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CONTINUOUS IMPROVEMENT

Prepared for Virginia Department of Education K-12 Info-Briefs

Continuous School Improvement

C o n t i n u o u s s c h o o l i m p r o v e m e n t o f f e r s a f r a m e w o r k f o r
p l a n n i n g , m e a s u r i n g , a n d e v a l u a t i n g s c h o o l i m p r o v e m e n t
e f f o r t s . W h i l e t h e r e a r e v a r i o u s d e f i n i t i o n s o f c o n t i n u o u s
i m p r o v e m e n t , t h e V i r g i n i a D e p a r t m e n t o f E d u c a t i o n (V D O E )
e x p l a i n s t h a t “ co n t i n u o u s i m p r o v e m e n t r e f e r s t o a s c h o o l ’ s ,
a n d / o r a d i v i s i o n ’ s o n g o i n g c o m m i t m e n t t o q u a l i t y
i m p r o v e m e n t e f f o r t s t h a t a r e e v i d e n c e -b a s e d , i n t e g r a t e d i n t o
t h e d a i l y w o r k o f i n d i v i d u a l s , c o n t e x t u a l i z e d w i t h i n a s y s t e m ,
a n d i t e r a t i v e .” 1

C o n t i n u o u s s c h o o l i m p r o v e m e n t ( C S I ) t y p i c a l l y i n c o r p o r a t e s a c y c l i c a l p r o b l e m - s o l v i n g m e t h o d o l o g y
t h a t e n a b l e s d i s t r i c t s a n d s c h o o l s t o t e s t a n d t h e n r e f i n e s t r a t e g i e s b a s e d o n i n i t i a l r e s u l t s . T h i s
c y c l i c a l p r o c e s s a l l o w s C S I t o s u p p o r t b o t h r a p i d a n d l o n g e r -t e r m c h a n g e . 2 W h i l e e d u c a t i o n a l

o r g a n i z a t i o n s h a v e h i s t o r i c a l l y b e e n s l o w t o a d o p t C S I m o d e l s , l i k e l y d u e t o o r g a n i z a t i o n a l a n d
s t r u c t u r a l b a r r i e r s t o i m p l e m e n t a t i o n , w i t h t h e i m p l e m e n t a t i o n o f t h e E v e r y S t u d e n t S u c c e e d s A c t ,
s c h o o l d i s t r i c t s h a v e i n c r e a s i n g l y i n c l u d e d r e f e r e n c e s t o “ c o n t i n u o u s i m p r o v e m e n t ” i n t h e i r E S S A
p l a n s . 3N o t i n g i t ’ s c y c l i c a l n a t u r e , a n a r t i c l e i n E d u c a t i o n W e e k s i m i l a r l y d e f i n e d c o n t i n u o u s s c h o o l
i m p r o v e m e n t a s f o l l o w s : 4

C o n t i n u o u s s c h o o l i m p r o v e m e n t i s a c y c l i c a l p r o c e s s i n t e n d e d t o h e l p g r o u p s o f p e o p l e i n a
s y s t e m — f r o m a c l a s s t o a s c h o o l d i s t r i c t o r e v e n a n e t w o r k o f m a n y d i s t r i c t s — s e t g o a l s ,
i d e n t i f y w a y s t o i m p r o v e , a n d e v a l u a t e c h a n g e .

T h e A m e r i c a n S o c i e t y f o r Q u a l i t y ( A S Q ) d e s c r i b e s C o n t i n u o u s I m p r o v e m e n t ( C I ) a s “ t h e o n g o i n g
i m p r o v e m e n t o f p r o d u c t s , s e r v i c e s , o r p r o c e s s e s t h r o u g h i n c r e m e n t a l a n d b r e a k t h r o u g h
i m p r o v e m e n t s . ” 5 T h e a p p r o a c h i s g r o u n d e d i n t h e b e l i e f t h a t “ i m p r o v e m e n t i s n o t s o m e t h i n g t h a t

s t a r t s a n d s t o p s , b u t i t i s s o m e t h i n g t h a t r e q u i r e s a n o r g a n i z a t i o n a l o r p r o f e s s i o n a l c o m m i t m e n t t o
a n o n g o i n g p r o c e s s o f l e a r n i n g , s e l f- r e f l e c t i o n , a d a p t a t i o n , a n d g r o w t h . ” 6 A l t h o u g h v a r i o u s

o r g a n i z a t i o n s a d o p t m u l t i p l e d e f i n i t i o n s o f C S I , r e s e a r c h o n C S I i d e n t i f i e s t h e e l e m e n t s s h o w n b e l o w
a s c o m m o n a c r o s s d e f i n i t i o n s o f C S I .

Figure A: Common Elements of Continuous Imp rovement

Source: Policy Analysis for California
Education7

Taking a Systems
Perspective

•Continuous improvement
assumes that it is the
system and not individuals
that produces current
outcomes and accordingly
focuses attention on
system design and
operation. It also assumes
that systems can be
reengineered to address
inequities in educational
outcomes.

Being Process Oriented

•Improvement efforts
focus on the processes
that produce the
outcomes as opposed to
focusing exclusive
attention on the outcomes
themselves.

Using a Disciplined
Methodology to Solve

Problems

•Assumptions about cause
and effect are made
explicit and tested in
practice.

Engaging the "Front Line"

•Those directly responsible
for implementation (e.g.,
classroom teachers) are
actively involved in
experimentation.

The Virginia Department of Education
(VDOE) provides school leaders with

modules describing Virginia’s Continuous
School Improvement Planning process. The

first module, “Module 1: Developing a
Continuous Improvement Process” describes

the VDOE’s CSI cycle and provides a
checklist for implementing Virginia’s

Continuous Improvement Process.
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