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JESUS AND THE STATE OF IOWA ACCREDITATION VISIT


Are you thinking, “How are those two things going to fit together?”  I know that it may seem like a stretch, but believe me – you will see the connection.  During October three of our Diocese of Des Moines Catholic schools have had their State of Iowa Department of Education site visits.  These visits take place every 5 years for our schools and because we are a non-public school we can choose whether or not we want to complete the process necessary to become State of Iowa accredited.  We choose this path because we believe the process is worthwhile and that what is expected by the state as a part of this process is good practice.  

WHAT DOES THE PROCESS LOOK LIKE?


The site visit takes a great deal of preparation and planning on the part of the administrator.  Documents are required to show evidence of the school’s work to align with the requirements in Iowa Administrative Code, Chapter 12.  These requirements fall in the areas of teacher/administrator licensure, curriculum specifications, required board policies, calendar, and professional development.  The administrator will present documentation that gives evidence the school is meeting each of the required areas.  


During the visit, a team of 3-5 people will come to the school.  This team of people (from the Department of Education, AEA, other schools, and the diocesan schools’ office) will look at the documentation and will conduct interviews with focus groups.  On each visit the principal, teachers, students, parents, board members, and school improvement team are interviewed.  The questions focus on the school’s goals, student progress, communication, and culture and climate of the school.  


The team members take all of the information gained from the interviews and documentation and put it together into a report.  This report comes to the school from the Department of Education and highlights the strengths found at each school.  The report will also contain recommendations or ideas for continuous improvement.
THE KEY – THE CONNECTION

This process gives the school a chance to take a look at itself prior to the visit as a part of the preparation and then to reflect again once the report comes back to the school.  As the small groups prepare for the interviews, each person is asked to consider what makes their school great and what their hopes and dreams are for the school.  Each administrator and teacher is asked to consider the school’s vision and the instruction that takes place each day at the school and how it positively impacts learning for each and every student.

There are some commonalities for our schools on each visit that are worth noting.  Our academics and curriculum are highly respected.  Our student achievement data stands out as many of our schools consistently score well above the state average.  Our teachers and principals are knowledgeable about learning and show passion for their work.  However, what always stands out above all else is the learning environment in our schools.  Consider this story:

During the Christ the King site visit two preschool boys were passing in the hallway.  One boy said to his friend, “That is Jesus,” (pointing to the statue in the library).  The other boy said, “What’s he doing?”  

“He’s watching us – he watches us all the time.”  

“He does?”

“Yeah,” the first boy said.  “He loves us so much he is here, and here, and here with us. He’s watching us because he is God.”

I sat and smiled because, even though it might seem so, it was not prompted.  But that is the key.  That is what stands out in our learning environment.  On each of the visits, a team member (usually unfamiliar with Catholic schools) comments about how everyone from the administration to students is all about the same goal.  They call it family atmosphere, caring, and nurturing.  We call it faith. On a daily basis our teachers are embedding the Catholic faith and morals into each subject.  Our schools exist not only to teach children to read and write, add and subtract but to teach them that God loves them so much he “watches them all the time.”  

Our schools do very well on the site visits. There are no issues of non-compliance and the reports will come back with overall positive statements about our schools.  The most important outcome is that our faith stands out as what anchors us and holds us together as we strive to provide quality educational experiences for our students.  
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