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Core Practice Audit - Aligning School and District Practices to Higher Performing School Systems 

What is the Core Practice Audit? 
The Core Practice Audit is an objective evaluation of your district’s current core practices, those practices most 
connected to teaching and learning, and it provides a blueprint for future school improvement strategies. From 
NCEA/ACT’s study of over 550 schools across the nation, we have developed a model for school improvement—the 
Core Practice Framework—which identifies the practices that distinguish consistently higher performing schools from 
their average-performing peers. Using this Framework as a guide, we provide an analysis of where your school system’s 
practices at all three levels—district, school, and classroom—currently fall in comparison to those practices of higher 
performing districts. The resulting report outlines next-step recommendations and research-based practices for district 
leaders to begin closing these gaps.

Why Should You Do a Core Practice Audit? 
Whether you are a new superintendent or a long-time curriculum and instruction leader, the Core Practice Audit 
provides you with valuable insights on where to focus your limited resources and energy. Our audit helps you identify the 
programs and strategies that are working in your school system and inform you of the ones that are not so your district 
can achieve at a higher level.  The Core Practice Audit can help district leaders  validate their current initiatives or re-align 
their efforts to the bigger picture of getting all students college and career ready.

Preparing Your District for the Implementation of Higher Standards
Whether your state is adopting the Common Core Standards or its own higher standards, your district must be 
systemically prepared. Successfully preparing your students to meet the higher standard of college and career readiness 
requires a clear picture of the end goal:  What practices should be in place at the end of the process at the district, 
school, and classroom levels to ensure that students can successfully meet these higher standards? The foundation of 
our Core Practice Audit, the Core Practice Framework, is based on over a decade of higher performing schools research 
and answers exactly this question. Schools and districts must look at “what works” and replicate the practices of higher 
performing schools and districts—those schools and districts which have had more success in preparing their students 
for college and career than their peers that serve similar student populations.

The Core Practice Framework: Research Basis 
From NCEA/ACT’s research of more than 550 schools in 300 districts across the nation, NCEA/ACT has determined the 
practices that distinguish a higher performing school from its average-performing peers. These best practices are the 
foundation for NCEA’s Core Practice Framework.

The Core Practice Framework features three primary parts: Organizing themes, school system levels, and school system 
practices. The themes within the Framework represent the broad topics that connect the identified practices across 
different school system levels. Together, these themes capture the primary instructional activities undertaken by school 
systems and represent the major content areas in which practices of higher performing school systems differed from 
their average performing counterparts.

StateÊStandards

DistrictÕsÊClear,ÊPrioritizedÊAcademicÊObjectives
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Teach the districtÕs 
written curriculum to 
the specified level 
of mastery

Collaborate in teams 
focused on student 
learning

Use evidence- and 
standards-based 
instructional tools to 
support rigorous 
learning for all students

Analyze student data to 
guide curricular and 
instructional decisions

Motivate students 
through immediate and 
individualized 
responses to learning 
needs

Classroom Core Practices

Set expectations and 
goals for teaching and 
learning based on 
the districtÕs written 
curriculum

Select and develop 
teachers to ensure 
high-quality instruction

Develop a culture of 
academic rigor 
anchored by the 
districtÕs instructional 
tools

Enhance teacher 
performance and 
student learning 
through the use of rich 
data systems

Keep academic 
expectations high by 
creating a responsive 
learning environment

School Core Practices

Provide clear, prioritized 
academic objectives by 
grade and subject that 
all students are 
expected to master

Provide strong 
principals, a talented 
teacher pool, and 
layered professional 
development

Provide evidence- 
and standards-based 
instructional tools that 
support academic rigor 
for all students

Develop student 
assessment and data 
monitoring systems to 
promote student 
learning

Develop a strategic 
menu of responses 
designed to increase 
learning for all students

District Core Practices

ThemeÊ1
Student Learning:
Expectations & Goals

ThemeÊ2
Staff Selection, Leadership,
& Capacity Building

ThemeÊ3
Instructional Tools:
Programs & Strategies

ThemeÊ4
Monitoring: Compilation,
Analysis, & Use of Data

ThemeÊ5
Recognition, Intervention,
& Adjustment

CollegeÊandÊCareerÊReadinessÊforÊAllÊStudents

High-QualityÊInstruction

TheÊCoreÊPracticeÊFramework

Core Practice Audit-District Activities
The core practice audit will focus on the fundamental principles of teaching and learning as determined from the study 
of consistently higher performing school systems represented in the Core Practice Framework. Built upon the study of 
proven systemic school practices, this audit will focus on district-, school-, and classroom-level practices in your district. 
The audit will include four phases of work outlined below. 

A report benchmarking the practices of your district to the Core Practice Framework will be presented to the 
superintendent no later than six weeks after the site visit is conducted. 
NCEA/ACT will conduct a broad review of your district’s teaching and learning practices relative to the Core Practice 
Framework. The Core Practice Audit includes the following phases:

Phase I: Data Collection 
• Review all writing and materials publicly available on the district website. 
• Conduct site visits to various campuses in your district.  During these visits, the NCEA/ACT lead researcher will 

conduct interviews at the district and school levels using the interview protocols that have been developed over 
the past ten years of school investigations. These interviews will include individual and focus group structures 
and will be enhanced by direct observations of teacher collaborative meetings.

Phase II: Data Analysis 
During the data analysis phase, NCEA/ACT staff members will study all documents, synthesize interview notes and 
site visit observations, and integrate all observations into review findings and recommendations. 

Phase III: Report Writing 
NCEA/ACT staff members will prepare a report for your district organized by the themes of the Core Practice 
Framework. A draft report will be provided to district leadership within six weeks of the site visits.

Phase IV: Report Delivery 
The NCEA/ACT staff member leading your district’s Core Practice Audit  will present the report and findings to the 
superintendent. In addition, the NCEA/ACT  staff member will be prepared to present the findings throughout the 
day to any additional audiences that the superintendent would designate.

Results
The final report provides next step recommendations for district-level personnel to align school system practices 
to those of higher performing school systems. The ultimate use and purpose of the report is at the discretion of 
district leadership. Previous Core Practice Audit Reports have been used to help leadership identify areas for school 
improvement, communicate initiatives to the broader educational community, and/or serve as a guide for district 
strategic planning.

Questions?
If you have questions or would like additional information, please contact us at:
National Center for Educational Achievement/ACT, Inc. 
Phone: 512.320.1800 (800. 762.4645 toll free)
E-mail: outreachsupport@nc4ea.org
Website: www.nc4ea.org


