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[bookmark: _Toc215655358]A Statewide Approach to School Improvement

The Virginia Department of Education (the Department) is launching a bold, research-based redesign of how school improvement is supported across the Commonwealth. This new model is anchored in a clear theory of action, when high-quality quantitative and qualitative data are used to understand strengths and challenges in student learning, the Department can align targeted, evidence-based supports that measurably improve student outcomes.

To inform this approach, the Department conducted a comprehensive review of high-performing state education agencies across the nation. The analysis identified key practices associated with improved student outcomes. Drawing on these insights, the Department is focusing on the following critical elements: 
[bookmark: _Toc215655359][image: Flowchart outline]Organizational Structure
The Department is implementing a strategic realignment of offices, roles, and responsibilities to improve coherence, collaboration, and operational efficiency. These structural adjustments are designed to streamline communication and increase collaboration to ensure that schools and divisions experience a coordinated and responsive system of support from the Department.
[bookmark: _Toc215655360][image: Dollar with solid fill]Funding Priorities
[image: Boardroom with solid fill]Resources are being directed toward the implementation of evidence-based practices. Leadership is empowering school and division leaders with more autonomy and flexibility to maximize every dollar for students, while requiring clear demonstration of returns on investments that directly lead to improved student outcomes. 
[bookmark: _Toc215655361]Effective School Improvement Practices
School improvement is the responsibility of the entire Department. By engaging subject-matter experts from across offices, the Department expands its capacity to deliver high-quality support statewide and increases the depth of expertise available to schools and divisions. This cross-department approach ensures that every school and division benefits from a research-grounded, data-informed, and coordinated system of support. 
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[bookmark: _Toc215655362]School Improvement Process
The school improvement approach is grounded in a four-step process for school success. This process is designed to identify strengths, analyze needs, plan strategically, and monitor progress with rigor and transparency.

This statewide approach reflects a commitment to data-informed decision-making, strong cross-department collaboration, and evidence-based action. Together, these elements create a robust and sustainable model for improving teaching, learning, and student outcomes across the Commonwealth.

[bookmark: _Toc215655363]Using the Needs Assessment as a Catalyst for Improvement

A needs assessment provides a foundation for improvement. Grounded in research on organizational learning and data-informed decision-making, the needs assessment process enables educators to engage in a deep, honest look at their school’s current performance. Through the examination of multiple data sources, such as student achievement results, attendance patterns, classroom observations, spending analysis, and stakeholder feedback, schools can clearly see where they are strong and where they need to grow.
The purpose of the needs assessment process is to clearly identify the gap between where the school is now and where it wants to be and to use that understanding to guide decisions about time, staff, and resources to improve student outcomes. When done well, a needs assessment builds a shared picture of the school’s current reality and the changes that are needed to most effectively support students.
This document offers a template and a step-by-step guide to completing the needs assessment so schools can make informed decisions that lead to stronger outcomes for all students.
After completing the needs assessments, use the outcomes to inform the development of a Multi-year School Support Plan.



[bookmark: _Toc215655364]Needs Assessment Template
[bookmark: _Toc215655365]Division and School Information
The needs assessment process begins with capturing accurate and current information about the division and school. Use the table below to capture information needed to initiate this work. The school year reflects the current planning cycle and will be updated in future years as the needs assessment is revised and refined. The division must identify a division-level team lead responsible for facilitating the needs assessment process and leading the development of the Multi-year School Support Plan. In addition, a school-level needs assessment lead is designated to coordinate the process within the school and ensure effective engagement and implementation across all stages of the assessment.

	Information Needed
	Enter Information Below

	School Year
	

	Division Name
	

	Division Superintendent
	

	School Name
	

	Grades Served
	

	Principal Name
	

	Principal Email
	

	Division Needs Assessment Lead Name and Title
	

	Division Needs Assessment Lead Email
	

	School Needs Assessment Lead Name and Title
	

	School Needs Assessment Lead Email
	





[bookmark: _Toc215655366]School Performance and Support Framework to Inform the Needs Assessment Process

The School Performance and Support Framework provides a clear and comprehensive view of student learning, growth, and achievement. Outcomes of the framework can support informed decision-making and strategic planning. Division and school leaders have a critical role in reviewing and interpreting results from the framework, coordinating improvement planning, and ensuring that families, staff, and community members understand how the school performed.

The framework results inform school improvement efforts, beginning with the needs assessment. Select the area of focus within the School Performance and Support Framework that will anchor your needs assessment and guide planning for improvement. This needs assessment process can be repeated for different indicators in the framework by copying the template.

	Select the focus of the Needs Assessment Based on Outcomes of the 
School Performance and Support Framework

	Choose an item.

1. [bookmark: _Toc215655367]Build a Team
An effective needs assessment depends on the involvement of a well-structured, collaborative team. To support this work, bring together individuals that can offer valuable insights into the school’s current context and desired state. This includes parents, community partners, students, teachers, school leaders, and representatives from higher education, business, or the military. This team will support completing the needs assessment process. Each member contributes a unique perspective, which will ensure the needs assessment reflects the experiences and priorities of the entire school community.

	Stakeholder Representation
	Name
	Email
	Department, Office, or Organization
	Title

	
	 
	
	 
	 

	
	 
	
	 
	 

	
	 
	
	 
	 

	
	 
	
	 
	 

	
	 
	
	 
	 

	
	 
	
	 
	



2. [bookmark: _Toc215655368]Gather and Analyze Data
This step establishes a strong evidence base for decision-making. Gather both quantitative (test scores, attendance rates, graduation rates, etc.) and qualitative data (surveys, interviews, focus groups, etc.). Access your school’s data from the Department through the Single Sign-on for Web Systems (SSWS) platform.
The following data reports are available in SSWS:
· School Quality Profile: a public-facing summary of school performance that includes accreditation status, federal identification status, and other key factors.
· School Summary Report: a high-level overview of performance across all indicators in the School Performance and Support Framework.
· School Indicator Report: detailed performance data for each School Performance and Support Framework indicator.
· Student Roster Report: student-level data that shares individual student performance.
In addition to state data, review local data to provide a more comprehensive understanding of school performance. The table below outlines recommended data to review, organized by data category, source, and purpose. Divisions and schools may incorporate additional data that offer valuable insights into strengths and opportunities for continued growth.
	Data Category
	Data Source
	Data Purpose

	Academic Outcomes
	State Assessment Results, Benchmark and Formative Assessment Outcomes, Credit Accumulation Towards Graduation, Course Passing Rates, etc.
	To highlight areas where students are excelling and identify challenges that may benefit from additional attention. 

	Instructional Practices
	High-Quality Instructional Material Use, Lesson Plan Review, Teacher Survey Results, Classroom Observation Data, course offerings, etc.
	To examine the quality, rigor, and alignment of curriculum and instruction.

	Climate and Engagement
	Stakeholder Survey Results, Focus Group Outcomes, Attendance Trends, Discipline Data, etc.
	To understand the non-academic factors and school environment that impact learning.

	Organizational Capacity and Resources
	Financial Data, Staffing Data, Enrollment, etc.
	To assess the structural, financial, and human resources available to support improved student outcomes.



Complete the table below to identify data sources that will be used in the needs assessment process.
1. Identify the data source – Enter the name of the data set you are reviewing (2025 Grade 3 Reading Standards of Learning (SOL) data, etc.). Include only one item per row. To capture trends, review data from multiple years.
2. Describe key insights and trends - Based on an analysis of data, what schoolwide trends and patterns were noted regarding all students and student groups? Listed below are example guiding questions to support discussion:
a. What are the three-year trends in student performance?
b. What is the connection between the skills/standards consistently missed on benchmark assessments and the areas where students demonstrate challenges on formative assessments?
c. How accurately do benchmark and formative assessments outcomes predict state assessment results? 
d. Are all students who are academically prepared accessing advanced courses?

	Data Source
	Key Insights and Trends Identified

	
	

	
	

	
	


Identify Greatest Challenges
Based on an analysis of data, identify specific areas that posed the greatest school-wide challenge for students.
	Greatest Challenge(s)

	1.  
2.  
3.  


Asset Mapping
Asset mapping highlights the strengths a school already demonstrates, as supported by data. It identifies all the helpful resources, skills, people, and partnerships that exist within the school community. Asset mapping helps the needs assessment team understand what is working well and where they can build momentum to further support students and strengthen schoolwide improvement efforts. 


To guide the development of your asset map, consider the following questions:  
· People: Who in your school or community brings unique skills, leadership, or support that contributes to improved student outcomes?
· Programs and Initiatives: Which school-based efforts are positively impacting student learning? 
· Partnerships: Which external organizations, parent partnerships, or community groups effectively support student learning or engagement?
· Policies: Which state or local policies, such as seat time flexibility, transportation modernization, alternative pathways for hiring, or others, are being leveraged to positively impact student outcomes?
· Learning Spaces: Which learning environments (e.g. public microschools, outdoor learning classrooms, online courses, regional or local CTE centers, etc.) enhance student learning and engagement?
· School Climate: What factors contribute to creating a positive school environment where students feel safe, supported, and ready to learn?
Use the asset mapping table below to list each asset, provide a brief description, and share how it contributed to improved student outcomes. This map will serve as a valuable reference point as you move forward in the needs assessment process, especially when identifying root causes and developing goals.
Asset Map
People
	Asset Name
	Description of the Asset
	Connection to Student Outcomes

	
	
	


Programs and Initiatives
	Asset Name
	Description of the Asset
	Connection to Student Outcomes

	
	
	


Partnerships
	Asset Name
	Description of the Asset
	Connection to Student Outcomes

	
	
	


Policies
	Asset Name
	Description of the Asset
	Connection to Student Outcomes

	
	
	


Learning Spaces
	Asset Name
	Description of the Asset
	Connection to Student Outcomes

	
	
	


School Climate
	Asset Name
	Description of the Asset
	Connection to Student Outcomes

	
	
	


3. [bookmark: _Toc215655369]Develop Problem Statements
A well-crafted problem statement clarifies the specific challenge the school is facing. It translates data findings into a focused description of the gap between the current state and the desired outcomes. This step sets the stage for deeper inquiry and targeted improvement planning.
Using information from the greatest challenges table, select one high-priority issue at a time to define the problem of practice. This should be a persistent, observable challenge that impacts student learning or school performance. Each team member will reflect on how this problem has shown up from their unique perspective (teacher, administrator, support staff, family member, etc.) across three timeframes: the past 3 months, the past 6 months, and the past year. Reflections should include specific examples, observations, or data points that illustrate how the problem has evolved or remained consistent.
After all perspectives are shared, the team will discuss patterns, shifts, and differences in how the problem is experienced across roles and timeframes. This collaborative analysis helps surface underlying causes and prepares the team for a more focused root cause analysis. The goal is to build a shared, time-aware understanding of the problem before moving into solution planning.
Problem of Practice
Identify the problem to examine from the greatest challenges table:
Briefly describe how this problem appeared over the following timeframes
	Stakeholder Perspective
	Past 1-3 Months
	Past 4-6 Months
	Past 7-12 Months

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	


Group discussion: Analysis of Stakeholder Perspectives
	Question
	Response

	What themes emerged from the list of problems generated?
	

	How do different stakeholders experience or describe this problem?
	

	What is the most precise way to describe this challenge so that it is measurable? 
	

	What contextual factors (staffing, curriculum, policies, etc.) may be influencing this problem?
	

	Is this problem one that the school can address and influence?
	



Develop a problem statement for each central theme that emerged from the problem of practice table. 
The problem statement(s) should represent the highest priority areas of focus for the school to address based on findings from the data analysis. Each problem statement should be 1-2 sentences long, specific, and well-defined.
An example problem statement is:
Over the past three years, student achievement in reading has remained below state expectations, with 42% of students demonstrating proficiency and persistent gaps across student groups.
	Problem Statement(s) to Conduct a Root Cause Analysis

	1.   
2.  



4. [bookmark: _Toc215655370]Conduct a Root Cause Analysis
Identifying the root causes behind the problem prevents surface-level solutions. This step helps the team dig beneath symptoms to uncover systemic issues, such as policies or practices that may contribute to underperformance.
Using each problem statement developed in the previous step, the team will now conduct a 5 Whys root cause analysis to explore the underlying causes of each issue that are contributing to student outcomes.
5 Whys Protocol
Begin by selecting one problem statement and asking, “Why is this happening?” Record the team’s response, then ask “Why?” again based on that answer. Repeat this process up to five times, or until the team identifies a root cause that is specific, actionable, and within the school’s locus of control. The goal is to move beyond surface-level symptoms and uncover deeper, systemic contributors to the problem. Use the responses from each question to define the root cause of the problem.
5 Whys Protocol
Define the Problem


Why Is This a Problem?
	Question
	Response

	1. Why is this happening?
	It is happening because… 

	2. Why is that?
	It is happening because… 

	3. Why is that?
	It is happening because… 

	4. Why is that?
	It is happening because… 

	5. Why is that?
	It is happening because… 



Root Cause Statement
What is the root cause of the problem?

It is happening because…
5. [bookmark: _Toc215655371]Prioritize Needs and Develop Goals
Not all problems can be addressed at once. Prioritizing needs based on a root cause analysis allows schools to focus their efforts on the most impactful areas. Setting clear, measurable goals ensures that improvement efforts are strategic, aligned, and can be monitored for effectiveness.

After identifying the root cause for each problem statement, the next step is to determine if the root cause is within the school’s locus of control. Review each root cause and ask: Is this something the school can directly influence through its policies, practices, or systems? If the answer is “no,” note the cause but do not prioritize it for school-level action. Focus on root causes that the school can realistically address.
Assess each root cause for urgency, indicating how quickly action is required, and for importance, indicating the extent to which the issue impacts student outcomes or school performance. Use an adapted Eisenhower Matrix to assign a priority level, root causes that are both urgent and important should be addressed first, and those with lower urgency and/or importance may be monitored and fully addressed at a later time. This prioritization will help the team focus its improvement efforts on the most critical and actionable issues.
Adapted Eisenhower Matrix to Determine Priority
	
	URGENT
	NOT URGENT

	IMPORTANT
	HIGH PRIORITY
(urgent and important)

Leadership focuses on these priorities first.
	LOW PRIORITY
(not urgent but important)

Leadership plans to address these priorities later.

	NOT IMPORTANT
	MEDIUM PRIORITY
(urgent but not important)

Delegate someone who can address this priority first.
	NOT A PRIORITY
(not urgent and not important)

Intentionally avoid these distractors, for now.





	Root Cause(s) to Address
	Is this within the school’s locus of control?
	Priority Level

	
	Choose an item.	Choose an item.
	
	Choose an item.	Choose an item.
	
	Choose an item.	Choose an item.


Identify School-level Goals
Use the prioritized list of root causes to identify long-term, school-level goals for improving student outcomes. Identify how the goal aligns to components in the School Performance and Support Framework (SPSF).
School-level long-term goal(s)
School-level Goal #1
	[bookmark: _Hlk203980983]SPSF Alignment
	3-Year Goal Statement

	Choose an item.
	


School-level Goal #2
	SPSF Alignment
	3-Year Goal Statement

	Choose an item.
	


School-level Goal #3
	SPSF Alignment
	3-Year Goal Statement

	Choose an item.
	


School-level Goal #4
	SPSF Alignment
	3-Year Goal Statement

	Choose an item.
	


School-level Goal #5
	SPSF Alignment
	3-Year Goal Statement

	Choose an item.
	




[bookmark: _Toc215655372]Additional Support and Next Steps
After completing this needs assessment process, use the school-level goals to develop the Multi-year School Support Plan. This plan serves as the strategic roadmap for improvement and is included in the suite of resources provided by the Office of School Improvement. Supports are also available on the Road to Readiness webpage.

Step 2: 
Planning 
and 
Prioritization


Step 3: 
Implementing, Monitoring, and Accountability


Step 4: 
Progress Reporting
 and 
Reflection


This step transforms findings from the current state analysis into a focused, actionable improvement plan. 


This step focuses on transparent communication of progress towards defined goals. 


Step 1: 
Current 
State 
Analysis 


This step establishes a clear, evidence-based understanding of a school or division’s performance, strengths, and challenges. 


This step ensures the improvement plan is executed as intended and that progress is regularly measured. 
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