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B.  CONDUCTING THE COMPREHENSIVE NEEDS ASSESSMENT1 

 
A school wishing to operate a schoolwide program must undertake a specified yearlong 
planning process (unless the school district determines that less time is needed).  A 
school that already operates a schoolwide program also can use this planning process to 
update or revise existing plans.  An updated needs assessment, in particular, could help 
school staff identify where needs have changed in a school that has been operating a 
schoolwide program for a long period of time.           
 
The planning process begins with the required comprehensive needs assessment. [Section 
1114(b)(2)(B) of Title I of ESEA].  The needs assessment is critical to developing a schoolwide 
program, as it reveals the priority areas on which the program will focus.  The needs 
assessment guides the development of the comprehensive schoolwide plan and suggests 
benchmarks for its evaluation, and, as such, is closely linked to all aspects of schoolwide 
program implementation.  The needs assessment is based on academic information about 
all students in the school, including economically disadvantaged students; students from 
major racial and ethnic groups; students with disabilities; limited English proficient 
students, and migrant students. 
 
This section describes recommended steps staff should take in conducting the required 
needs assessment:  (1) establishing a schoolwide planning team; (2) clarifying the vision 
for reform; (3) creating the school profile; (4) identifying data sources; and (5) analyzing 
data. 
 
 
 
Planning as an Organizational Strategy 

 
Before the school staff begins step one, it is important that they develop a common 
understanding of the role of systemic planning in school reform.  Typically, planning is 
identified as a short-term process that ends once a plan is written.  In this document, 
planning is seen as an ongoing process in which school staff:  identify needs, identify 
interventions to address the needs, assess the effectiveness of those interventions, and 
make revisions as needed.  Planning is an organizational strategy that guides program 
development, implementation, and evaluation.   
  
Systemic planning provides structure for improvement and a logical way for school staff 
to think about the changes that need to be made in the school initially and throughout the 
life of the schoolwide program.  Planning encompasses many activities, such as the 
development of a shared vision, the identification of reform priorities, and the creation of 
goals.  It directs the initial needs assessment and its periodic updates and helps the school 

                                                 
1Section 1114(b) requires eligible schools that want to operate a schoolwide program to conduct a needs assessment 
to develop their schoolwide plan.  Paperwork requirements that may be associated with this provision were approved 
by the Office of Management and Budget under Control # 1810-0581.   
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to revisit its initial goals and activities in light of evaluation findings.  Systemic planning 
is essential to both initial school reform and to the school’s continuous improvement. 
 
The five-step process outlined below helps schools organize and complete the 
comprehensive needs assessment; it includes the guiding principles suggested in 
Implementing Schoolwide Programs: An Idea Book on Planning, Volume 12, published 
by the U. S. Department of Education.  
 
Step 1:  Establishing a Schoolwide Planning Team3 

 
A formal schoolwide planning team should be in place to lead the process of developing 
the schoolwide program.  Primarily, this team should organize and oversee the needs 
assessment process; lead the staff in developing the schoolwide plan; and conduct or 
oversee the program’s annual evaluation.  Typically, the principal or another instructional 
leader establishes this core planning team, which might consist of:  school and district 
administrators; teachers representing different grades and content areas; other 
professional staff in the school such as guidance counselors and curriculum specialists; 
parents and other community members; and students (in a secondary school).  In addition 
to possessing diverse skills and experience, the team should be knowledgeable about 
Title I programs and their regulatory requirements.   
 
The answers to the following questions provide useful information for determining how 
to establish the planning team.    
 

 Is there an existing team or committee that can serve as the schoolwide 
planning team?  Use of an existing group will avoid duplication of effort and 
capitalize on the collective experience and expertise in the school as long as 
all the appropriate participants are represented. 

 
 If a new team is established, how will members be selected and recruited?  

The representative participation of school staff should be encouraged in order 
to ensure active participation in the planning process and implementation of 
the schoolwide program.  Parents and members of the business community 
should also be actively recruited.  

 
Once the planning team is created, it will face a number of organizational tasks, such as 
identifying member roles and responsibilities, identifying and involving key stakeholders, 
recruiting additional members when necessary, organizing the team’s work, and 
preparing the school for change.  Below are some issues the core planning team will want 
to consider: 

                                                 
2 United States Department of Education. Implementing Schoolwide Programs:  An Idea Book on Planning, Volume 
1.  Washington, DC, 1998.     
3 Section 1114(b)(2)(B) of Title I requires that the plan be developed with the involvement of parents and other 
members of the community to be served and individuals who will carry out the plan, including teachers, principals 
and administrators, and, if appropriate, pupil services personnel, technical assistance providers, school staff, and if 
the plan relates to a secondary school, students from such schools.   
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 How will the schoolwide planning team organize its work and how will 

members establish effective working relationships with each other and 
with constituent groups?  Professional development and training is a 
valuable tool to help the planning team establish common ground and adopt 
successful practices and procedures for working together and with the staff.  
Consultants can work effectively with the core planning team to establish 
skills in leadership, consensus building, meeting management, and project 
organization. 

 
 How will members of the schoolwide planning team communicate with 

the groups they represent and with community members who have a 
stake in the success of the schoolwide program?  The schoolwide planning 
team should seek input and participation from the groups it represents as well 
as other community members.  Once the plan is drafted, all stakeholders 
should be provided with an opportunity to review it and provide comments.  
The team should take care to identify who is responsible for what in the plan 
and that those identified understand and agree to those responsibilities.  
Stakeholders should also participate in the program’s annual review and 
revision.  

 
 How much autonomy will the planning team have in decision making?  

The planning group should have the autonomy to carry out the functions 
necessary to complete the schoolwide program design process. However, the 
group should balance this autonomy with a commitment to stakeholder 
participation in major program development and implementation decisions.  
Shared leadership is an essential component of successful schoolwide 
programs.  

 
Step 2:  Clarifying the Vision for Reform  

 
Before the needs assessment begins, the school staff should discuss what their reformed 
school will look like in terms of student success, and how that vision differs from what 
currently exists.  This discussion will lead to the identification of strengths and challenges 
the school should address to achieve meaningful change, improve student achievement, 
and attain that vision.  
 
A collective vision is the engine that drives school reform.  A collective vision that 
reflects the intents and purposes of schoolwide programs will capture the school’s 
response to some or all of these important questions: 
 

 What is our purpose here? 
 What are our expectations for students? 
 What are the responsibilities of the adults who work here? 
 How important are collaborations and partnerships? 
 How are we committed to continuous improvement? 
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Gathering a wide array of thoughts and opinions together into a single, organizational 
vision requires persistence, energy, outreach, and non-judgmental listening.  This process 
is especially important when the group is contemplating the reengineering of every part 
of the school, from standard operating procedures to expectations for students.  The effort 
is worth the investment, however, since a shared vision is an essential component of a 
school’s culture, and that culture is what should be addressed for the school to truly 
reform.        
 
Step 3:  Creating the School Profile 

 
As a school prepares to become a schoolwide program, it needs to understand its current 
status, a snapshot that will help illustrate the gap between where the school is now and 
where it wants to be when its vision is realized.  
 
A school profile provides that picture; it is a data-driven description of the school’s 
student, staff, and community demographics, programs, and mission.  The school profile 
serves as a starting point for discussion by the planning team, and useful information for 
each of the focus areas of the needs assessment that follows.  It suggests critical areas that 
might be addressed in the schoolwide plan.  
 
To create the profile, the schoolwide planning team should first decide which focus areas 
are most essential to reform the school.  Although additional factors may be added to the 
profile, those listed on the following pages significantly impact student achievement, and, 
at a minimum, the schoolwide planning team should assess the school’s current status 
with respect to each of them.  Some questions that will help the team know what 
information to collect are listed after each factor. 
 
Student Needs 

 
 How well are students achieving on State assessments, in general, in identified 

subgroups and individually? 
 Are there measurable goals for achievement that are known by parents, 

teachers, and students? 
 How does the school identify individual student needs? 
 What are the student mobility rates?  Dropout rates?  Attendance rates? 
 What, if any, significant disciplinary problems exist in the school? 
 What intervention process is in place to ensure that students’ educational 

needs are met in a timely manner? 
 Does the school have indicators of student success that are not academic?  If 

so, what are they, and how are they assessed?   
 Did the school make AYP last year?  In prior years?  If not, why? 

 
Curriculum and Instruction 
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 How do staff members express high expectations for student achievement? Is 
the curriculum aligned with the State’s challenging academic content 
standards?  How are high expectations set in subjects for which the State has 
not established standards?  Have teachers participated in a curriculum 
alignment process? 

 What instructional materials are used in the school?  Are they up-to-date, and 
do they reflect the State's academic content standards? 

 Is there scientifically-based research that supports the curriculum and the 
instructional program being used in the school? 

 What assessment instruments, including diagnostic assessments, are routinely 
used to measure student achievement?  What role do teachers play in deciding 
what assessments will be used to measure student achievement? 

 How are assessment results used?  
 Is instructional technology available to all students?  Do teachers integrate 

technology into teaching? 
 Does the school evaluate curriculum and instruction to determine whether 

they address the needs of all students?  
 

Professional Development 
 

 Are all teachers and instructional paraprofessionals highly qualified? 
 Is there a process to determine the professional development needs of 

teachers?   
 What kinds of professional development are offered to teachers?  To 

paraprofessionals?  To other staff? 
 Is professional development voluntary or mandatory?  To what degree does 

staff participate?  
 Is professional development related to classroom instruction? 
 How frequently is professional development offered?  What follow-up 

activities take place?  Is the professional development ongoing and 
incorporated into the day-to-day routine of the staff? 

 Do teachers have the opportunity to collaborate as team members and/or 
mentors during these sessions? 

 Who provides professional development (e.g., school district, SEA, regional 
laboratory, etc.)?  Are external resources (e.g., expert practitioners, regional 
laboratories, representatives of higher education institutions, SEA staff, etc.) 
used to provide staff development for the school?  How often does this occur? 

 Does the daily teacher schedule allow for common planning time across grade 
levels and content areas? 

 How is professional development evaluated and mid-course corrections made 
if needed? 

 
Family and Community Involvement 
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 Do teachers routinely communicate with parents (formally and informally) 
about the academic progress of their children? 

 How are parents and the community involved in activities that support student 
learning? 

 How does the school involve parents and the community in school governance 
decisions? 

 Are health and human services available to support students and their 
families?  

 Are translators and written communications available for families who speak 
languages other than English?  

 Does the school or district offer adult education programs? 
 Are staff and students involved in community activities? 
 Does the school partner with local businesses to enhance its educational 

program? 
 How does the community view the school? 
 How is the effectiveness of parent and community involvement strategies 

evaluated and revised, as needed? 
 
School Context and Organization 

 
 Does the school have a vision and a mission statement?  Are they widely 

known and understood?  Is the vision periodically reviewed to determine if it 
meets the needs of the school? 

 Is the entire school staff involved in decisions about school operations?  How? 
 Is the school safe and orderly? 
 What disciplinary policies exist, and how are these policies enforced? 
 What is the school climate?  Are staff and student morale high? 
 How is the school managed? 
 What role(s) does the principal play?  Is he or she viewed primarily as an 

instructional leader?  A business manager? A disciplinarian? 
 How is the school budget determined, and how are priorities set?  
 How are all resources (funds, time, personnel) currently allocated? 
 How are the financial resources prioritized to meet the needs of the school?  
 Does the school currently operate with one written plan?  Was the plan 

developed collaboratively?  Is the plan followed? 
 Overall how much progress has the school made in the last year?  In the last 

two years?  
 
Step 4:  Identifying Data Sources  

 
The team is charged with gathering and organizing data in these five focus areas.  In 
some areas, the team can access existing data.  For example, they will be able to gather 
quantitative data such as student achievement results, enrollment counts, dropout rates, 
and graduation rates from school and district records and reports, and demographic 
statistics from community-based or other organizations.   
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In other areas, however, the planning team may need qualitative data that reveal attitudes 
and perceptions.  To gather this information, the team may either use existing instruments 
or design its own to be used for written surveys or face-to-face or telephone interviews, 
focus groups, or classroom observations. 
 
Obtaining qualitative data requires good organization and adequate time.  The kind of 
information needed and the source of that information will determine the collection 
method to be used.  Safeguards must be taken to ensure that collection methods are 
appropriate for the groups or individuals surveyed.  For example, a lengthy written 
survey is not appropriate for a parent who has reading difficulties or limited English 
proficiency; instead, conducting a focus group might be an appropriate means of eliciting 
useful information. 
 
The following list provides some additional guidelines for obtaining data: 
 

 Explain the purpose of each data collection instrument.  Some planning teams 
write cover letters for surveys explaining how the process works and why 
answers to the questions are important to school improvement efforts.  

 Phrase all questions appropriately, and omit unnecessary questions.  It is not 
productive for the planning team to gather more information than it can 
handle.  Careful proofreading is a must. 

 Assure those surveyed that their individual answers will be kept confidential. 
 Establish a culture that there are no right or wrong answers and that there are 

no consequences. 
 Give survey participants enough time to think about their answers and return 

surveys without being rushed. 
 Ensure that those who are gathering the data are available to answer questions 

about the instrument.  
 
Whichever data collection methods are chosen, the schoolwide planning team will need 
to (1) identify individuals to be surveyed or interviewed; (2) determine how to receive the 
information and follow up with people who do not respond; (3) duplicate and distribute 
data collection forms, as needed; (4) organize the data within the identified focus areas; 
and (5) tabulate the data and display results in ways that are clear and understandable.  
Creating charts, tables, and tally sheets can help the team organize the data and reveal 
trends that will be useful later when schoolwide priorities are established.   
 
Step 5:  Analyzing data  

 
Sound data analysis is an essential step in moving from information gathering to the 
creation of a schoolwide plan that accurately and realistically addresses the key reform 
issues the school faces.  As the planning team analyzes the data it has collected, the gap 
between the school’s established vision for itself and its current operating state will 
become more clear, and the team will begin to recognize issues that have a significant 
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impact on student achievement.  The most important of these will be addressed in the 
schoolwide plan that is developed. 
 
The following questions can serve as helpful prompts as the planning team discusses the 
collected data: 

 
 What are the strengths and the challenges of the current school program? 
 Does the evidence gathered support staff assumptions about strengths and 

needs? 
 Are there information gaps? What more do we need to know?   
 What priorities does the information suggest? 

 
Before distributing reports or findings, the schoolwide planning team should carefully 
review the data it has collected and the conclusions it has drawn.  The team should 
establish a process to ensure that “outside eyes” (e.g., other teachers, district 
administrators) review the data and the team’s interpretation of the findings.  It is 
essential that stakeholders be able to see a clear connection between the information 
gathered and the conclusions that are based on that information. 
 
After thorough analysis, the planning team should summarize the data that have been 
gathered, conclusions that have been drawn, and needs that have emerged in all of the 
focus areas.  This information should be shared with all stakeholders in as many ways as 
possible because it will be used as the basis for the goals and strategies that will be 
developed.  Once this sharing has taken place, the planning team will work with the 
school staff to prioritize the needs and determine how the most important of them will be 
addressed in the schoolwide plan.  That process is addressed in the next section.  

 
Questions and Answers 

 
B-1.  How is the needs assessment related to the comprehensive plan and the 
evaluation? 
 
The needs assessment should identify gaps between the current status of the school and 
its vision of where it wants to be, relative to key indicators or focus areas.  Data obtained 
from the needs assessment provide the foundation for the goals of the comprehensive 
schoolwide plan.  The program’s evaluation measures how successful the school has been 
in addressing identified needs, and meeting the goals of the plan. 
 
B-2.  Must every school spend an entire year planning before implementing a 
schoolwide program? 
 
In general, every school that plans to operate a schoolwide program is required to spend 
an entire year conducting the planning process.  However, an exception to this general 
rule can be made if the school’s LEA determines, after considering the recommendation 
of State-supported technical assistance providers, that the school needs less time to 
develop and implement its schoolwide program. [Section 1114(b)(2)(B)(i)(I) of Title I of ESEA]. 
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B-3.  Should planning be a continuous activity even after the initial planning year? 
 
Yes.  Although the comprehensive needs assessment as described in this section is 
required only during the planning year preceding the implementation of the schoolwide 
program [Section 1114(b)(1)(A) of Title I of ESEA], effective programs incorporate planning 
into a continuous cycle of improvement.  They regularly monitor and adjust their plans 
using updated school profile information, a reassessment of needs, and the results of their 
required annual evaluation.   
 
B-4.  If a school participates in a full planning year, is it required to implement its 
schoolwide program? 
 
No.  Although a school that goes through the yearlong planning process would typically 
implement a schoolwide program, it is conceivable that the school may choose not to do 
so.  The school might decide that it needs additional time or might determine that it can 
better meet the needs of students through implementation of a Title I targeted assistance 
model.  This decision should reflect the thoughtful consideration of the school staff about 
what is best for students and should be made in collaboration with the LEA and other 
stakeholders.   
 
B-5.  Is there a role for non-instructional staff in the planning and implementation 
of schoolwide programs?  
 
Yes.  For the entire educational program of a school to improve, schoolwide program 
reform efforts must be comprehensive.  This means that both instructional and non-
instructional staff should be included in the design and implementation of the plan.  
Typically, participants include teachers, principals and administrators, pupil services 
personnel, guidance counselors, and also cafeteria workers, transportation staff, health 
services providers, technical assistance providers, and students (if the school is a 
secondary school). [Section 1114(b)(2)(B)(ii) of Title I of ESEA]. 

 


