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A GUIDE TO SCHOOL IMPROVEMENT GRANT IMPLEMENTATION 

2015 

 

 

The following guidance is part of a series released by KnowledgeWorks to help states design 

innovative school improvement strategies under the federal School Improvement Grant (SIG) 

program. SIG provides funding to states to implement comprehensive school turnaround 

initiatives in the nation’s lowest performing schools. In order to qualify for funding, State 

Education Agencies (SEAs) must submit an application to the U.S. Department of Education (ED) 

that identifies the state’s lowest performing schools and its strategy for awarding competitive 

grants to districts for whole school reform. States are required to subgrant 95% of funds to 

their Local Education Agencies (LEAs), prioritizing those that demonstrate the greatest need for 

funds and the strongest commitment to fulfill their improvement objectives. 

 

2015 Final Requirements for the School Improvement Grants Program 

 

ED released new regulations for the SIG program in February 2015 which include a number of 

additional flexibilities to help states design innovative school improvement strategies. Some of 

the most significant changes include: 

 

 Five Year Awards - an SEA may make a subgrant for up to five years, of which one year 

may be used for planning and other pre-implementation activities, at least three years 

may be used for implementation, and up to two years may be used for activities related 

to sustaining reforms in a school. 

 State-Determined School Improvement Model - An SEA may apply to ED to establish a 

state-determined intervention model as an alternative to the four federally-defined SIG 

models. The only requirement from ED is that the model must be a whole-school reform 

model. 

 Evidence-Based Whole School Reform Model - LEAs may apply to implement an 

evidence-based whole school reform model as an alternative to the four federally-

defined SIG models as long as the model has at least one study that meets What Works 

Clearinghouse evidence standards with a statistically significant impact on student 

achievement or attainment. 
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 Early Learning Intervention Model - LEAs may also apply to implement a new early 

learning intervention model as an alternative to the four federally-defined SIG models as 

long as the target school offers full-day kindergarten, establishes or expands a high-

quality preschool program, and, prior to implementing the model, replaces the principal. 

 Defining “Greatest Need” to Include Priority and Focus Schools for States with 

Approved ESEA Flexibility Requests – States with an approved ESEA flexibility request 

may now consider LEAs with the greatest need as those that have one or more priority 

or focus schools in addition to Tier I, Tier II, and Tier III schools.  

 Rural Flexibility - A rural LEA may modify one element of the federally-defined 

transformation or turnaround models as long as the modification meets the original 

intent of the element. 

 

These new regulations will apply to the SIG competitions that SEAs will conduct for the start of 

the 2015-2016 school year. Since most states provided LEAs with upfront funding during their 

FY2013 competitions, these new regulations will apply to the majority of FY2014 and all of 

FY2015 funding. Congress provided $505.8 million to states for the SIG program in each of 

FY2014 and FY2015.  

 

As states begin to design new programs that leverage the flexibilities in the 2015 regulations, 

KnowledgeWorks encourages states to incorporate elements from each of the areas outlined in 

this guide, including: state capacity, district capacity, personalized learning, continuous 

improvement, and sustainability.  

 

State Capacity 

 

 Leverage and align federal funds for state school improvement activities to expand state 

capacity - The federal government allows states to set aside 4% of Title I-A funding and 5% 

of SIG funding to support districts and schools in the implementation of school 

improvement activities. States should align and leverage these dollars through partnerships 

with external entities that have the added capacity to address statewide areas of need. 

Examples could include partnerships with state institutions of higher education to develop a 

force of turnaround leaders focused on low-performing schools or partnerships with 

organizations that can help the state build new infrastructure to implement personalized 

learning at scale.  

 

 Develop a process for screening external providers to help LEAs identify high-quality 

partners for school improvement activities - States should play a role in helping LEAs 

identify quality providers with a strong track record for reform. States can accomplish this 
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by establishing a set of criteria for the screening process that signals to districts which 

external providers have expertise in key elements of the reform process. LEAs should earn 

points for applications that include external partners with high marks overall. Michigan’s 

screening process for external partners, for example, includes the following categories and 

associated point totals with a minimum point total that must be met for approval. 

 

 
 

DISTRICT CAPACITY 

 

 Build District Capacity by Leveraging Community Assets in Design & Implementation - LEA 

applications should provide evidence of a needs analysis and asset analysis prior to 

implementation that leverages community resources and expertise in the design of the 

selected intervention. Schools can significantly expand student access to high quality 

learning options if they engage community and business partners in the school 

development and implementation processes. Applications should demonstrate evidence of 

community and business input in the selection of intervention strategies as well as a 

description of the roles that each partner will fulfill in the whole school reform.   

 

 Ensure that LEAs determine the need for a feeder pattern implementation in their 

application - Many of the challenges plaguing low-performing schools are not the direct 

result of recent events, but instead, stem from academic or behavioral challenges that 

began to emerge earlier in the educational continuum. Since most dropouts exhibit highly 

predictive educational warning signs, school reform efforts should begin with a diagnostic 

look across the K-12 spectrum and, if a systemic pattern is uncovered, develop aligned 

strategies to support students as they advance through a feeder pattern. LEAs can 
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determine whether a feeder pattern approach is necessary in a SIG eligible school by 

reviewing data on the following feeder pattern indicators: a) attendance, b) behavior 

[suspensions and expulsions], c) reading at the proficient level [3rd grade], d) course 

completion and course grades [for all grades 6-12]. If an LEA determines that the challenges 

facing a SIG eligible school are systemic, the district should develop aligned activities across 

the feeder pattern. Examples of effective activities could include: 

 

 Conduct a comprehensive needs assessment across the feeder pattern to identify 

gaps and the origination of those gaps. Conduct an asset assessment to identify 

aligned resources in the community to support the school design process. 

 Establish a design team that includes teams from all schools within the feeder 

pattern, district representatives, and community partners such as representatives 

from local institutions of higher education (IHEs), business leaders, representatives 

from local non-profit organizations, civic leaders, and faith-based leaders. This team 

should engage the community throughout the school design process and work with 

local IHEs and business leaders to align standards, outcomes, rigor, and skill levels to 

college and career expectations. 

 Create a professional development plan that aligns the reform model and any 

related feeder pattern activities to the district and state instructional framework. 

Conduct professional development for teams of educators across the feeder pattern 

prior to the start of the school year.  

 Conduct orientation meetings for educators and leaders as well as incoming and 

future students, parents, and interested community members.  

 Establish early-warning systems and help facilitate increased data-sharing between 

school districts, schools, and community-based organizations, while ensuring 

student rights of privacy. 

 Develop strategies to support struggling students across the feeder pattern such as 

access to expanded learning opportunities, summer transition supports, and flexible 

options to accelerate credit accumulation. 

 

 Ensure LEAs Propose Aligned, High-Quality District-Level Improvement Activities - States 

should ensure that SIG applications emphasize the role of districts in supporting low-

performing schools. Since LEAs may use SIG funds to pay for district-level activities that 

directly support SIG schools, states should ensure that LEA applications include a plan for 

transforming the role of the district to support aggressive and sustainable student 

achievement. This plan should demonstrate how all aspects of the school reform plan align 

to a vision shared by stakeholders in the education community including local school board 

members, educators, students and community partners. LEAs should also describe how 
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they will encourage a culture of risk-taking and the process they will use to communicate 

successes and failures in a transparent way to all stakeholders in the community.  

 

 Transform Failing Districts by Helping Communities Establish Shared Accountability for 

Academic Success - States should have a plan to transform LEAs with a significant number 

or percentage of students enrolled in a persistently low-performing school by using the 

collective impact process to build shared accountability for results. A collective impact 

process brings together a broad set of cross-sector community partners who agree to hold 

themselves accountable as they implement the following four reform principles. 

 

1. Shared Community Vision - Implement a vision for education that spans early 

learning through postsecondary and the workforce, and communicate that vision 

effectively. 

2. Evidence Based Decision Making - Integrate professional expertise and data to 

make decisions about how to prioritize a community’s efforts to improve student 

outcomes. 

3. Collaborative Action - Implement a process by which networks of appropriate cross-

sector practitioners use data to continually identify, adopt, and scale practices that 

improve student outcomes. 

4. Investment & Sustainability - Demonstrate broad community ownership for building 

civic infrastructure through committed resources to sustain the work of the partners 

and improve student outcomes. 

 

PERSONALIZED LEARNING 

 

 Integrate Personalized Learning into the State’s Vision for SIG Reform to Expand 

Opportunities for At-Risk Students - States should look to enhance the federally-defined 

turnaround models or apply to ED to establish a new state determined whole school 

improvement model that provides students in SIG schools with access to a personalized 

learning experience. States can encourage LEAs to adopt personalized learning models by 

asking them to select whole school models that incorporate the following 10 elements.  

 

1. Aligned and transparent standards and learning targets with multiple pathways to 

mastery.  

2. Student-centered instructional practices.  

3. A comprehensive assessment system that incorporates formative, interim, and 

summative assessments so stakeholders receive real-time feedback on performance. 



6|  
knowledgeworks.org 

4. Alignment of informal and formal learning environments to expand educational 

options and promote continuous improvement of learning.  

5. A proactive system of student supports. 

6. Job-embedded and customized professional development opportunities for all 

educators.  

7. Leadership development opportunities that identify and train leaders at the 

classroom, school, and district level.  

8. A technology policy that ensures ubiquitous, safe access to the internet at all times 

of the school day.  

9. Comprehensive data systems that integrate learning management, assessment, and 

student information functions while protecting student-level privacy.  

10. Partnerships with business, community, and higher education stakeholders that 

align with local economic and workforce development needs. 

 

CONTINUOUS IMPROVEMENT 

 

 Establish Core Indicators to Identify Causes of Underperformance - SEAs should ensure 

that every LEA demonstrates evidence of a needs analysis prior to implementation that 

includes a description and analysis of the core indicators listed below reported by subgroup, 

across the K-12 educational spectrum.  

  

Outcome Core Indicators 

Reduce Dropout Rate & 

Improve Grade Promotion 

 Discipline Incidents 

 Suspensions & expulsions 

 Attendance 

 Dropout rate between 9th and 10th 

grade 

Improve Instruction & 

Achievement 

 Course/grade completion 

 Kindergarten reading 

 3rd grade reading/math 

 8th grade reading/math 

 Course taking patterns 

 Percent of students taking and 

completing advanced 

coursework  

Increase Graduation Rates 

& College and Career 

 Graduation rates 

 College enrollment rates 



7|  
knowledgeworks.org 

Readiness   College remediation rates 

 College persistence rates 

 

 Establish a Statewide System of Proactive Supports - States should build a proactive 

system to support all SIG-eligible schools with real-time data access and diagnostic support. 

This system should include goals and interim outcomes to guide continuous improvement 

of grant operations throughout the year so state, district, and school partners can make 

necessary changes to maximize student achievement. States should use real-time data to 

match support team and consultant qualifications with identified district and school needs, 

taking into account evidence from district and school surveys and other data about the 

impact they have had in helping districts and schools plan, and implement strategies for 

raising student achievement. 

 

SUSTAINABILITY 

 

 Establish a Shared Vision for Sustainability of Reforms - States should request a waiver 

from ED to implement five year awards so LEAs can focus on sustainability in the remaining 

two years of their grant. This is incredibly important given that many reform strategies 

disappear at the conclusion of a federal grant term. States should ensure that LEAs have a 

clear plan for sustainability that demonstrates broad community ownership including 

committed resources to sustain the work of the school reform process. LEAs should identify 

these sustainability activities prior to the remaining two years of the grant. This will ensure 

that grantees are working in advance to establish broad ownership of the reform effort, 

identify long-term goals and outcomes, and secure external resources.  SEAs can help 

grantees prepare for successful sustainability of reforms in the following ways: 

 

1. Collect a sustainability plan from grantees by the end of the third year of the grant. 

This plan should incorporate the following elements:  

 

 Shared Community Vision & Roles - A vision for education reform shared by a 

cross-sector group of relevant partners in the community that spans early 

learning through postsecondary and the workforce. This vision should include 

concrete, individual roles for each partner that will help the community advance 

the vision and hold each other accountable to those commitments. 

 Shared Goals and Outcomes - A set of goals and outcomes aligned to the vision 

that the community will monitor to measure success. 
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 Evidence Based Decision Making - A plan to integrate professional expertise and 

data to make decisions about how to prioritize a community’s efforts to improve 

student outcomes. 

 Collaborative Action - A plan to establish networks of appropriate, relevant 

cross-sector practitioners that will use data to continually identify, adopt, and 

scale practices that improve student outcomes. 

 Investment & Sustainability - Demonstration of broad community ownership for 

the sustainability plan through committed resources to extend the work of the 

partners and improve student outcomes. 

 

2. Provide guidance and technical assistance for grantees on high-impact sustainability 

strategies such as the development of cross-sector collective impact partnerships 

 

 Prevent Backsliding of Underperforming Schools - As states shift resources and 

interventions to serve their lowest performing 5% of schools, states must develop strategies 

to prevent the next tier of schools from falling behind. A systemic approach is necessary to 

avoid a constant churn of schools in and out of the lowest performing category. States 

should use this flexibility to create networks of breakthrough schools that provide supports 

for the cohort of schools on the cusp of the lowest performing schools category. These 

networks should implement a comprehensive strategy to raise student achievement in a 

multi-school, multi-district region. States should also explore strategies to continue 

supporting schools exiting SIG status to ensure continued progress on the path to reform.  

 

 

 


