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ABSTRACT
The study (a) describes the continuing concerns of the Bluebird elementary school and (b) submits an impro-vement plan as a guide for the school administration. The data was collected via interview with Bluebird school staff, observation in the school and from official school documents; individual classroom records, personnel files and district records in May 2004. Bluebird elementary school has the following issues; inade-quate space, increased special education, changing school population and overrepresented African-American students. The study recommends few suggestions for school administration related with these problems.

Keywords:School Improvement, Professional Development, African-American Students, Elementary School
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
BLUEBIRD İLKÖĞRETİM OKULUNDA OKUL GELİŞTİRME 
ÇALIŞMASI
ÖZET

Bu çalışma (a) Bluebird ilköğretim okulunda devam eden sorunları tanımlar ve (b) okul yönetimine rehber olabilecek bir okul geliştirme planı sunar. Bilgiler; Mayıs 2004’de okul personeli ile yapılan görüşmeler yo-luyla, okulda yapılan gözlem ile ve okul ve bölgedeki resmi dökümanların incelenmesi ile toplanmıştır. Blue-bird ilköğretim okulundaki sorunlar şu şekilde tespit edilmiştir: Yeterince sınıfın olmaması, özel eğitim ihti-yacı olan oğrenci sayısındaki artış, okuldaki öğrenci nüfusundaki değişim ve fazla sayıdaki Afrika kökenli öğrencilerin bulunması. Bu çalışma, belirlenen sorunlarla ilgili okul yönetimine rehberlik edebilecek çözüm önerileri sunmaktadır. 
Anahtar Kelimeler: Okul Geliştirmek, Mesleki Gelişim, Afrika Kökenli Öğrenciler, Ilköğretim
__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
1. Introduction

School improvement planning came of age in the mid-1980s as an outgrowth of two rather distinct movements: the effective schools movement and policies that decentralize decision-making authority to schools. Decentralization policies such as school based decisions often required schools to develop improvement plans as form of bureaucratic (Adams and Kirst, 1999).
Macbeath and Martimore (2001) summary associated factors with school improvement. These are professional leadership, shared vision and goals, learning environment, concentration on learning and teaching, high expectations, positive reinforcement, monitoring progress, pupil rights and responsibiliti-es, purposeful teaching, learning organization, and home-school partnership(p. 7). 

Lezotte and Bancroft (1985) described effec-tive schools with data-driven strategies; planning for improvement and monitoring progress toward goals. According to Mintrop and Maclellan (2002), effec-tive schools engage in a process of organizational planning and development. 

Corbett and Blum (1993) claimed that the most important component to consider in any school improvement process is student learning. 
Teamwork is another important factor in school improvement. There are many examples to show the advantages of teamwork such as Donald-son Elementary School in Tucson, Arizona, where teachers did not want to spend their time in meetings to improve the school. But when they began to see collective progress, the meetings became more meaningful. Especially in second grade where students learn to write high quality descriptions(Schmoker 1999, p. 12). 

School leader is a key factor for school imp-rovement. Fullan (1991) explain that there is no improvement without principal who is good at leading improvement. Brighouse and Woods (1999) explain the essential characteristics of leadership. According to their experience successful leaders should have abilities in delegation, time manage-ment, and the management of change. These are crucial to be a good leader (p. 67). According to Hoyle, English, & Steffy (1998), school leaders should have effective communication skills and the ability to build effective school community partner-ships. They must create successful home-school partnerships and organize parents, community mem-bers, and social service agencies to engage in true collaboration on behalf of children and their families.

1.1. PURPOSE OF THE STUDY
The study (a) describes the continuing con-cerns of the Bluebird elementary school and (b) sub-mits an improvement plan as a guide for the school administration. The study was prepared for Bluebird elementary school but also can be helpful for other school administrators who have the similar prob-lems. 
1.2. BLUEBIRD (PSEUDONYM) K–5 ELE-MENTARY SCHOOL

Bluebird is a K–5 elementary school in the Midwest of America. The school is located in Toledo (pseudonym), IL. Toledo is a small town of approximately 35,000 residents with an average tax rate for education of $5 per $100.00 assessed. Unemployment rates are regular with National averages (3.4%), and the social economic status is maintained with the standard curve.  The median household income for the city of the school is average $29,000.00. Crime rates are average for this size of a city. The expenditure for per pupil is average $5,500.00. 
The school population is 355 students: White, non-Hispanic 17.5%, Black, non-Hispanic 48.6%, Hispanic 3.3%, Native American or Alaskan Native 0% and Asian/Pacific Islander 30.6%. Attendance rate is 94.8%, truancy rate 0.3%, Mobility rate 47.5%. Average class size is 23.4. 
There are 22 teachers working in the school; 13 female and 9 male. The number of white, non-Hispanic teachers is 10, black, non-Hispanic 9 and Hispanic 3. Average teacher experience is 5 years. Sixty percent of them have bachelor degree and 40% have master or higher degree. 
The school is not successful according to Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) specifications of the federal ‘No Child Left Behind’ (NCLB) act. The school management has reported a growing number of behavior and discipline problems. Inadequate space, increased special education, overrepresented African-American students and changing school population are the main problems of the school. In addition, the school has some discipline problems. 

1.3. QUESTIONS 
1. What are the continuing concerns and issues around Bluebird elementary school?
2. How can Bluebird elementary school be improved by solving these issues?
2. METHODOLOGY 
I selected Bluebird elementary school beca-use of two main reasons: (1) the school is a typical Midwest American school and (2) I know principal of the school and few teachers there. The school community would accept me. I have easy access to site and rapport is already established with my infor-mants. 
This study is based primarily on interview data and documentary evidence. The data was collected via interview with Bluebird school staff, observation in the school and from official school documents; individual classroom records, personnel files and district records in May 2004. School records were reviewed to gain information on the census data and achievement level of school. I con-ducted observations in the school and interviewed with students, teachers, principals, parents to exp-lore their concerns around the school. All interviews are informal interviews with open-ended questions. This method allows to interviewer freedom and this freedom allows questioning to clarify issues. All interviews were conducted voluntarily and were audio-taped with participants’ permission. Partici-pants were also free to refuse to answer any ques-tions they do not wish to answer. 
3. CONTINUING CONCERNS AND IS-SUES AROUND BLUEBIRD ELEMEN-TARY SCHOOL
The interview results show that main reasons of the low scores in the Bluebird elementary school are inadequate space, increased special education, overrepresented African-American students and changing school population. In addition, professi-onal development, integrating technology and parent / family involvement look like the key factors to increase academic achievement at Bluebird.
One of the important issues of the school is inadequate space. The school needs to 10 new classrooms. The school board members, parents, staffs, and school administration have been discuss-ing this issue since last year. 
In order to solve space problem, the school should move some part of their students to other schools. Fifth-grade teacher. 
The portable classrooms have been very helpful, but are quite old and should be considered temporary space as a more permanent solution is found.  It appears that some state funds may be available in this way, and at this time, parents, staff, and board members seem to be aligned in working toward this as a solution. 
The school should work with the school bo-ard and the state in finding funds to build more permanent space at Bluebird. A parent and Mathe-matic teacher. 
In addition, there has been an increase of ‘special education’ enrollment (15%), over the past year. This increase has created a need to spend more time with individual students for instruction in all grades, and all classes.
Influx of special education students will create a higher population of 40 or more. This popu-lation will be necessarily included with the ‘No Child Left Behind’ (NCLB) regulation showing for school improvement statistics and will be a causal factor for low performance scores. Bluebird school has increased the amount of time for teachers to instruct in areas of non-strength for each student, and an overall for scores for spring, 2004 is tenta-tively showing a 13% increase in attendance, and homework returned. 
Special education problem could be over-come by authorizing teachers to plan after school activities that are educational, e.g. Math and rea-ding programs that will create a climate of ad-ditional learning opportunities for these students. Second-grade classroom teacher. 
Another issue is African-American students. They are over-represented in the school as compa-ring to State standards. This again could be a causal factor for reduced performance for that population. Racial demographics indicate that in May 2003, 34% of our 3rd graders taking the Iowa Test of Basic Skills (ITBS) were Black, 14% white, 56% Asian, and 9% Latino. Those numbers had changed substantially this year (May 2004) as 53% of the 3rd graders taking the ITBS were Black, 15% White, 23% Asian, and 8% Latino. 
Two African American 4th-5th grade teachers should prepare a pilot curriculum project. The curriculum should be designed to incorporate some African centered classroom activities and to impro-ve the self esteem of African-American students. ESL teacher.  
Moreover, Bluebird School has a high mobility factor, created as student movement is at approximately 50% per year. High mobility factor alone is possibly a causal factor for reduced performance scores. ITBS data indicates some steadily declining scores which reflect the rapid change in student population and staff’s need to adapt to this larger and qualitatively different population. Some ways that the student population has changed include more students, a higher mo-bility rate, a lower number of families affiliated with the university, and a larger number of families eligible for free or reduced lunch. Each of these indicators has been found to negatively influence standardized test scores.
An analysis of who took the ITBS tests this year and in the past, and how long they have been here revealed the following data: Of the 42 3rd graders who took the 3rd grade ITBS in 2000, only 35% had started at Bluebird as Kindergartners, 18% had been here since 1st grade, 23% of them arrived in 2nd grade and another 23% were new to us this school year. The 5th graders’ mobility was not quite as pronounced as 57% of the 5th graders taking the test had been at Bluebird at least since 3rd grade, 26% arrived as 4th grades, and 17% were new to us this school year. 
Changing school population is another important issue for Bluebird.  This problem could be overcome by retaining students that would other-wise move.  This could be done by agreements made with parents to retain specific students, or to make transportation possible through agreements with the district. School principal. 
All staff has been focusing on improving reading instruction for the last two years as it is noted a drop in reading scores at that time. An increase in the 3rd grade Reading score (from 46 last year to 57 this year) may have been a result of that. 5th grade scores did not change signifi-cantly. Math scores, however, fell substantially in both grades 3 and 5. Two factors could be affecting the scores are related to mobility and changing demographics. 
Although reading and math scores have improved overall from the initiation of the program (2000–2001), this improvement requires that we maintain vigilance regarding testing and teaching the curriculum necessary for success. For grade 3 the overall scores increased in reading from 46 to 57, but math decreased from 76 to 39.  In grade 5, the overall math scores decreased from 73 to 29 and the same for reading with a decrease from 65 to 56. These decreases are a direct result of the movement of students from school district, and new students coming into the district.  
4. RECOMMENDATIONS
Bluebird administrators can arrange some ac-tivities for professional development. One of them is summer staff retreating program. It would be helpful to clarify and solidify the school’s mission. They can also discuss about “safety and discipline” and other issues. 
The school can conduct ‘five building level school improvement days’ to contribute professional development. The session will focus on reading and curriculum alignment. The staff can meet in a variety of combinations-sometimes with individual grade level teams, and others both with the grade level “up” and the grade level “down” from each other. After the session, they will complete a grade-level specific description and a list of curriculum indicators and activities in the literacy areas.  Throughout all of these sessions, grade level groups will be able to share instructional approaches, teaching strategies and ideas, and to build further on the ideas introduced in the previous year about ‘literacy’, “the four-black model’ and ‘guided reading’ 
First Friday monthly staffs meetings can help to contribute professional development. Three themes will be the focus of these meetings: safety and discipline, African-American culture, and trust-building. Each of these monthly meetings will focus on one these three topics, with a short whole group presentation, small group discussions, and whole group feedback. A real focus will develop around the theme of cross-cultural sensitivity and respect, both at the teacher-student-parent level, as well as the teacher-teacher level. Fourth-grade classroom teacher. 
Professional development at Bluebird should be designed to improve educators’ knowledge base for specific areas and subjects.  For example, the District reimburses for successfully completed college courses relative to teacher professional needs. Staffs should be encouraged to take classes that are related to their field of expertise. In addition, all school improvement and professional develop-ment time can be used to improve teacher know-ledge base at school and in the district. 
Integrating technology with use of “power point” lessons can allow for higher level of visual learning. We plan to purchase separate computer programs for specific subject areas. This allows to teachers to enhance specific target instruction, while enabling them to continue to teach remainder of class. In addition, we plan to utilize two school improvement periods to “teach the teachers” in the use of power point presentation. Using of overheads, using of available educational software and using of non-educational software are positive reinforcement of learning goals. Using of internet will be helpful for vocabulary, projects, research, and teaching ove-rall computer literacy skills. 
All parents should be contacted, and infor-med through telephone contact, notes home, e-mail, etc. 
Parents should be encouraged to contact cer-tified staff concerning questions or comments. All parents should receive a student/parent handbook that outlines school and district policies, and informs the parent and family of all activities and programs throughout the school year. Parents and families should be contacted through newsletter concerning school improvement progress. parents. 
All parental and family contact records/logs should be maintained in the main office and should be viewed upon request.
Special Education teachers should work very closely with the families, working to resolve any problems that may arise in terms of academics and changes in behavior patterns. 
Regular education teachers should monitor success and weakness, and inform families of any significant changes. Parent-teacher nights can set aside twice a year in order for the teachers to meet the parents face-to-face, and show the students’ work and classroom environment. Fifth-grade class-room teacher. 
Mentoring program can be helpful to improve new teachers’ knowledge. Mentors at Bluebird should meet with the new teachers at a minimum of two times within the school year, and should be available for additional consultation if necessary.  In addition, all teachers should be assigned to “teams” that interact with one another by meeting for a 30 minute period each school day. The mentoring procedure should have written procedures that include providing support, periodic program evaluation, and improvements. 
5. CONCLUSION
Bluebird elementary school has the following issues; inadequate space, increased special educati-on, changing school population and overrepresented African-American students. Space problem can be solved with additional funds provided by state. The school board should work in this way. In order to increase academic achievement for students who need special education, teaching time should be expanded and their teachers should be encouraged to attend professional development course. The achievement of African-American students can be increased by using special curriculum prepared by African-American teachers and including their culture dominantly. Changing school population problem can be solved by agreements made with parents to retain specific students, or to make transportation possible through agreements with the district.
In addition, professional development, integrating technology and parent/family involve-ment are important factors to increase education quality in the school.  The school can encourage teachers to continue university programs and can arrange mentor studies for professional development. Moreover, teachers’ meetings can contribute profes-sional development. Family support and technology are also important factors to increase education quality and academic achievement. 
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