SECURING A HIGH-QUALITY EDUCATION FOR EVERY CHILD IN DELAWARE1,2
A Case
When Valerie Woodruff, Delaware’s Secretary of Education, reflected on the progress
her state had made in public education, she could feel proud. Ever since a “gap analysis” in 1990
revealed substantial differences in the academic achievement of white and minority students, her
predecessors and she had undertaken a variety of initiatives aimed at sweeping educational
reform.

After consulting a broad range of citizens and education experts, the Delaware

Department of Education had developed content standards specifying what students should know
and be able to do. Statewide inservices then were arranged in order to introduce teachers and
administrators to the standards. Delaware educators subsequently developed test questions based
on the content standards. These questions served as the basis for the Delaware Student Testing
Program (DSTP).

Accountability legislation followed in 1997 and 1998.

Requirements

governing student promotion were specified. By 2002 all public schools in Delaware were held
accountable for ensuring that students met these requirements. In 2002, Delaware schools, along
with schools elsewhere in the United States, also became subject to additional accountability
measures under the federal No Child Left Behind Act.
To bolster these and other accountability measures, Delaware’s systems for credentialing
and evaluating public school teachers and administrators were upgraded. Foundation funding
was obtained to support the professional development of school leaders and aspirants to school
leadership positions. The University of Delaware launched the Delaware Academy for School
Leadership to ensure that principals and other school leaders kept up with the latest

1

This case was authored by Professor Daniel L. Duke and Michael J. Salmonowicz of the University of Virginia’s
Curry School of Education and the Partnership for Leaders in Education.

2

This case was made possible through the generous support of the Wallace Foundation.

2
developments in educational practice. In March of 2004 the Delaware Department of Education
promulgated a revised comprehensive “strategic plan” to guide statewide educational
improvement efforts for the ensuing five years.
The strategic plan opened with the mission of the Delaware Department of Education -“To promote the highest quality education for every Delaware student by providing visionary
leadership and superior service.” An organization chart and explanation of the various units of
the Department of Education followed (see Exhibit I). The next section provided a set of
principles governing educational reform in Delaware (see Exhibit II). The lead principle left no
doubt about the central purpose of public education in Delaware:
The most important function of the Delaware public school system
is to produce graduates with outstanding skills and knowledge in
the core academic subjects of English/Language Arts,
Mathematics, Science, and Social Studies. These skills and
knowledge provide students with the foundation to succeed in
college and the workplace, and to be informed, engaged citizens.
After an “environmental scan” that listed recent accomplishments of and challenges
facing the four branches of the Department of Education, the strategic plan concluded with five
broad goals, each including long-term targets and performance measures. The first goal sent a
clear message that the Department of Education planned to raise the level of student achievement
in Delaware and that it needed to enlist the help of local schools and districts in order to do so.
Goal 1: In cooperation with districts and schools, continuously
and significantly increase the percentage of students meeting
Delaware standards, thereby improving student readiness for postsecondary education and work.
The remaining four goals involved the capacity-building that would be needed to achieve
the first goal.
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Goal 2: Design, develop and implement information systems to
enhance the daily operations of the Department of Education,
school districts, and schools.
Goal 3: Pursue removal of financial and structural barriers and
reform.
Goal 4: Implement and sustain ancillary and supplemental
services to students, districts, schools, educational organizations,
human service agencies, and the Department of Education, to
ensure optimal student learning and growth.
Goal 5: Improve district, school, and agency satisfaction regarding
the quality of Department of Education leadership, service, and
communication.
Valerie Woodruff had led the development of the first strategic plan for her predecessor,
and she understood that it represented the keys to achieving the state’s education mission. She
also knew that her role involved more than managing the mission. Alan Blankstein, in Failure Is
Not An Option, notes that “the mission statement reminds us of why we exist,” but “a vision
paints a picture of what we can become” (p.77).

As Delaware’s Secretary of Education,

Woodruff was expected to point educators toward the future. Just what the future might look
like eventually was articulated in a report entitled Vision 2015. Of all her accomplishments,
Woodruff was perhaps most proud of this report (see Exhibit III).
The work of a 28-person Steering Committee representing educators, legislators, business
and community leaders, and Department of Education officials, Vision 2015 addressed “the most
urgent issue of our time: securing a high-quality education for every child in the state by 2015.”
The six core recommendations in the report derived from a single, focusing question -- How can
we tailor learning so that each student succeeds? The recommendations included the following
imperatives:
1. We must set our sights high, with challenging expectations for
every child, coupled with high-quality curriculum and additional
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instructional time to give students a good shot at meeting the
higher standards.
2. We must invest in early childhood education, targeting more
resources to high-need children.
3. We must develop and support great teachers in every classroom
who are able to customize instruction to each and every child.
4. We must empower principals to be great school leaders, with
enough knowledge, authority and flexibility to get results.
5. We must encourage instructional innovation and
involvement and require the accountability of all partners.

family

6. Finally, we must have a simple and fair funding system whereby
resources follow individual students and are allocated based on
their needs.
Woodruff understood that achieving the goals of Vision 2015 would be a stretch, but she
also knew Delaware had a lot going for it. First and foremost, Delaware was a small state with
only 19 school districts. Because all 19 districts were within a relatively short distance of the
capital at Dover, Woodruff was able to meet monthly with the district superintendents. Frequent
meetings greatly reduced the likelihood of communication and coordination problems.
Another plus for Delaware was a high level of receptivity for innovation and forward
thinking.

The state had been ahead of the curve in the move toward greater educational

accountability. By the mid-nineties, Delaware had adopted uniform curriculum standards and
begun developing state tests aligned to the standards.
A third strength was the willingness of Delaware educators to confront performance
problems. As early as 1990, state officials recognized the achievement gap between white and
minority students and committed to addressing it. Subsequently an Achievement Gap Action
Group, a committee of the State Board of Education, was formed and included participation from
the Department of Education, local district superintendents and curriculum leaders, higher
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education, and community groups. The superintendents made narrowing the achievement gap a
priority for their districts and schools.

Vision 2015, which appeared in October of 2006,

represented a re-commitment to narrowing the achievement gap as well as an admission that not
enough progress had been made during the previous 15 years (see Exhibit IV).
Closing the achievement gap clearly was job one for Delaware educators, but other issues
also required attention. When Woodruff convened a group of her advisors along with several
superintendents in June of 2006, an array of pressing concerns were identified. They included
the following:
-

The quality of middle and high school education needs to be
improved.

-

A strategic plan had been adopted, but it had to be kept moving
forward, even when Valerie Woodruff’s term in office was over.

-

A high percentage of Delaware students attended public charter as
well as private and parochial schools. Public schools in Delaware
therefore needed to become more competitive.

-

In recent years, programs for at-risk students had proliferated,
leading to coordination problems and “program fatigue.” Not all
programs were effective.

-

A need existed for better alignment between state and local efforts
to help at-risk students.

-

Tensions existed between the state and school districts regarding
the best way to balance local control and the state’s commitment to
an effective statewide process of improving public education.

As Valerie Woodruff reflected on the concerns expressed at the meeting, she recognized
that no substantial headway could be made on any of the issues without a high level of
cooperation between the state and local school systems. Just because she met regularly with the
superintendents, there was no guarantee that they would see eye-to-eye with her dreams for
public education in Delaware.
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The View from Dan Curry’s Office
Dan Curry was a newcomer to Delaware, having come from a superintendency in West
Virginia to serve as superintendent of Lake Forest School District. Located in the agricultural
heartland of Delaware, Lake Forest enrolled approximately 3,700 students. When asked about
the issues that most concerned him, Curry were unambiguous. First, the achievement gap
between white and minority students had to be narrowed. With the advent of the No Child Left
Behind Act, student performance data was disaggregated by various student categories and
reported to the public. No longer was it possible for a district like Lake Forest to offset low
performance on the part of one group, poor students for example, by relatively high test scores
from another group. Schools and school districts that failed to serve the academic needs of one
or more designated student groups ran the risk of state sanctions.
Curry’s second concern involved the recruitment and retention of teachers.

He

acknowledged that attracting teachers to a rural area and keeping them there were major
challenges. One provision of the No Child Left Behind Act, however, required school districts to
staff schools only with “highly qualified” teachers.

Failure to do so also could result in

sanctions. Curry worried that Lake Forest could not compete for teachers with higher-paying
school systems elsewhere, but he also realized that the achievement gap was unlikely to be
narrowed without a full complement of talented teachers.
Developing measurable objectives for Lake Forest’s district goals was Curry’s third
major concern. Accountability was the name of the game in Delaware, as it was across the
United States since the advent of the No Child Left Behind Act. Curry had worked with his
School Board to develop a strategic plan with goals related to student academic achievement,
staff development, managing enrollment growth (which averaged about 5 percent annually), and
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improving the middle and high schools, but the plan needed benchmarks and measurable goals in
order to be useful as a guide to improvement efforts and progress monitoring.
Curry was well aware that many hurdles had to be cleared on the road to a better school
system. Once a homogeneous farming community, Lake Forest had become home to a growing
number of newcomers whose aspirations and expectations for the school system did not
necessarily match those of longtime residents. The rate of student mobility into and out of the
district was climbing, presenting an additional challenge to teachers. Capital improvements were
needed for several Lake Forest schools, but it was uncertain whether voters would support a
referendum to fund the projects.
Dan Curry supported Valerie Woodruff’s efforts as Secretary of Education and he
recognized the value of a statewide strategic plan and powerful vision statement like Vision
2015, but he also knew that he could not ignore pressing local matters. A superintendent who
spent too much time gazing at the horizon was apt to miss the potholes just in front of him.

A Plan Is Just the First Step
Before becoming Secretary of Education, Valerie Woodruff had been a school
administrator. She realized that principals and superintendents live in a world of distractions.
The clearest set of long-range goals and the most inspiring vision statement could be easily
displaced by urgent local concerns. And there always were urgent local concerns.
Woodruff thought about Lillian Lowery, the new superintendent of the Christina School
District, Delaware’s largest, with 19,000 students. The district had been under court order
regarding racial segregation. Although the court order had been lifted for all New Castle County
school districts, including Christina, a subsequent law requiring neighborhood school plans had
been passed by the Delaware General Assembly. The fact that Christina had not had a plan
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approved by the State Board of Education created discontent among many district residents.
Many of Christina’s students had opted to attend charter and non-public schools. Lowery’s
predecessor had resigned suddenly, taking with him several key personnel and leaving behind a
questionable 13 million dollar deficit. As committed as Lowery might have been to Woodruff’s
hopes for public education in Delaware, she faced an assortment of immediate concerns, ranging
from resolving the district’s financial crisis to re-gaining the public’s trust. The state was
insisting that districts provide “neighborhood schools,” but if Christina complied with this
initiative, it ran the risk of increasing de facto segregation by race. Lowery’s predecessor had
launched a variety of reforms and new programs, but they lacked alignment and coherence.
Lowery also knew that some of the reforms had not proven to be effective and needed to be
overhauled or eliminated. Relations with the local teachers union were far from ideal, and the
district was entering a period when the contract had to be re-negotiated.
Christina, of course, was not typical of Delaware school districts, but Woodruff
recognized that every one of the state’s 19 districts faced its own local challenges. Meeting
monthly with the superintendents, she knew of the issues with which Dan Curry was grappling.
She understood that Susan Bunting in Indian River confronted a shortage of mathematics,
science, and special education teachers. Additionally, Bunting worried about the high school
dropout rate, low teacher and administrator salaries, and the need for better communications with
the growing Hispanic community.

Woodruff also had listened to Steven Godowsky,

superintendent of the New Castle County Vocational Technical School District, express his
concerns about program quality differences across his vocational-technical high schools, low
expectations on the part of some staff members, and relations between academic instructors and
vocational-technical instructors.
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Valerie Woodruff’s dream was that Vision 2015 and the Department of Education’s
strategic plan would provide the impetus necessary to assist all 19 school districts with their
particular concerns while moving them forward in a common direction. As she reflected on the
ambitious agenda that had been set for Delaware schools during her watch, she pondered what it
would take to actually get 19 unique school districts pulling together.

