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Particularly in education, the word failure carries stigma — no 
one wants to be seen as failing. But continuous improvement 
encourages students, teachers and administrators to 
fail forward.

Mendy Mossbrook

As a student practices, a teacher makes notes about 
where he is experiencing success and challenges before 
they refer back to his data notebook to check progress.

“After an instructional strategy has been planned 
and implemented, we study the results fairly 
quickly. Then the action is either abandoned, 
adopted or adjusted — and the process repeats,” 
said Mossbrook.

Whereas many school year plans begin at the 
start of the school year and are evaluated at the 
end of the year, PDSA cycles are shorter — much 
shorter. In fact, PDSA cycles are completed every 
five to 10 days to allow for constant attention to 
what is working well for students and what should 
be reconsidered. The result is supported teach-
ers, empowered students and better outcomes.

“Even if we find that a new strategy works, the 
process doesn’t end there. We have to monitor 
long-term improvement so that we are seeing 
progress across the board,” said Mossbrook.

“It’s about getting people comfortable with fail-
ing, but in a way that does no harm. Failing small 
reduces risk,” said Mossbrook. “You don’t want 
to implement something new and find out in six 
months that it’s not working. You want to find 
out in a week. With continuous improvement, 
we implement and measure right away to see 
the results.”

Director of the Continuous Improvement Institute and the John T. Wardlaw Institute

.
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the Four Schools Project

Following the approval of an accelerator grant from StriveTogether, SAM worked closely with Broad-
nax to create a plan to implement continuous improvement in select schools. A pilot program called 
the Four Schools Project began in the 2018 - 2019 school year and focused on schools with students 
experiencing poverty and disparate outcomes.

the Four Schools

Mary H. Wright
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Cleveland

Jesse Bobo

Lone Oak

The Four Schools Project focused originally on 
Lone Oak, Jesse Bobo, Mary H. Wright and The 
Cleveland Academy of Leadership, all elemen-
tary schools. Staying true to the overall contin-
uous improvement approach, the idea was to 
start small, stay focused and strive toward scal-
ability. The four chosen schools were representa-
tive of schools in Spartanburg with the majority of 
students experiencing poverty and schools that 
had trouble maintaining growth and achievement.

“In Spartanburg, high-achievement schools tend 
to have low poverty and high performance year 
after year, but that type of success is not what 
continuous improvement is about,” said Stock-

well. “The Four Schools Project was an opportu-
nity to change the narrative about our struggling 
schools — supporting them to become the best 
at getting better.”

One of the four schools, The Cleveland Academy 
of Leadership, has served the north side of the 
city since the late 1800s. One of the premiere 
elementary schools in its early days, external 
forces in the mid-20th century changed the 
school’s demographic.

“In the 60s, things began to change in Spartan-
burg in terms of housing, school attendance lines 
and a significant population shift to suburban 
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Students explain the I-CANS posted for each subject.

areas,” said Marquice Clark, Cleveland Acade-
my’s current principal. “Cleveland mirrored the 
changes in Spartanburg.”

Today, Cleveland maintains a poverty index of 
95% and a transiency index of 73%. Only 27% 
of the school’s fifth graders have been enrolled 
at Cleveland since kindergarten, and 84% of 
students identify as African American while 10% 
are Hispanic and the remaining 6% identify as 
white or biracial.

Clark served as assistant principal when the Four 
Schools Project began. “In the early stages, we 
were frustrated. None of the schools could main-
tain any growth or achievement. Even if schools 
were able to grow or see a spike in achievement, 
the next year, it was back to how it was before,” 
said Clark.

Cleveland last had a passing report card in 1999. 
Since then, the school has had eight principals, 
each of whom tried to improve achievement by 

focusing on one area. For example, one princi-
pal thought the key would be a better building 
and environment, while another thought the 
answer could be found in strengthening curricu-
lum. Each principal saw gains, but improvements 
were rarely sustainable. Clark learned from his 
mentors that these facets were important, but 
that it was critical that they all be considered 
simultaneously in a holistic approach. And with 
continuous improvement, both the responsibility 
and the success are shared.

“Yes, we need to get curriculum and instruction 
down, get the parents on board and foster the 
best school environment that we can. But what 
we’ve learned is, we are really dealing with an 
issue where there’s no one answer — no silver 
bullet,” said Clark. “What that also means is that 
no one entity is at fault. Everyone has their share 
of the responsibility. The pilot project gave us all 
an opportunity to come to the table and play a 
role in getting better.
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Students track their own 
progress through “I CANS” 
statements, reflect on 
instructional strategies and 
identify which strategies are 
most successful in helping 
them learn.

the approach
SAM began by partnering with the four schools, 
engaging teachers and providing coaching to 
help them use continuous improvement in the 
classroom. Three continuous improvement 
coaches were dedicated to the four schools, with 
two schools having their own coach and the other 
two sharing a coach. 

Teachers were trained in delivering a full PDSA cycle 
of instruction. This process included planning with 
small goals in mind, using evidence-based methods 
for delivery and evaluating success every five to 
10 days.  

“A lot of teachers approach instruction as a 
checklist, but continuous improvement is a 

student-centered method that ensures the lessons 
are learned,” said Broadnax.

Continuous improvement significantly changes 
instructional strategies, and it gives power to 
students to take more ownership of their learning. 
Students track their own progress through “I CANS” 
statements, reflect on instructional strategies and 
identify which strategies are most successful in 
helping them learn. Goals are revised and inten-
sified every week, meeting each student where 
they are and encouraging them to reach or exceed 
grade-level expectations.
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This group of teachers is passionate 
about the students they serve, and 
they embraced the strategies and 
concept of failing forward.

Mendy Mossbrook

the response
Getting teachers on board with continuous 
improvement proved relatively effortless. Contin-
uous improvement coach Emily Dean believes 
Spartanburg’s teachers, long dedicated to find-
ing solutions for their students, were particu-
larly enthusiastic about the approach because it 
provided unprecedented support to both educa-
tors and students.

“Teachers have been thrown a lot of different 
instructional strategies over the years, but there 
has never been such a ripe opportunity to use 
data within their classroom. We’ve been missing 
that link between data and having it change the 
way we teach,” said Dean, whose education back-
ground includes classroom teaching. “The best 
educators reflect, but as a classroom teacher, you 
don’t always have time to do that. This process 
takes those things we know are best practice and 
links it to what we are doing in the classroom.”

Mossbrook agrees, citing the success of starting 
with the “coalition of the willing.” She found that 
teachers were passionate about serving their 

students but had no system to organize their 
efforts and gauge what was working — or not. 
Continuous improvement gives teachers, as well as 
students, a voice and choice over the learning envi-
ronment in the classroom. The process offered the 
opportunity for ongoing learning, reflecting and 
adjusting as a community of learners. 

“What we found in the target schools was that 
they’ve tried a lot of things. They’ve implemented 
a lot of things. Most things didn’t work, maybe 
because the administrators didn’t stick with it 
long enough, maybe the initiatives were not 
implemented with fidelity or maybe they only 
addressed one aspect of the problem,” she said. 
“But this group of teachers is passionate about 
the students they serve, and they embraced the 
strategies and concept of failing forward. That’s 
why we had a good response. It also had a lot to 
do with the support of the principals, coaches and 
administrators in the schools. They didn’t just ask 
the teachers to do it, everyone was responsible 
— and they had the continuous improvement 
coaches to lean on.”
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Continuous improvement, though in its early 
stages in Spartanburg County, has resulted in 
measurable progress for teachers and students.

Following the Four Schools Project, third-grade 
reading proficiency increased more than 60% in 
2019, significantly higher than earlier gains. In 
addition to an increase in academic achievement, 
a clear culture shift has led to improvement in 
other outcomes.

“At Cleveland, we are at a place where continuous 
improvement is systemic and embedded in every-
thing we do,” said Marquice Clark. “We use contin-
uous improvement science to improve the quality 
of instruction, attendance rates and discipline.”

Cleveland historically has an attendance rate of 92 
to 93%; after working with SAM to launch a PDSA 
cycle to improve student attendance, Cleveland 
saw an increase to over 94% in just one year. In 
terms of discipline, Cleveland generally makes 600 
to 700 referrals per year. Continuous improve-
ment practices have dropped that total to fewer 
than 450 referrals. 

a shift in culture

Since implementing continuous improvement approaches, we’ve let teachers 
take the lead on data discussions. They are confident analyzing their own data, 
sharing it with their colleagues and taking charge of their path to success. When 
we see high improvement in one or more classrooms, teachers are invited to 
dig into that and discuss what’s working. Continuous improvement requires 
sharing experiences  —  and learning from them.

Mendy Mossbrook

StriveTogether provides teachers and school adminis-
trators with tools to solve complex problems together.

Director of the Continuous Improvement Institute and the John T. Wardlaw Institute
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Continuous improvement, though in its early stages in Spartanburg 
County, has resulted in measurable progress for teachers and students.

third-grade reading proficiency 
across the four schools
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The Spartanburg continuous 
improvement project began in 2018

third-grade reading proficiency — 
Spartanburg County vs. Four Schools
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By sharing student-level data, teachers celebrate progress with each student. 

Spartanburg’s schools have also seen a shift 
in culture among teachers. With the support 
of continuous improvement, teachers have 
embraced the use of data to understand prog-
ress and places for improvement. Now, compar-
ison between classrooms is seen as constructive, 
not competitive.

“Our teachers are no longer seeing data as a 
‘gotcha’ or a threat,” said Emily Dean. “For a long 
time in education, data and scores made teach-
ers feel defensive. Now, because we use data so 
frequently in our approach, teachers see it for 
what it really is — a tool to aid in instruction.”

Michelle Kimbrell agrees. As principal at Boiling 
Springs Elementary School in District 2, she has 
worked hard to build a school culture that helps 
teachers feel supported. This way, when teachers 
and coaches discuss data and differences in class-
room performance, the goal is collaboration — not 
competition. The result is empowered educators.

“Since implementing continuous improvement 
approaches, we’ve let teachers take the lead on 

data discussions. They are confident analyzing 
their own data, sharing it with their colleagues 
and taking charge of their path to success,” said 
Kimbrell. “When we see high improvement in one 
or more classrooms, teachers are invited to dig 
into that and discuss what’s working. Continuous 
improvement requires sharing experiences — 
and learning from them.” 

Students also have powerful ownership over their 
own learning. Continuous improvement acknowl-
edges that not every student learns the same 
way and provides teachers the tools they need 
to reach all students in the way that works best 
for them.

“First and second graders are able to talk about 
instructional strategies and specifically tell us 
what strategies helped them learn and change 
to grow,” said Dean. “The students have input 
into what instructional strategies their teachers 
are using. The things teachers were doing weren’t 
always working. Our students helped change 
that. And we began to see the difference.”
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what to know before you begin

set expectations
Continuous improvement, by design, results in incremental change. It is deliberate, 
intentional and rarely follows a straight line.

“It’s not fast. But neither do you find yourself going back and grinding it out all over 
again,” said Stockwell. “There is sustained improvement and the teachers buy into this 
methodology as genuine. Even though progress is slow, it’s progress — and it’s measur-
able progress.”

resist a fear of failure
Particularly in an academic setting, the idea of failure seems threatening. However, 
in continuous improvement implementation, it is an expected and welcome part of 
the process. Failure to meet goals is an opportunity to make changes to the approach.

“We have a saying that ‘fail’ stands for ‘first attempts in learning,’” said Kimbrell. “That’s 
how the teachers see it, and that’s how we articulate it to the kids, too. We don’t look at 
failure as a failure to succeed. It’s an opportunity to try something else.”

Fellow principal Marquice Clark has repositioned the way he and his teachers under-
stand failure, as well.

“There is no way to fail in continuous improvement. The more you fail, the more robust 
the process is,” said Clark. “With frequent assessments, we are encouraged to fail 
forward, fail fast and fail often so that we can adjust accordingly.”

In a short period of time, the principals, teachers and coaches of Spartanburg 
County have learned that continuous improvement is a unique process that requires 
patience and a shift in mindset. Educators interested in employing the continuous 
improvement model must keep the following goals in mind before the work begins.

1

2
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build a supportive team
Continuous improvement requires collaboration — and everyone has a role to play. 
By including students, coaches, teachers and administrators, a district can build a 
supportive ecosystem focused on continuous improvement measures.

“As a principal, I’ve learned that you cannot delegate continuous improvement. It’s not 
something you can let someone else do for you — it’s a way of thinking, believing and 
discovering,” said Clark. “And it has to be something that the leadership believes in.”

commit to the process
Continuous improvement requires commitment. Teachers must be committed to PDSA 
cycles — seeing them through and following up on the results. Data collection is slow 
and methodical, and week after week, teachers devote precious time to reviewing the 
data with their coach and colleagues.

“Educators need to subscribe to transformation,” said Broadnax. “And that means true 
commitment to the process.”

understand the power of reflection
Another feature that makes continuous improvement so successful is its focus on 
reflection for both students and teachers.  

“We knew instructional strategies were not necessarily the problem. They were research-
based, but teachers didn’t have the opportunity to reflect often — and students didn’t 
have the chance to reflect,” said Dean.

Setting aside time to reflect is crucial for identifying issues in instructional strategies. 
Only then can a solution be found. And, with the speed of continuous improvement, 
solutions can be implemented and evaluated swiftly.

“After one particular meeting of working through a specific issue the teachers were 
facing, we created a new model,” said Dean. “The beauty of continuous improvement’s 
flexibility was our ability to implement the new model quickly. We shared it in the morn-
ing and implemented it in the afternoon.”

3

4

5
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looking toward an uncertain future

Today, the schools from the Four Schools Project 
are considered “continuous improvement 
schools” with embedded support from 
coaches. And the good news and clear results 
have spread throughout Spartanburg County 
Schools. Teachers from all districts are receiving 
training — and, in some cases, have brought the 
approach to their own schools. As continuous 
improvement is applicable to any segment of the 
student population, two schools are using the 
methodology with students in special education.

In the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic, it’s difficult 
to tell what’s in store for Spartanburg County’s 
continuous improvement efforts. An expected 
expansion into middle schools has been put on 
hold as students, teachers and administrators 
face the effects of an unprecedented shutdown 
and the realities of virtual education. But for 
Broadnax, this situation demonstrates the power 
and scalability of continuous improvement.

“Continuous improvement is a journey taken one 
step at a time,” said Broadnax. “It’s not a long-
term plan — and that’s exactly why a situation 
like COVID-19 doesn’t throw us off our game. 
Imagine if we had stayed with our long-term plan 
from the beginning of the year, with no chance to 
evaluate it now. Continuous improvement allows 
us to write our own journey, and we can pivot and 
return when we are ready.”  

In the meantime, the flexibility of improvement 
science has allowed SAM to shift its strategy and 
provide ongoing support. SAM and the Wardlaw 
Institute have shifted from in-person training to 
virtual training and implemented virtual Huddle 
Meetings for coaches and administrators.

“Over time, SAM and the schools that we help 
support will pick up on our original strategies 
and the journey will continue,” said Broadnax. 
“Together, we are always evolving and meeting the 
current needs of the community and the times.” 
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