, and evaluation.  A 

comprehensive review of the special education program should also be a part of this process. 

Developing and implementing this framework will require a comprehensive data system and 

more time for collaborative staff development than the current 40 minutes per week.   

 

After reading the list of shortcomings and recommendations for improvement, the 

progress USD 257 has made in the past few years could easily be ignored.  On the 2009 State 

Assessments 82.7% of Iola’s students met or exceeded the standard in math.  85.3% met or 

exceeded the standard on the Reading assessment.  Every school made Adequate Yearly Progress 



(AYP) and Standards of Excellence signifying outstanding achievement were earned at every 

grade level. 

A District Improvement Plan is being developed to build upon that level of success.  This 

plan will include recommendations from the KLN report as well as goals and strategies 

developed through the district MTSS process. 

 


