CASE STUDY FOR BOTETOURT COUNTY, 

VIRGINIA’S IMPLEMENTATION OF THE

QUALITY TEACHING AND LEARNING PROGRAM

Botetourt County engaged in the Quality Teaching and Learning (QTL) program for the teachers beginning in January 2004, becoming the first Virginia district to do so.  The Centers for Quality Teaching and Learning is a non-profit educational organization that works with schools to prepare teachers to take fullest advantage of technology, while embracing the best practices of instructional strategies.  “The professional development program was envisioned at the onset for district-wide faculty”, says Botetourt County’s Technology Integration Specialist Mike Scott. To implement such an ambitious initiative Botetourt County opened its own QTL Center, housed at the Greenfield Center, through partnership with ExplorNet’s Center for Quality Teaching and Learning.  

District administration had spent extensive quality time earlier aligning the County’s curriculum development plan with the state’s requirements, but were wrestling with how best to deliver the curriculum; how best to assimilate the plan into activities; how to institutionalize it.  Furthermore, there was a strong desire to raise the level of professionalism, increase technology usage and increase the usage of best instructional practices across all the teachers.  Previous training endeavors had been piecemeal at best.  Dr. Diana Dixon, Botetourt County’s Director of Instruction, said that when Diane Ross from ExplorNet described QTL “it hit a nerve.”   Later when some district administration saw the QTL in action while visiting Guilford County, Greensboro, NC, she knew that no other product came as close to addressing the district’s needs.  Supervisor of Support Services and Technology for Botetourt County, H. W. Scott, worked along side Dr. Dixon in spearheading the decision to endorse and to implement the QTL program across the county.  He said that in order to raise the bar of teacher performance the county needed to set some foundational standards.  He said, “Botetourt has done this with QTL.  We established a new baseline standard.”

This case study will examine the results of the implementation of the Quality Teaching and Learning program in Botetourt County.  It will address the questions of was it successful and if so, to what degree was it successful.  The factors contributing to the final results will be explored as well as the impact to the multiple contexts: administration, teachers and students.

This report will be divided into:


Background; 


Evaluation Approach;


Results of the QTL program; 


Factors Contributing to Success; 


Areas for Consideration; and


Conclusion.

BACKGROUND

Botetourt County is nestled in the beautiful Roanoke Valley, home to a fairly stable homogeneous school population.  This school district includes a broad tax base with funding not as tight as many Virginia districts.  Therefore, Botetourt has been able to acquire lots of technology across the district the last few years.  The school system includes 12 schools:  
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The school population is near 4800 students with approximately 460 faculty members .

The introduction of the Quality Teaching and Learning program to Botetourt County happened merely by chance and to one administrator was “quite a find”.  Originally Botetourt County was looking for a course to be added to the high schools’ technical education curriculum for building/repairing computers for the county and invited ExplorNet’s Diane Ross to explain her company’s products.  During this meeting Botetourt County’s Dr. Dixon and H.W. Scott heard about the goals of another product, which was the Quality Teaching and Learning for K-12, and the particulars of the program ignited a strong interest in knowing more.  Multiple trips were made to Greensboro, NC to see the QTL program in action.  Attendees involved key decision makers at the county office level and selected principals of the schools.  Dr. Dixon and H.W. Scott immediately saw the connection between the district initiatives and the QTL program.  The QTL course aligned well with the directional planning of the county office.  Multiple initiatives were underway, including the continued implementation of best instructional practices; the rollout of a newly updated curriculum plan; the need for more technology usage and integration of that technology into the curriculum; and a desired upgrade to the professionalism of the faculty.  At the same time a newly upgraded evaluation form had been developed outlining the required instructional practices and technology usage the administration expected to see in use in the classroom.  The Quality Teaching and Learning product was a great match.  An elementary principal noted, “The district outlook with QTL was very consistent with what we had been doing with SIP, curriculum, evaluation and instructional practices.  QTL meshed things together.”  According to Mike Scott, one of the attractions to ExplorNet’s product was the blending of instructional practices with technology.  He said, “QTL never treated technology separately from instruction but all the classroom activities were designed on best instruction with technology integrated.”

Dr. Dixon commented that one of the key points to note was that Botetourt County had a need to start with.  She said, “This did not come from out of the blue.  Furthermore it was also aligned with the School Improvement Plan (SIP) goals so there was a long term thread woven through the QTL program implementation.”  Botetourt County had a vision and a directional plan to get there.  ExplorNet personnel reiterated this point saying, “Botetourt County did not buy just to patch a hole.  This was well thought-out, long before they hired us.  We just met a need previously identified with our QTL program.  The district embraced the QTL program because they had a common understanding of their needs.”

H. W. Scott remarked that the beauty of QTL for Botetourt County was that, “It brought together all the initiatives we had been working on . . . instructional focus, increased usage of technology, evaluation, staff development, and the delivery mechanism for an updated curriculum.”

Funding such an ambitious initiative was a tall order.  This meant funneling all funding to one specific staff development for everyone in the district.  This had not been done before and not everyone was sure they should be putting all eggs into one basket.  Dr. Jack Thomas, Botetourt’s Superintendent, was a skeptic at the start and felt it was a big investment of time and dollars with no guarantee that it would work for Botetourt County.  Others at the district office questioned the idea as well.  One person’s trepidation was that there might not be true movement to technology since there was very little technology usage to date.  Furthermore, he worried if the equipment and tools were not readily available then there would be no need to send the teachers to training.  Another county office colleague felt that there might not be enough linkage between research and practice.

It was with this backdrop that the champions of the idea had to move forward.  The true champion of the program was Dr. Diana Dixon.  She stood her ground and kept her faith and belief that the QTL was perfect for Botetourt.  She along with H. W. Scott “bulldogged” the idea through by remaining courageous and staying very involved from beginning to end.

There was no formal marketing plan per se for the rollout of the QTL staff development.  However, the steps for obtaining buy-in were well thought-out by the District office.  During the exploratory stage, district office personnel, along with selected school principals visited a QTL site in Greensboro, NC, for first-hand observation.  As Superintendent, Jack Thomas, stated, “Some collegial approach and some dictatorial approach was taken.  This was a decision that had input from some of the principals but in the end it became an across the board decision to move forward.”

At the suggestion of ExplorNet, a two-day QTL workshop was conducted for all school-wide administration to help them understand what the program entailed for their faculty.  H. W. Scott said, “This was not a cold, hard sell as there was conditioning of key players in the system.”  However, even with the two-day program some of the administrators admitted that they did not “get it.”  Not all of the district level players were on the same page and even the Superintendent had concerns.  But when he noted how serious Dr. Dixon and H. W. Scott were about the initiative he supported them and did not back down.  All along the way he sought out feedback and would have killed the initiative if the situation had warranted it.  When he gave his approval he simultaneously asked for the principals’ buy-in.  He made it clear to them that their main job was to make certain good instructional practices were taking place and that they needed to connect the QTL program to their own School Improvement Plan (SIP).  The principals followed up to make sure that the design of the QTL collaborative projects would help improve the schools’ deficits listed in their schools’ SIPs.

Dr. Dixon felt the two-day administrators QTL workshop was an effective approach.  She noted that there was much skepticism because the QTL program was so broad (included everyone) and was so much investment in both time (7 days per participant) and in money (all staff development dollars were funneled into one program).

Another aspect of buy-in involved the newly initiated evaluation form.  Teachers knew that with the new form they were being evaluated more than in the past on best instructional practices coupled with technology.  The teachers were told that the QTL program would help with gaining this knowledge so the teachers could see the importance of the program day 1.  Also the QTL course was registered with the college system so each participant received 90 points toward recertification out of the 180 points needed across 5 years, which was a wonderful added incentive.  As H. W. Scott said, “We conveyed to teachers how important this staff development was to them personally and to Botetourt County Administration.”  This helped to seal the buy-in.

A final action taken by the district was to request that the principals select the most positive, progressive teachers to the earlier training sessions.  This allowed these movers and shakers to return to the school environment and sell the program deeper into the faculty.  H. W. Scott noted that Botetourt County took some risks but they also tried to do all they could on the front end to give the ambitious endeavor the greatest chance to succeed.

EVALUATION APPROACH

This case study was conducted beginning in April 2005.  At that time about 60% of the teachers had been through the QTL staff development with cycles of training continuing throughout the case study research.  Data gathered for the research employed both quantitative and qualitative methods.  Data collected included: surveys (pre and post) of teachers; teacher’s reflections; multiple visits to the school for faculty and student observations; one-on-one interviews with the district office personnel, principals and selected teachers from each school; and artifacts of the students’ work.

A total of 44 teacher surveys and teacher’s reflections were collected and analyzed.  Onsite visits were made to each of the twelve schools.  One-on-one interviews with Botetourt County district personnel included:  Superintendent Dr. Jack Thomas; Superintendent, Dr. Tony Brads (effective July 1, 2005); Director of Instruction, Dr. Diana Dixon; Supervisor of Support Services & Technology, H. W. Scott; Deputy Superintendent, John Busher; Supervisor of Instruction, Sandra Tunnell; Technology Integration Specialist, Mike Scott; and QTL Instructor, Trevor Ruble.  At each school, at least one principal or assistant principal was interviewed for his/her perspective.  Each principal selected 3-5 teachers per school for one-on-one interviews and observation.  The total of the one-on-one interviews was 64.

Cluster analysis was employed in the evaluation to identify patterns in data that may not be immediately obvious.  The objective of cluster analysis is to sort cases into sub groups, or clusters, so that members of a particular cluster are similar to each other but members of different clusters are dissimilar.  The groups are constructed based on the data cases with each case assigned to the cluster that it is most like.  There were three

main multi item scales: Technology Confidence/Ability, Teaching Approach (Traditional and Non Traditional), and Curriculum Technology Integration.  Comparisons were made between the pre (prior to QTL) and post (after QTL) surveys for each of these scales.  Pre to post differences were tested using a paired samples t-test for determining if the change in mean score was significantly different.

The intensive data collection was necessary to answer the key questions of the case study:


Was the QTL staff development successful for Botetourt County?


What were the specific results of the program?


Did the teachers increase their skills in technology?


What was the impact of the QTL participation on instructional practices and the 


usage of technology?


What factors contributed to these results?

RESULTS OF THE QTL PROGRAM

Results of the program were extremely positive and exceeded the original goals set by the district.  The implementation of QTL was a huge success and was echoed at every level in Botetourt County.  The teachers were positively impacted with increased technology skills, increased incorporation of best instructional practices and technology into the curriculum, greater collegiality, common level of teaching standards and a higher degree of professionalism.  The student outcomes were perhaps the best story to tell since they were ultimately the recipients of the drastic effects.   Students became more active participatory learners; very difficult, unreachable students experienced significant turnarounds and test scores correlated to the newly employed QTL techniques for reaching all students.

Successful or Not?

Unequivocally the answers were always a strong yes to the question, “Was the QTL staff development program successful for Botetourt County?”  The leadership of the district clearly feels that the Quality Teaching and Learning program met and often exceeded the original goals of the initiative.  The champion, Dr. Dixon stated:


“Everyone has changed as a teacher.  You cannot force collaboration but this happened naturally during the QTL course. The impacts and results of the program are priceless.  The philosophy of QTL was right for Botetourt County.”

H. W. Scott who worked closely with Dr. Dixon echoes this view.  He noted:


“QTL had more impact than has ever been done.  QTL has established a new baseline standard for everyone . . . . It has raised the bar (on teacher performance).”

The new Superintendent said:


“QTL professional development complements the district’s overall directions in a nice fashion.  We were able to cover a number of bases with QTL.  With the new evaluation, teachers are being pressed and QTL gives teachers more in their toolset to meet the responsibilities and expectations.  We have had lots of teachers pushing to go to QTL.  This reaction says a lot about the worth of the program.”

The Deputy Superintendent commented:


“QTL is the best I have ever seen because it focuses on intent with practical experience gained during the course.  It has a holistic view of the classroom.  We raised the bar for all Botetourt County with QTL training, by providing effective instructional practice first, then enhancing with tools and peripherals.”

Another district person stressed:


“QTL was well structured, well thought-out and fit our need.  It was one of the most effective uses of instructional practices with the integration of technology for the dollars and the time.  We did not have to invent; it was ready instantly.”

Other administrator comments:


“QTL worked for everyone . . . . It has been a boom to the entire system.”


“We have developed a QTL culture.  Naturally we are still in transition but what is happening is extremely positive and smooth.  Teachers are thrilled with the new culture and this causes the more reluctant ones to get on board.  Those who have gone through QTL are dying for more, hungry to move to a deeper step.  Wonderful transformation.”


“The staff says it works.”  (That is a sign of success)


“There has been a systemic change . . . .  It has been institutionalized across Botetourt County.  That is certainly a success story.”

The school administrators’ views mimic the views of the district office.  Discussions with the 12 school principals produced the resounding comments around the success of the QTL program.

Some of the principal’s remarks about the success of the program are as follows:


“This was the best professional development program we have ever had.  I have not spoken to anyone that has gone through QTL that is not extremely enthusiastic about it.  That fact alone speaks to the goodness of QTL.”


“QTL helped all the teachers greatly.  They saw the benefits of the integration of technology that fit into their day-to-day curriculum and they began to use immediately.”


“Absolute Success.  I have witnessed the comfort level change in all the teachers.  They obtained cool strategies and techniques that they are utilizing on a routine basis.”


“I have seen great results.  The district and schools had done lots of book study of Marzano but we had more the theory of the research, not as much the implementation.  The wonderful thing about QTL is that it pulled all things together, both research and how to apply, reinforcing our previous efforts.”


“QTL has provided excellent service to the teachers and the students.  The ultimate test of success is that it makes a positive difference for the faculty and students.  Teachers are using what they learned immediately upon return to the classroom and passing this on to the students.  The program is a great bargain for the money and the time invested.”


“QTL was very successful for our school and Botetourt County at large.  QTL planted the seeds on how to support quality instruction, opening our eyes to different ways to approach the teaching and learning environment.”


“QTL has been a big success for us.  The teachers are really on fire after returning from QTL training.  This program forced our hand to jump into technology in pedagogy.”  


“QTL was so much more meaningful and beneficial than any other professional development program.  I have seen great things happening throughout the school and the county.”


“QTL made a real difference in job satisfaction for the teachers.  They have gotten the picture of the ideal teaching and learning environment.  They realize that they can be more of a facilitator, which takes a load off them.”


“QTL is chocked full of good research-based instructional practices with how to integrate technology as an added bonus.  Teachers have come light years in a very short time.  QTL brought it all together.”


“QTL has tied so many initiatives together . . . . helped components gel in the minds of the teachers.  Professional development has been piecemeal in the past, not a full picture of the vision before.  QTL helped crystallize this for Botetourt County.”


“QTL has helped our school make great strides.”


“QTL gives teachers more tools to reach the tough students.  It amazes me as to kinds of activities teachers and students are engaged in so quickly.”


“Major success to our school.  It was great for those who were already technology savvy, but even better for those who thought they could never do.  It has breathed new life into our schools.”


“I expected complaints but there have been none.  I am surprised that there is absolutely no griping in the teacher’s lounge.  The teachers truly enjoyed the staff development and they realized the value and began to utilize instantly.”

The teachers were very vocal in stating their opinions as well on the success of this ambitious rollout of QTL.  Some of their statements included:


“It was the best in service staff development I have ever done.  I found everything to be useful in my day-to-day teaching environment.  It has totally changed my confidence level with technology.  I have made major leaps in using these new techniques/practices.”


“QTL was an extremely successful program.  It built a high level of confidence in the teachers because it was such hands-on training.  It was the best professional development I have ever attended.”


“This was very good for the county, very good for the teachers and very exciting for the students.  Without question this was the best professional development ever.”


“It was well worth the time invested.  Technology has become embedded.  We are using as a normal part of presenting the curriculum along with new learning styles and differentiation.”


“QTL was the best ever.  It covered a much broader base – technology plus pedagogy.  It shows you how to put more responsibility on the kids.”


“Phenomenal course.  Best ever professional development in 27 years of teaching.  Forced me as a veteran teacher to rethink how I do curriculum delivery.”


“I saw major value in the multiple intelligence and learning style inventory.  I am now doing for 7th and 8th grades and it is helping me reach some of the students that I was not reaching before.  To me that is success.”


“QTL has improved my professional life immensely.”


“QTL was really great.  It totally empowered me as a teacher.”


“QTL has really worked for our school.  We are fighting for resource usage.  Great indicator that the course was successful.”


“QTL got me out of a rut.”


“QTL helped move our school upward.  The timing was good with our content enhancement initiatives.  We have steady progress underway with quite a few cases of huge improvements.”


“QTL helped me make connections.  It was a great way to understand the school as a whole and the overall big picture of the district.”


“QTL amazed me at how it took technology and used it as second nature in the classroom.  Previous technology training has been for the sake of technology. QTL was for the sake of teaching.”


“QTL far surpasses other professional development.  It incorporates best practices into the classroom as a whole, setting a much higher standard of the ideal model classroom.”


“QTL covered a much broader perspective across the whole teaching and learning environment.  It touches all students from gifted to those at risk.  I now have techniques for reaching all kids every day.”


“QTL program taught me creative ways to apply new things.  I left there with things to implement immediately.”


“QTL showed me how to apply.  Many teachers know the theory not the application.”


“QTL is non-threatening and sticks with you because of the hands-on.”


“QTL’s approach to teams allowed me to learn even more through osmosis.  It was a very successful endeavor.”


“QTL was the best the county has ever provided.”


“QTL was very valuable as I learned a whole lot I was missing as a teacher.  It helped me to establish a new mold and standard.”


“QTL created a complete turnaround in my teaching and learning environment.  I left with a wealth of information that I could incorporate immediately.”


“Other professional development classes were workshops, lectures, telling me about cutting edge strategies.  Telling is not teaching.  QTL builds concepts from the bottom up.  Surpasses anything I have ever done.”


“QTL is about instruction and how technology can enhance this.  Botetourt is strong in instruction but not on application of technology into the teaching and learning environment.  QTL was a perfect professional development for the needs of the county.” 


QTL taught me lots because I am very structured.  It opened my eyes to new approaches that reach all learning styles of students.  I am so grateful.”


“QTL was fabulous.  Even though I am very comfortable with technology I still learned lots.”


“QTL helped us to know how to excite students with education.  Now that is success.”


“Our school in general has experienced a major improvement.  Teachers are working closely together, becoming a closer-knit group.  Everyone is picking up new ideas and feeding off each other.”


“Evidences throughout the school that there has been a transformation.  Higher level learning is exhibited in most of the classrooms.”


“Teaching is fun again.”  (20-year veteran)

Teacher Impacts

The teacher’s impact from the QTL program was tremendous.  Naturally, everyone had a different starting point.  The longer-term veteran teachers were usually less familiar with the technology and perhaps with the applied best practices of instructional theories.  Even though Botetourt County had devoted concentrated time on Marzano research-based instructional practices, there were missing linkages to the “how to do” portion of the theory.  The recent graduates from colleges had much of the QTL principles both instructional practices and the technology applications but all of them felt they learned lots from the QTL staff development.  The major impacts centered on increased technology confidence/ability; increased usage and integration of technology into the curriculum; effective use of instructional practices; greater collegiality; equalizer as teachers; and growth as professionals.


Increase of Confidence/Ability and Integration of Technology

The increase in both comfort in technology and integration of technology into the curriculum were very evident across all the participants.  Ninety-one percent (91%) of respondents indicated an increase in confidence and ability related to using technology in the classroom.  Prior to QTL training, 41% of the respondents indicated primarily personal use of technology and these were not sophisticated usages.  Prior to QTL, 52% of respondents indicated student use of technology. However, much of the usage was lab versus classroom and was often “drill and kill” or accelerated reading testing as opposed to an extensive curriculum content learning.  After the QTL staff development, the respondents’ confidence and usage had significantly changed.  The classroom activity dealt with deeper usage of multiple technologies during classroom lesson plans. 

Using the multi item scores from the cluster analysis the index scores for confidence and ability increased significantly from the pre to post surveys.  Also the index scores for technology implementation into curriculum increased significantly from pre to post surveys.

Some evidences of the increase in technology competence and increase in usage of technology into the curriculum are proven by the participants’ comments:


“I’ve learned how to better incorporate technology into the classroom.  I recently started to use the schools LCD projector for PowerPoint presentations . . . .  I am more comfortable now with PowerPoint presentations, digital cameras and Web navigation.”


“QTL has impacted my teaching practices because I now have some “hands-on” practices to incorporate into my instruction, as opposed to mere theory.  Before the training, I understood the value of instructional technology; however this training has given me some practical application of instruction technology theory.”


“The QTL program has enhanced my knowledge of and improved my comfort level with technology in instructional settings.”


“QTL training has given me more confidence in using technology in my classroom as well as provided me with more strategies for keeping students interested . . . . I am more comfortable creating Internet research assignments that allow for student discovery rather than teacher-centered instruction.” 


“QTL has given me the confidence to try more technology based activities with my kindergarten students.”


“I am integrating technology with more confidence and frequency in my lessons.”


“I knew much of these concepts but after QTL I am much more oriented to what and how best to use each piece . . . . learned ways to implement . . . .”


“The QTL program has been very valuable to me because it has introduced me to software that I know of but am not familiar with.  It has given me hands-on experience with these programs so that I am able to incorporate this technology into my lesson plans.”


“I am no longer intimidated with technology usage in my classroom.”


“The QTL program has provided valuable information in how I can use technology in the classroom . . . . the class has given me more confidence in different ways to use PowerPoint as a teaching strategy.”


“The program has taught me how to put what I learned to use in the classroom.”


“QTL has been the best workshop for me, because it not only inspired me to make use of more technology in the classroom, but it also gave me the confidence to use it effectively.”


“I feel more confident in using technology in the classroom.”


“Previously the equipment in our school basically collected dust.  Now we are constantly using the labs and every computer we can get our hands on.”


“Evidence throughout the school that there has been a transformation . . . . equipment sitting before is now fully utilized and more is requested.”


“The QTL program has given me the confidence I need to experiment with different computer programs.”


“I feel that QTL has had a positive impact on my overall confidence and ability.  QTL has provided me with many new skills that I can draw on as part of my instruction.”


“I feel more confident teaching technology components to kindergarten students.”


“I had started using some technology two years ago in my classroom, but the QTL training has really boosted my confidence!  I’m ready to try anything now!”


“I am using technology much more since QTL as well as the instructional strategies.  We are using PowerPoint presentations and building portfolios using digital cameras.”


“We are using the lab much more often.  We used to go only once a week.  We have embedded technology into the curriculum as a normal part of teaching.”


“I was very limited before in the use of technology.  Now I am at the middle school student’s level and I feel good about doing many practical things.”


“I am much more confident using technology and we are doing lots more in the classroom.  Our lab activities are much more advanced projects that my first graders can do without difficulty.”


“I am using technology in the classroom 110% more after QTL because I am confident in using the technology and in troubleshooting.”


“I am signing up for additional lab time to use with my daily lessons as my second grade students are flourishing with these added activities.”


“Before QTL I was not confident at all, a true novice.  Now I am very confident and we are using technologies tons more.  I have fine tuned my lesson plans and have incorporated technology as an integral tool of my curriculum.”


“Before QTL I could use technology but it did not feel natural.  Now technology has been incorporated into my day-to-day teaching and learning environment.”


“Before QTL I was average in using technology.  I had some training in bits and pieces.  With QTL’s intense program I learned lots and feel extremely confident employing technology.  If we had more PCs in the classroom, I would integrate more.  We are using the lab at least 3 times per week.  My first graders are so creative with their lab activities.”


“This is my first year teaching and I know much about technology and theory based instructional theories.  Yet I picked up many tips.  I had never used Kidspiration and United Streaming.”


“QTL has totally changed the environment at the school, I have to hunt for available equipment and schedule checkout well in advance.  The lab times are switching to flexible hours to allow appropriate time for project week.  A separate K-1 lab of IMACS has been setup, which is another indicator of transformation at the school.”


Effective use of Instructional Practice

It is more difficult to quantify QTL’s impact to the participants regarding the effective implementation of instructional theories.  This could be because the label is often not as paramount to the teacher as the actual application of the instructional practice.  The questionnaire itself may not clarify the questions readily for pinpointing specifics.  Still the number of responses to the Day 6 Reflection showed 50% of the participants indicated that QTL had made a difference on their usage of best practices of instructional theories.  The one-on-one interviews drew stronger results of sound instructional practices being employed once they had had the QTL staff development.  The index scores from the cluster analysis also yielded a significant rating on the increase in non-traditional teaching practices between pre QTL to post QTL.  All of this analysis proves that QTL caused a more effective use of instructional practices across much of the teachers.

Some of the specific comments from teachers and administrators regarding effective instructional practices are as follows:


“I have a better understanding of learning styles and multiple intelligences . . . . I now find myself wanting to know more because I am trying different methods and styles. This was time well spent.”


“. . . . I also learned that students all have different learning styles.  I learned what the term “constructive learning” means.  Though I taught many lessons this way, I feel more comfortable using this strategy now . . .”


“I am excited about the instructional tools that are included in the program and began including them in my lessons from the first day of training.”


“. . . . The program has also enabled me to “let go” more in the classroom and encourage students to use the learning strategies that work best for them.”


“. . . . I have also become a bit more comfortable with giving students more autonomy in my classroom.  I am trying to understand that what may seem like chaos may be helping to accommodate various learning styles.  This remains a challenge, though, when dealing with general classes where students need constant prompting.”


“I . . . .try different ways to involve my students in learning. . .  This class has made me more aware of these things and their importance.  This course has reaffirmed some of my beliefs about student learning and made me more reflective of my teaching practices.”


“I immediately went back to the classroom and started implementing the practices that were introduced to us on day one.  It has been awesome for the children and has been just as wonderful for me.  They are trying things on their own now that they would have never tried and those who are more able, feel very comfortable helping those who are confused.”


“It has refreshed my memory of many of the teaching practices, theories and strategies I learned in graduate school.  I have attempted to use constructivism in some of my Math and English lessons.”


“It has opened my eyes and encouraged me to take more risks with my teaching style and to dare to try new things.  I also look for different ways to present material.”


“While the technology aspect of QTL was wonderful, perhaps the greatest benefit for me was learning in a concrete way how to address the multiple intelligences among my student population.  Although I realized I was not reaching some of my students, I felt frustrated in finding new, practical teaching techniques.  Since QTL, however, I have seen the proverbial lights come on in the eyes of my students.”


“I am able to change the dynamics of my classroom.  I can utilize these learning strategies to increase student understanding and retention of the knowledge gained.  Through QTL, I’ve learned that it is all right to let go of control of the class.”


“QTL has . . .helped me to be more aware of learning styles.  I think that I have always been aware of them because the children I serve are extremely diverse in terms of age, abilities, and degree and impact of their impaired vision. . . .The one that has been most useful to me has been multiple intelligences.  I’ve really been trying to approach information and even skills learning from various approaches.”


“. . . .this will make my kids feel empowered with ownership in their learning.  These new lessons will also target most learning styles, enabling my students to produce more successful results.”


“I know that I have at least been thinking more about the learning styles.  There is a wide variety of activities in my classroom and I believe that many, if not all, of the learning styles have been used.”


“I am trying to give the students more say in the way they are doing things in class.  I think so much of what we learned in content enhancement goes right along with QTL.”


“The first thing the QTL experience affected was my personal evaluation of my teaching practices and my thoughts toward ways in which I could improve them.  I have tried to plan ways in which I could use different teaching styles, incorporate the involvement of more learning styles and use technology more in my classroom.”


“I have put my entire curriculum onto an online application and am making major leaps to using many applications.  I have also begun to use rubrics for student assessment.”


“I am seeing great results.  I have observed more cooperative learning and other instructional strategies.”


“I have seen many movers and shakers in our school.  They are doing what they learned immediately upon return to the classroom and are passing it on to other teachers.  Amazing results.”


“I am much more comfortable and there is a higher level of learning occurring in the classroom with many of the instructional practices.”


“QTL made me aware of learning styles and I am incorporating this as I prepare my lessons.”


“QTL was truly an immersion approach, giving you so much information and allowing exploration in various directions.  The course takes everyone where they are and brings them along.  A wonderful example of how to teach.”


“I believe in the new instructional practices from QTL. I am much more sensitive to the student’s natural curiosity, giving them more time to explore and more choices.  There is much more critical thinking at play.”


“QTL provided clarification of some of the concepts that I was aware of around instructional practices.  It provided the confidence I needed to utilize in my day-to-day curriculum.”


“QTL was a big plus especially the reminders around instructional theories.  It reinforced things that I knew but were less top of mind than needed to be.  I am employing these theories more as a norm.  Once I set the boundaries and rubrics that I learned in QTL, I am more comfortable turning these students loose to learn.”


“Regarding instructional practices, I was using but did not know the proper name.  It was good to reinforce the best approaches.”


“We are doing lots of similarities/differences and compare/contrast activities.  The kids enjoy this.”


“During class we were encouraged to model and practice (hands on) instructional theories.  This gave us the skills to do in our own world here at the school.”


“QTL taught me to observe students during lessons and go in different directions in order to reach certain kids.  QTL taught me to think on my feet.”


“QTL opened my eyes.  I realized that my own structured learning style was important in employing the best practices in the teaching and learning environment.  I must be aware of all learning styles for each student.”


“When I employ effective instructional practices learned in QTL I change the picture of the teaching and learning environment.  I can be more of a facilitator which takes a big load off me.”


“I am willing to release control to my students.  As a new teacher QTL helped me to do this, letting kids make choices and ask if they need support.”


“I have learned to delegate and turn over to the students more of the ownership of the learning.  Kids love it.”


“I have gone from a controlled, structured environment to multiple teams at the same time with reading corners, circle seat centers etc.  I have basically taken down the fences.  All the constraints were artificial that I put there myself.  With QTL I learned it is OK not to lecture and to empower the kids.  They are great at navigating through the problem solving and helping each other.  I kept waiting for fallout but it did not happen.”


“60-70% of my time is spent more as a facilitator than a teacher.  It was hard for me to give up control so I tested the waters slowly.  Kids are so on task and I can even leave the room for a cup of coffee with no problem.”


“I have learned it is OK not to lecture and OK to empower kids, allowing them to navigate through the problem solving.”


“QTL was a great refresher for many of the known strategies.  I am using rubrics to self assess.  Even kindergarten students can do assessment using smiley faces etc.  My lesson plans have changed to more exploration, inquiry learning.”


“I am more visual, possibly neglecting my audio learners.  QTL helped me to think about these type things in planning my lessons.”


Collegiality

The QTL staff development broke down the isolation of the teaching profession.  Communications and comraderie have been transformed throughout Botetourt County as a result of the faculty’s time together.  The change in social relationships among the school faculty was very obvious to the district office and school administrators.  The change was so profound that one principal described QTL as not only a program of best practices for instruction with heavy technology integration but also a social development program.  Administrators loved this outcome. 

The teachers themselves recognized the surprising social aspect of the classroom and project activities.  Initial walls were broken down throughout the professional development classes.  Then during the collaborative project required by QTL for Day 7, further teamwork and stronger bonding occurred.  The teachers realized the worth of working together and sharing ideas, expanding their growth as professionals.  For example, a great by-product of the QTL program was the increased visibility of the Botetourt Technical Education Center (BTECH) with the two high schools.  BTECH offers technical and vocational training for students from James River High and Lord Botetourt High.  This created better linkages between the academic paths and the technical/vocational paths.  As the principal of BTECH noted, the new awareness allowed a smoother transition of students from the high school curriculum to the BTECH courses.  Prior to QTL there was not a mutual understanding and appreciation for each path.  After QTL there was an overall perception change among the three schools and a new realization of how much science and math are involved in cosmetology, for example.

QTL put teachers in touch with a broader community of educators in their discipline or grade level.  E-mail communications within a school as well as across other schools to teachers of similar class content have become common.  They have begun to exchange ideas and share resources across the district.  As one teacher said that there was no need to reinvent the wheel.  When her class was ready to work on the American Indians unit she contacted a colleague at another school.  She knew that her colleague had done some wonderful creative work on the unit and asked for her PowerPoint presentation and other artifacts as a starting point. She then embellished the PowerPoint presentation further and returned the updated version back to her colleague.  QTL was the catalyst for these types of cross boundary sharing.  Administrators see this as priceless.

As one district office person noted:


“There was a collegial aspect across the system as a result of QTL . . . .created bonds between teachers, opened awareness across the board, built teamwork.”

The perspective of some very new teachers was as follows:


“Being fairly new to the Botetourt it was a joy to meet so many people in the county and feel more connected to the system.  I now have resources to tap for future information.”


“I developed relationships outside the school, meeting some teachers my age.  It was also a great way to meet and learn the staff from my school since this is my first year.”


“Great way to learn brand new teachers overnight.”

Other comments about collegiality included:


“The social dynamics has not been just with the teachers.  We have established some tech buddies where kindergarten and 4th grade work together on projects.  The teamwork was awesome and the kids loved it.”


“Since QTL we have peers teaching each other at the teacher level and the student level.”


“The whole community was brought together based on the QTL collaborative project set up to pay tribute in the loss of a teacher.  Various local businesses contributed toward a garden in the teacher’s honor.”


“The social dynamics have been one of the most surprising outcomes.  Groups that normally would not work together are engaged now, even having lunch together.  Business and PE teachers are working together, German and World History.  QTL truly brought our faculty together like no other professional development has.”


“Within our school there is a tendency to remain isolated. QTL helped me to develop great friendships and also opened my eyes about how things I am covering relate to other classes.  There are linkages.”


“The social changes are incredible.  Great friendships were built during QTL.  Some of us went to the beach together this year.”


“QTL moved us outside our little box.”


“I see teachers going to each other for help and support with the new QTL concepts/technology.”


“Being in class with BTECH teachers was a real eye opener.  Now I understand how closely their curriculum relates to the academic course structure.



“QTL sparked teachers to work together.  Now we are a tighter knitted group of interdisciplinary teachers at Central Academy Middle School.”


“Teachers are closer, more cohesive and we are more dependent school-wide.”


“QTL caused faculty to talk with each other more.  QTL is discussed often.  Everyone wants to know what each other are doing.  It is feeding on itself.”


“This has broadened my perspective.  It has given me new sources to tap for future information.”


“Those teachers that are more proficient reach out to help others who are less so


 . . . creates stronger bonds.”


“The county-wide sharing of ideas and plans speak volumes of the impact of QTL.”


“I built even stronger relationships with those I knew and got to know teachers from other schools.  This was a good by-product I was not expecting.”


“My gushing level of excitement rubs off on others less enthusiastic.”


“Resource and classroom teachers have become even more connected, integrating their work in both classes.”


“I have noted a more willingness of staff to share in general since QTL.”


Equalizer as Teachers

Botetourt County district leadership envisioned the same QTL training for every teacher and worked hard to find the funding to make this a reality.  This has been a wonderful situation for the faculty.  As one principal mentioned in the past there had been smatterings of training with a select group of teachers, often the most progressive.  The great teachers kept getting better while the others fell further behind.  Having district-wide staff development put all the teachers on equal footing.  Another principal echoed the same view.  She said, “We usually never sent the less likely teachers.  This time with QTL everyone got the same training.  Now the expectations can be the same for all.  This allows follow-up and accountability.  I am a major proponent of all teachers being trained.”  The district-wide training allowed for fundamental changes across the entire school system.  All staff returned very excited when they finished QTL and even a year later there continues to be lots of excitement and drive.  QTL showed all teachers ways to incorporate technology into the curriculum and built stronger levels of confidence even in those participants who felt that they could not master it.  As the new Superintendent noted, there is a goal for Botetourt County to keep all teachers at this level, indoctrinated with QTL principles.  A local QTL instructor has been trained to carry on the program and to update newly hired teachers to this same professional level.

Some comments to re-iterate these equalizing results are as follows:


“QTL got all teachers exposed to the same standards.  We are now on equal ground.”


“I am more willing to go out and ask for help since each teacher is speaking a common language.”


“Teachers encourage each other since all have common themes.”


“We are able to ask others for help because we are all on a common base.”


“QTL got all schools to the same level with much higher standards established.  It was wonderful equalizer.”


Professionalism

An original goal from the district office was to raise the level of professionalism across the school system.  This goal was certainly met with the rollout of QTL in Botetourt County.  A higher standard of teaching was established.  Most teachers stretched themselves far beyond their starting point, growing in skills and in knowledge.  They learned the best practices related to the research based instructional theories, how to incorporate technology into these best practices and how to reach all students.  Their teaching and learning environments have been elevated to best practices levels.  QTL staff development creates a highly professional atmosphere to begin with.  As one district office administrator said, “ExplorNet has tremendous knowledge and experience, with excellent instructors leading the daily training cycles.  These instructors connect with the participants in a non-threatening/encouraging way.  No matter what their starting point they are able to help the teachers move out of their comfort zones to be successful.”  The teachers felt they were treated professionally, like no other staff development course before.  Getting an understanding of Botetourt County’s vision of education meant so much.  During the QTL rollout the faculty began to realize that Botetourt County is doing lots, cutting edge stuff, more upfront with a coherent plan laid out.  Botetourt County Administration communicated the long-term vision.  This made the teachers glad to be associated with this progressive school system of professionals.  The entire atmosphere felt different from other staff development programs.  The previous programs never had time to integrate into the classroom.  The format of QTL allowed the teachers time to stop and think about how to use it.  The faculty was surprised at the investment in time away from school, unencumbered because of the substitute teachers.  They knew this course was different and knew administrators felt the training would positively impact the teaching and learning environment.  The teachers in this school system are very dedicated and want to be successful practioners with a strong desire for students to learn.  They were very aware that much time and resources must be spent to make the environment a place to learn.  They also acknowledged that it is easy to get into a rut and that the QTL program helped open their eyes.  It gave them an opportunity to step back and reflect.

These comments reinforced the attitudes around professionalism:


“We were treated like high-level professionals.  Botetourt County did not just throw the QTL training out there.  Instead they stepped up with a vision and well thought-out plan to realize the vision.”


“I am so happy to see our county keeping up with the state-of-art in education.  It makes me feel honored to be part of this.”


“I very much appreciated the QTL program offered and honored with the time off to complete the class.”


“Botetourt was behind in classroom/lab usage of technology compared to my prior position in another district.  I felt so limited when I began to teach here.  Now I am thrilled getting this wonderful professional development and the resources to take advantage of what we learned.  Because of QTL our county has leapfrogged the other district.”


“Having enough time to practice and think about what we learned contributed to the professional aspect of the program.”


“I see much higher levels of confidence in the teachers as they work with their students, implementing what they learned.”


“We were treated as professionals and that raised the bar of how we all have performed.”


“The standard of professionalism has been set much higher with the QTL program.  I find myself doing more formal presentations when meeting with faculty.”


“I felt proud of myself after QTL based on how much I had learned and the degree of proficiency I was able to achieve.”


“They paid us for going.  That told us it was important as well as that we were respected as professionals.”


“They gave us college credit for recertification.  That meant lots to everyone.”


“The QTL classes were very professionally handled.  The information was never forced on us.  The program allowed experimentation to fit the components that work in my own teaching and learning environment.”


“Teachers always say that they are never given time to go to class.  With QTL teachers had substitute teachers to allow dedicated, unencumbered time to learn how to support instructional classrooms.  They felt like real professionals.”


“QTL was a very professional class with very knowledgeable instructors.”


“Paying the substitutes made teachers feel that they were valued as professionals.”


“I feel very valued as a teacher because I was given quality time for quality training.”

Student Impacts

A true test for gauging the success of staff development for education ultimately is by answering the question, “Did it result in a positive impact to the students?”  One principal remarked that teachers would accept and adopt anything if they believe that it would help the students learn.  Based on the profound acceptance and adoption rates by the teachers, it was clear that the QTL program made a big difference for the students.  If the teachers felt better about what or how they were teaching then the students benefited.  It was an equalizer for the students, bringing opportunities to the students systematically and equitably.  All students were given the opportunity to use technology in meaningful, authentic tasks that developed higher-order thinking skills.  Students at all levels were more engaged, more focused when technology was employed in the learning activity.  Multiple comments regarding this intensified engagement by students indicated that students were so on task that teachers left the room with no interruption in their learning.  The lower grade teachers were especially amazed.  Teachers also made the point that

they had learned not to underestimate what students are able to do without much teacher guidance.

An interesting phenomenon occurred as a result of the QTL initiative.  A much stronger connection was created between school and home.  Parents noted the remarkable changes in both behavior and the interest in school in their sons and daughters and inquired as to what was happening at school.  The parents became more interested in school activities.  Also students realized that they could carry work home to continue on the home PCs.  Parents became more engaged with the students’ homework because of the use of activities involving technology.  A first grade teacher laughed while commenting that her students were so proud of themselves.  She said, “These young kids tell me that they are teaching their parents how to do new things on the PC.” 

While there are no empirical data to gauge the most important element, which relates to student performance, there are rich anecdotal data to support a significant increase in the potential for student learning, through more active participatory learning and a greater increase in interest levels.  Some teachers boldly stated they knew the difference directly related to QTL because they had seen the lights come on in some very difficult to reach students.  They felt their changed teaching and learning environment had been a powerful catalyst to reach these students every day.  Others felt the jury was still out but their intuition told them that most likely the student performance results would be realized.  Even though no precise cause and effect can be drawn regarding student performance, Dr. Dixon does believe there is a correlation to the QTL principles and the end of year scores.  For the school year 2004/2005 all schools met the AYP goals.  Granted many factors were at play but the dramatic changes that have been made in the teaching and learning environment after the QTL staff development have contributed to this student performance.  Struggling students, or those students who are toughest to reach, are often the ones resulting in extremely positive changes by the new QTL teaching techniques.  One example explained by a high school teacher involved a brother and sister who had recently moved to Botetourt district.  Both were reticent, at risk students not accepted by their peers and not engaged in the schoolwork.  During the activities involving technology these two students shined.  They helped others and became accepted overnight.  This was a major turning point for both of them and they became fully engaged in all activities and worked hard to learn.

Another case was an ADHD elementary student who was slow starting and finishing his work.  He never enjoyed class work.  When he started doing projects related to technology, he became happy, exhibited leadership, tried harder and got better scores.  He was so proud, sharing the results with his parents.  The teacher said, “It was priceless.”

An elementary school established a micro society.  Everyone was assigned a job in the micro society, often based on who needed growth in a specific area.  For example, a student needing to improve math skills was the banker, or a person who cannot be quiet was assigned the hall monitor.  The banker became proud of his math skills and the hall monitor had a behavior modification.  A learning disabled student who had problems with absenteeism became so proud of himself and his assigned position that he would not miss school at all.  These positions rotated throughout the school year

Some of the comments from the teachers and administrators about student outcomes were as follows:


“I am able to reach a lot more students using technology, project-based environment than lecture.”


“Some of the more difficult students at the high school like to work with new technology, often volunteering to do the work.”


“The least likely to assist others are helping other students.”


“There have been major attitude changes.  Students are taking more responsibility for their own work.”


“A very insecure student excelled at a PowerPoint presentation.  She gained instant respect and also self esteem.  She has made a drastic change in her appearance and attitude.”


“Students love the fact that they can choose various technology.  They are so creative.  They participate more and remain focused.”


“I had no C’s in my class this year.  I’m not sure I can totally attribute all to QTL learning but what is to say it was not what made the difference?”


“I have seen major progression with my students since I am using what I learned in QTL.”


“Students are motivated by technology and go above and beyond the requirements of the assignment.”


“Even anti-social kids tend to bloom when QTL techniques are used.”


“Both learning behavior and social behavior improved with technology integration into the lessons.”


“Once the kids light up to doing the new QTL type activities with technology this helps those naysayers / draggers to get on board.  They know as teachers that they will lose these students if they do not keep up.”


“Technology integrated into the curriculum helps to reach all kids.  I have seen handicapped students (LD, ED and failing students) discover they can learn and they try harder and do much better.  I have seen potential dropouts have a turning point when they became engaged with our new QTL approaches.  The gifted, who often get ignored, can advance even further with technology projects.”


“My lower-end kids are helping the higher-end kids in some of the technology activities.  Peer-to-peer teaching begins and carries over from the tech activities to other work.”


“My special education class did better than my regular class on a comparing/contrasting exercise on the American Revolution.”


“Some less academic kids showed more interest and on task in courses with technology integrated.”


“Students tell me technology helped them understand quicker.”


“Students love the open-endedness of the projects because it allows them so much creativity.”


“I can trust students with more of their learning now that I have employed QTL techniques.”


“Now that I have changed my teaching environment because of the QTL information, my kids learn faster, retain more and apply their knowledge better.  This is exactly where we want them to be.”


“I have seen so much progress with students on language.  I am not sure what all accounts for this but I am certain that technology helped.”


“K-2 kids need ways to connect in order to learn to read.  Technology makes that link easy.”


“My students have developed friendships because they are working in small groups, paired assignments.”


“My first grade kids are 10 times better this year in writing.  I account much of this to technology because it is so much more interesting and fun that the kids want to do more.  They love using pictures and clipart to describe their writing.”


“When students engage in technology work they want you to see what they have accomplished.  This does not occur when doing a worksheet.”


“Since QTL ideas are employed this has cut down on our discipline problems.  There is none occurring in the lab anymore.”


“One of my at-risk students that has both psychological and academic needs is very mechanical.  He can do great PowerPoint presentations.  This has helped build his self esteem and allowed him to express himself so he is trying harder with other work.”


“When employing many of the QTL instructional practices and integrated technology, it allows higher level learning.  It lets them question things and releases ownership.  We had great discussion around the Great Depression and WWII.”


“Using some of the project based learning of QTL, I find my students learn the information far deeper than before.  One of my kindergarten kids told me that he would never forget this as a student.”


“In my first grade there is a broad span of learning more so than other grades.  Sometimes we take for granted if slow going at the beginning it is going to be slow forever.  Perhaps this is true if you use the same learning approach.  However, after QTL I offered different options and saw major improvements in some kid’s grasp of reading.  They closed the gap by themselves.”


“Even if my first grade student is slow at reading but highly motivated with technology he becomes a contributing part of the group.  Others then tend to help him, opening windows for peer-to-peer learning.”


“Many times the slow reader group is most creative and excels when doing technology related learning and critical thinking activities.”


“After QTL my students learned sentence composition faster.  They learned spelling patterns better.”  (1st grade teacher)


“One of my students falls into the lower reading group; does not standout.  However, in the lab she is a whiz.  This has helped her overall academically.  Her grades and self esteem have been boosted and the other kids have a different view of her.”


“Visual cues from the PC carryover to the reading skills.”


“Students have a greater opportunity to creatively express themselves.”


“QTL techniques give students a higher recall because they can internalize the materials more using video, Internet, slide creation etc.”


“We have inclusion in our classroom.  I have 6 LD students and 1 ED student so incorporating the PCs gives them a better outlet to show what they have learned.”


“There is a greater depth of knowledge gained using some of these best practices for our units.”


“Students have improved engagement, excitement and enthusiasm.  This is great to see since they can only learn if engaged.”


“Even hard to reach students participated and presented projects to the faculty.  Unbelievable to witness.”


“High risk students work more diligently and produce quality work when using PCs.  They can work independently.”


“I tend to get a higher quality of work from my students using QTL techniques and technology.  They often take to the next level even though not required.”


“I have seen total and complete student engagement.  I have not seen any behavioral issues.  Amazing results.”

FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO SUCCESS

As described earlier, clearly the QTL program rollout for Botetourt County has been an enormous success.  The key factors contributing to this sweeping success can be grouped into the following areas:



QTL Program Itself



Leadership




Vision




Plan




Action



Resources Provided



Accountability / Measurement

QTL Program Itself

The Quality Teaching and Learning (QTL) program itself was a major contributor to the successful transformation to a higher level of professional standard for the Botetourt County faculty.  Both district and school level administrators and teachers alike reiterated the excellence of the QTL program.  As a district administrator said, “The QTL program itself is excellent.  It brought isolated pieces together and made practical sense.”  The previous training on research-based strategies did not emphasize the how; QTL showed the teachers how-to by incorporating technology into the curriculum to enhance best practices of instruction.  The program was a perfect fit for meeting the county’s needs and fulfilling the vision laid out by the district leadership.  Furthermore, QTL sold itself.  When the first group of participants experienced the training they spread the wonderful news to the rest of the faculty and everyone was pushing to attend.

The format of QTL is excellent as well.  It meets the teachers at his/her individual starting point and builds from there.  The intensive seven-day program, spread over multiple weeks, allowed depth of learning and experimentation that surpassed any other course the staff had engaged in.  Having time to explore and to ponder what they had learned in the QTL classroom and then return to their own environment to put into immediate action had major impact.  This extended course allowed a strong level of trust to be built between the instructor and the teacher for deeper learning opportunities.  Instructors were extremely knowledgeable and brought much experience to the teaching environment.  A teacher noted, “This was a course that is geared to teachers and the instructor understood us.”  QTL looked at the whole teaching and learning opportunities, providing a broader perspective than any of the other targeted courses.  As one administrator noted, “QTL was successful because it focused on intent.”  That intent was to make the teacher the best that he can be by teaching him best instructional practices integrated with the latest technologies.  As another teacher so aptly described QTL, “This course correlates directly to the students.”  The heavy hands-on aspect of the program allowed quick mastery of the course content.  All participants were surprised at the wealth of information gained in this course and how proficient they became in fitting what they had learned into their day-to-day curriculum.  Another uniqueness of QTL that made the course superior in format is the mix of the classes.  Typically teachers are isolated with little time for collaboration with peers or professional reflection.  Teachers across the district attended each cycle allowing unprecedented time with their peers to develop strong personal and professional relationships.  This sparked a deeper collegiality than one principal had ever imagined.  He said, “This was a wonderful by-product of the program that I had not expected.”  The required collaboration project of the program developed teamwork and cross-pollination of different grade teachers.  Working together and sharing ideas they were able to progress even further than would have been possible on an individual basis.  One teacher commented, “Our bonds are much stronger.  We find the strengths of each other and stretch ourselves to be even better professionals.”

A final note about the greatness of the QTL program is that it has a perpetual life.  A twenty-year teacher believes that the novelty of the QTL program has true staying power.  He said, “What you learn during the classes just keeps you digging; couple that with technology and there is an endless vessel of information at your fingertips.”  A very enthusiastic veteran teacher said, “The carry over of what I learned in QTL to both my professional and personal life is enormous.  I have a notebook full of options to try which will last forever.”  Many other teachers pointed out the cross over of information from QTL to other parts of their life.  A high school principal noted the high level of excitement and drive in his school a year after all the teachers had completed QTL. That spoke volumes to him about the sustainability of the program.  An assistant principal said that the program is self-sustaining because the teachers see the benefit so they will keep embellishing what they learned for an even greater enriched teaching and learning environment.  QTL is indeed a powerful class that keeps on giving!

Leadership


Vision

Leadership has been prominently exhibited from beginning to end of this endeavor.  The district office established a vision, laid out a well-defined plan and then set this plan into action with strong determination.  The vision for Botetourt County was derived from years of knowledge, progressive thinking, proper alignment with state requirements and collaboration within the district office.  All instructional supervisors were involved in setting the direction.  This vision connected the dots to many of the standalone district initiatives.  The QTL program was launched with a long-term goal in mind.  As one of Dr. Diana Dixon’s colleagues explained, “Diana Dixon deserves much of the credit. She is a big picture person.  She saw the vision and had the courage to drive forward.”  H. W. Scott, her partner and advocate of the QTL program, commented that she was the true champion who believed in the mission and devoted lots of time and energy to the success of QTL.  District personnel were very prepared to lead this significant change initiative.  A teacher referred to the central office as, “great planners, great visionaries.”  The big picture strategic view for education was shared with the school level administrators and they all attended a two-day workshop on QTL.  Furthermore, the QTL staff development itself helped crystallize the vision for all the teachers.  The district clearly understood the county’s needs and took progressive steps to fill in the gaps in curriculum, instructional, professional and technological areas.


Plan

Next a comprehensive plan was laid out to describe where Botetourt County was going with the QTL staff development.  This plan linked the QTL program to the SIP goals of the schools.  It was envisioned from the onset that all teachers district-wide would be trained and would be provided high-quality substitute teachers to allow unencumbered time to concentrate fully on professional development.  Risks were identified and obstacles to success were minimized.  The biggest issue revolved around funding such a large endeavor.  Creative planning was taken to make use of funds from No Child Left Behind and approvals obtained from both state and local boards.


Action

The action began once the funding was available.  Dr. Dixon as champion, along with  H.W. Scott, secured buy-in from top to bottom.  Central administrators provided excellent support to all the attendees.  They provided support with the teacher substitutes and also provided personal time at the QTL classes to listen and show their interest.  The district personnel were visible throughout the classes and sought feedback.  Any imperfections to progress were tweaked to allow continuous improvements to the process.  Clearly not just lip service was paid to the rollout of QTL.  They were talking the talk and walking the walk.  Fortitude and courage were openly displayed throughout the QTL staff development initiative.  One elementary principal remarked, “At first I am not sure the total picture was clear.  Administration listened to local feedback, tweaked the program, spent the dollars for the necessary equipment and showed commitment to all faculty.  The central office continued to support the QTL program even when some negative comments were being made.  They stuck to the plan and never wavered.  This was an excellent model of leadership.”  Another elementary principal echoed this view.  He said, “The central office saw the value of the program and did not look back.  They remained committed to the goal . . . once they embarked they supported to the end.”  At the school level, principals were very engaged.  Principals reviewed the collaborative projects ensuring tight connections between the project and the school’s SIP goals.  All QTL projects have been presented to all faculty of the school with ongoing QTL discussions occurring at the regular staff meetings.  One high school principal stated, “We try to live what we say we must do . . . keep it front and center.  This is the best way to institutionalize the QTL principles.”

Additional remarks regarding leadership included:


“The leadership and support have been phenomenal.  We say we want this application, we get it.  We say we want this equipment, we get it.  The central office is supportive in getting what we need to teach the way we want to teach.”


“The district has been so generous.  They have purchased many tools and made major infrastructure improvements.”


“The QTL program rollout had strong leadership from the beginning to the end and felt different at the onset.”


“I have seen real support with this QTL initiative.  It seemed to be a well thought-out plan for our training and for getting needed resources to allow us to implement quickly so we could begin transforming our environment.”


“They have gone to bat for us . . . . aligned supplies to our demands.”


“I have never seen this much continued involvement from the higher level administration.  It has been very different.  Their presence sent a message of how important this was to Botetourt County.”

Resources Provided

Funding such an ambitious endeavor was a big deal.  Tapping into the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) source allowed the program to move forward and meet the goal of not being onerous to the teachers.  Seven days away from their classroom was disconcerting to the teachers at first.  However, paying for high quality coverage made them know this district endeavor was being taken very seriously.  One assistant principal said “QTL allowed dedicated professional development time which immediately indicated this course was different and extremely important to district leaders . . . when had they ever been given this much time before? “  Full inclusion with all teachers county-wide being trained was unusual and was another indication of the importance of the QTL staff development.

Timing was perfect for a QTL rollout.  Computer labs were being replaced in several schools and Botetourt was able to make the newly refurbished labs look like ExplorNet’s model classroom . . . same computers, same applications, same network.  In December 2003 the network infrastructure had been upgraded to high bandwidth and all wired for InterNet.  The introduction of the new state funded instructional technology resource positions came at the perfect time.  The four positions have been filled for the upcoming school year.  Also a full time QTL trainer has been established to carry out the QTL follow-on training.  

The biggest surprise to everyone was the amount of new equipment that was purchased for the schools.  One teacher said he originally wondered, “Is this just another training course without the equipment resources to make happen?”  This was proven to be just the opposite case.  A district curriculum supervisor stated, “We asked the team what equipment was needed and we have tried to make it available.  We are putting our money where our mouths are.”  Another central office administrator said that they had tried to remove as many barriers to success by trying to meet as many equipment requests as possible.  Everyone was extremely positive about the resources provided.  Countless comments related to the equipment purchases and how these additional computers showed tremendous support and leadership from the district.  One administrator said, “They have equipped all our schools with adequate resources to remove barriers to incorporation.  Things like PCs, presentation carts, LCD projectors and cameras have been obtained. We are not where we need to be but we are getting there.  We have come a long way.”  A unique and special gesture of commitment and leadership was shown when the central office presented a box of digital cameras to each class during a training session. 

Accountability / Measurement

Botetourt County’s philosophy is that you cannot improve on something you cannot measure.  A new teacher evaluation form was underway before the QTL program was rolled out.  Coincidentally the new evaluation included both an instructional practice focus as well as a technology usage requirement as both of these were desired behaviors the district expected to see in the classroom.  One of the reasons teachers accepted the QTL training so readily was their desire to become more effective from an instructional and technological perspective; knowing that more emphasis was being placed on both of these.  Clearly these evaluations will help reinforce and sustain the growth to best practices in the teaching and learning environment.  One elementary principal’s philosophy is to keep tightening the requirement gradually.  He said, “I will be working with my teachers on specific expectations about how we will grow into a totally modern teaching and learning environment.”  A teacher noted that the QTL program itself forced accountability.  She stated; “For the first time other grades became accountable to each other because every grade level was represented on the collaborative project.”  She continued, “Student performance and SOLs will improve when we have the same standards across grade levels and content levels.”  One principal mentioned that she would sustain and grow what her staff had learned at QTL by presenting at faculty meetings what others are doing, by pairing or mentoring teachers and by emphasizing at evaluation time what the teacher needs to work on.  The follow on to QTL, labeled now as QTL2, will reinforce and drive deeper into the institution of the best teaching approaches.  The central office is very progressive and will remain on top of things.  An extremely talented teacher pointed out, “If you have enough leadership, eventually everyone will get on board.  Also continuing to set higher expectations each year will cause the best teachers to continue to progress and more and more instructional leaders will be born.”  The pacing guides, SIPs and curriculum are reviewed and updated annually.  During SIP reviews and other personnel reviews the QTL principles will be a focus.  Intervention plans on an individual basis will be done if warranted.


AREAS FOR CONSIDERATION
During the research for this case study several issues for consideration came to light.  They can be divided into two groupings – 1) those for consideration by ExplorNet and 2) those to be considered by Botetourt County.  First those for ExplorNet’s review are the following:

· Managing the anxiety of Day 1 of QTL

· Additional concerns regarding the meeting of SOL testing requirements for participants from SOL grades

· Math teachers’ uniqueness and connection to technology usage

· Snow day impacts to QTL cycle scheduling

Those areas for consideration for Botetourt County district administration are the following:

· Plans to capture ideas/project work to allow cross district sharing and re-use.

· Broadcasting the continued success of QTL program to community, state leaders and other districts

· Maximum use of newly created Instructional Technology Resource Teachers (ITRTs) for the continued growth of faculty around QTL principles.

ExplorNet Consideration

Day one of QTL can be overwhelming to many of the participants.  Perhaps there is a way to manage this anxiety and fear by making this day kinder and gentler.  While maximizing the amount of information is important, perhaps more thought should be given in how to manage the psychological roller coaster that many are on in order to create a more palatable situation.  Even one of the district leaders commented, “Most freak out on the first day.”  Many of the participants shared their reactions to day one and much of their productivity was lost due to the high level of anxiety and shock experienced in the first hours of training.  Consideration may be given to providing upfront “Reader Digest” versions of what to expect, both content, and the “touchy feely” situation of the training.  Being more sensitive to the psychological side of the equation could be helpful.

The grades requiring state level testing such as SOLs for Botetourt (3rd, 5th, 8th & 11th) struggled to progress past the SOL testing requirements, even though they would rather be teaching with the QTL principles.  It is clear teachers teach to what is assessed.  Consideration might be given to how to make the leap of faith or to share proof, if known, to these teachers so that they can still employ best instructional practices and master the state requirements at the same time.  SOLs have created a climate whereby the teachers have become bogged down with meeting standards and forget about fun, creative ways to learn.  The paradigm shift across the last 10 years from good instruction to good state test scores have taken their toll.  While it may be an “irrational fear” that they must teach to the test, sensitivity may need to be given and point out why good instruction always works and can work for them.

A unique discovery was the degree of disconnect between applications of technology integration into curriculum with math teachers.  This suggested that perhaps there needed to be given some thought to real world examples of technology application for math curriculums.  Most likely certain math teachers have figured it out and these specifics could be shared during the QTL classes.

Scheduling of seven days for the participants can be a challenge.  Adjusting and dealing with snow days created an even more complex scheduling difficulty.  For those school systems located in colder climates and having training cycles falling within the winter months, consideration should be given to the timing of the collaborative project reviews and the student re-engagement after so many disruptions.

Botetourt County Considerations

One of the delights of the QTL implementation is the vast repertoire of project work, presentations and artifacts that could enrich many students across the district.  Just like the teacher who used a colleague’s project work as a starting point for her class and embellished for greater content, this could be a model approach across the board.  Discussions are underway to establish some meaningful online repository but higher priorities limit making this a reality.  Re-using work and not re-inventing the wheel would go a long way in sustaining and growing the knowledge and application of QTL principles, not to mention a powerful model for education in general.

Everyday there are more stories to tell about reaching another child and making a lifelong modification for that student because of the changed and enriched teaching and learning environment.  Communicating each of these defining moments to other students, teachers, school officials, parents, the community and ultimately to the state are extremely important.  Since public relations and publicity are not usually a defined position for the school system, finding quality time to devote to such a cause is difficult.  However, the amount of leverage gained from such publicity could be priceless.  For example, touching one more student’s life because of a particular story would be immeasurable.  Continuously spreading the word would also ensure that the level of excitement for Botetourt County is sustained and would serve as a powerful re-enforcement to the teachers on the line every day.  Furthermore, other districts and the state-at-large might regard Botetourt County as the model to follow.  Being jettisoned to this position could be repayment for the extensive effort and investment put into this staff development initiative.

The new state-required positions, known as Instructional Technology Resource Teachers (ITRTs), have a golden opportunity to further grow and institutionalize the best instructional practices with integrated technology into the teaching and learning environment.  Botetourt County has hired four ITRTs to serve the twelve schools.  It will be critically important that these positions guard against “doing it for” the reluctant teachers but instead help these teachers past the barriers to make them accountable.  Currently the intent of the ITRTs is to mentor and bring the teachers along, but much pressure will come from the few resistant teachers.  Providing the proper level of authority and support to the ITRTs will be a key to success.

CONCLUSION 

Botetourt County’s implementation of the Quality Teaching and Learning program was an enormous success at all levels of the school system.  The original goals established by the district office were surpassed and even additional unexpected positive by-products were realized.  The district developed a clear set of goals and expectations that were well disseminated and understood throughout the Botetourt district.  Appropriate evaluation procedures and tools were used to determine the impact of the QTL program.  The conclusion was that fundamental changes have been made to the teaching and learning process.  Powerful instruction is at work with technology being used to promote new learning goals and teaching strategies that are student-centered, collaborative, engaging and based on the development of higher-order thinking skills.  The goal to reach all students so that they can achieve their highest potential as learners is being realized.  QTL was an extremely effective catalyst for infusing technology into best instruction to help all students achieve higher levels of participatory learning.  The growth in administrators, teachers and students was very impressive. 

Administration gained much from the implementation of QTL.  Separate multiple initiatives were underway by the central office with no clear linkages.  The QTL model helped mesh these district initiatives into a clear vision that could be explained across the county.  Even principals remarked that they understood much better the overall direction of the district leaders.  Many teachers for the first time understood the long-term strategic direction and understood their role in the big picture.  Now the faculty can be better advocates of the district directions because they see the connections.  Furthermore, the district leadership has been elevated in the eyes of the entire faculty because of the dedicated commitment and leadership exhibited throughout the QTL program implementation.

The teachers were drastically changed.  They significantly increased their technology skills, significantly increased the usage and integration of technology into the day-to-day curriculum, increased their effective use of best instructional practices and elevated their level of professionalism.  Additional side benefits included putting teachers in touch with broader communities of educators in their discipline or grade level and equalizing teachers across the system with consistent accountability for everyone.

Simultaneously the students experienced dramatic changes in attitude, behavior and performance.  All of them showed more active participatory learning.  Those students with behavioral and attitudinal problems showed marked improvements.  In many cases, the most at risk students had remarkable turnarounds and had begun to improve in all areas of deficiencies.  Indeed the most difficult students were often the examples shared by teachers in describing does QTL work?

The factors contributing to these outstanding results were primarily around leadership and the QTL program elements.  The leadership at both the district and the school levels were exemplary.  The district set the stage by realizing the vision, setting the expectations and maintaining the fortitude to withstand any hurdles.  The keen foresight was clearly displayed by Dr. Diana Dixon and H. W. Scott.  By obtaining the support of the Superintendent, the three made a formidable team to carry out a flawless implementation of the QTL staff development.  Securing the funding, investing in all teachers with substitutes for classroom coverage, providing a robust infrastructure, purchasing the necessary school equipment and establishing an accountability process epitomized a perfect example of leadership.  A single teacher did not overlook this.  Everyone felt that the QTL program was excellent and well worth their time.  Most described the QTL staff development as career changing and demonstrated this change with their drastically modified actions in the classroom. 

The ongoing outlook for Botetourt County is extraordinary.  Every plan in motion is for the deepening of what has begun with the sweeping changes of the QTL initiative. A QTL instructor is in place for ongoing training of newcomers to the school system.  Four new ITRTs have been hired to further promote best instructional practices with technology fully integrated into the curriculum.  A follow-on course to QTL, referred to as QTL2, is being designed for possible introduction second semester of the 2005/2006 school year.  Botetourt County is clearly a progressive state-of-the-art school system that should be looked at as a model for other school districts.
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