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 Special Review Visit Report 
 

Introduction  
 
At any point, a Special Review may be conducted in response to complaints or information about an 
institution and/or its system (district, board or corporation) to determine adherence to the AdvancED 
Accreditation Standards and policies.  The institution and/or its system must respond to the Required 
Actions of the Special Review Team.  Monitoring Teams may be sent to the institution and/or its system at 
regular intervals to ensure that progress is being made toward the Special Review Team’s Required Actions.  
Both Special Review Teams and Monitoring Teams are empowered to make accreditation recommendations 
based upon evidence obtained during said visit. 
 
In July and August of 2012, AdvancED/SACS began receiving information concerns that the actions and 
behaviors of one or more board members were in violation of AdvancED Accreditation Standards and 
policies, including but not limited to Standard 2: Governance and Leadership.  As required by AdvancED policies 
and procedures, AdvancED sent a letter to the Superintendent detailing the alleged Standards violations and 
requesting a response to the referenced complaints.  Based on the information contained in the complaints 
and the Superintendent’s response received on January 24, 2013, a Special Review Team was appointed by 
AdvancED to make an onsite visit to the institution on May 13-15, 2013.  The Team’s purpose in visiting the 
institution was to gather information and evidence needed to determine if the alleged actions and behaviors of 
the board members are in violation of the AdvancED Standards for Quality School Systems, including but 
not limited to Standard 2: Governance and Leadership.  In addition, the school system had requested to be 
considered for AdvancED Systems Accreditation and the Team was tasked with observing whether the 
school system was prepared for participation in this process.  A separate Readiness Report for Systems Accreditation 
was additionally filed by the team. 
 
The summarized chronology that follows describes some of the activities that occurred prior to a Special 
Review Team being appointed by AdvancED to make an onsite visit to the Birmingham City Schools on May 
13-15, 2013. Alabama state law requires school districts to maintain at least one month's operating expenses in 
a reserve account, and as of June 2012, Birmingham City Schools had about $2 million of the $17 million it 
required. The state appointed a Chief Financial Officer for Birmingham City Schools who reported that 
accruing funds to offset the deficit was further complicated by a projection that the school system would 
experience a $6 million loss in state funding for the 2013-2014 school year because of declining enrollment.  
In early June 2012, the Birmingham News reported that the Board voted down a financial plan presented by the 
state investigation team that would save $12.3 million the first year by laying off nearly 180 employees, many 
of them administrators in the central office. The State Superintendent was quoted as saying, "School systems 
were required to have proposed budgets to the state by May 1." "Birmingham was the only district in the state 
to miss that deadline." The article further stated that the “31 school systems that don't have a one-month 
reserve fund were supposed to turn in plans on how they would build reserves last month. Birmingham 
turned in a basic outline to the state, but was supposed to come back with a more detailed plan. The state 
extended its deadline to Birmingham in light of the investigation team's financial plan. Since the Board 
rejected that plan, it has nothing more to submit to the state.” In addition, the article stated, "The deadline 
was May and we gave them two opportunities to make changes to the plan and met privately with them on 
two occasions," Ed Richardson, a state appointee to the Birmingham City Schools, said. "We've given them 
plenty of opportunities. They did not even suggest alternatives." 
 
On June 24, 2012, the Board of Education failed to approve a state-ordered financial plan that would have 
produced a large number of personnel cuts. Due to the school system’s lack of compliance with the deadline 
to submit a viable financial recovery plan, the state initiated its takeover on June 26, 2012. Because the state 
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had confidence in the Superintendent and Chief Financial Officer, both were permitted to remain and 
function in their positions in the school system. Numerous tumultuous events followed including the Board’s 
efforts to fire the superintendent, a decision that the state superintendent overrode. Nevertheless, the system 
superintendent and state officials were unable to access their offices the following day. However, a Jefferson 
County Circuit Court Judge upheld the state superintendent’s ruling that permitted the superintendent to 
continue to serve as the chief executive officer of Birmingham City Schools. 
 
AdvancED/SACS CASI sent a Letter of Concern to Birmingham City Schools on July 31, 2012. The letter 
indicated that the Board’s current actions could be considered outside of the roles and responsibilities of the 
Board (e.g. micromanagement) and could put the school system’s current and future accreditation in jeopardy. 
AdvancED/SACS CASI also placed on hold any actions associated with the Systems Accreditation process 
until the governance issues were resolved or had reached a point that the accreditation process could be used 
as part of the resolution. He stipulated that the school system submit by October 1, 2012 a letter indicating 
what, if any, progress had been made in addressing the issues related to governance. 
 
In response to the July 31, 2012 letter, the superintendent submitted a letter to AdvancED/SACS CASI dated 
September 26, 2012 with a board Resolution Regarding Birmingham City Schools’ Accreditation adopted on 
September 25, 2012. Signed by only eight of nine board members, the resolution did not encompass detailed 
activities for completion, identify a timeline for the proposed activities, or specify a process for presenting the 
results. However, the Board resolved to comply with Accreditation Standards by taking three specific actions: 
1) contract with the Alabama Association of School Boards to revise all Board Policies with an emphasis on 
governance issues, 2) actively participate in workshop activities to clarify roles and expectations, and 3) 
approve and execute future phases of the financial recovery plan to meet the Alabama State Board of 
Education’s requirement to maintain adequate financial reserves.  
 
Based on the content presented in the resolution, AdvancED/SACS CASI issued a letter on October 30, 
2012 requesting an Implementation Plan by December 1, 2012 and a Progress Report by February 1, 2013. As 
a result of that letter, the superintendent in a letter dated November 29, 2012 indicated that he was providing 
the Implementation Plan for the Resolution Regarding Birmingham City Schools’ Accreditation. He also 
stated that the school system had submitted a Certificate of Affirmation for only eight of nine board members 
using the model set forth in the Alabama School Board Governance Improvement Act of 2012. Only forms for seven 
appeared in the attachment. Of the nine board members, it appeared that two did not sign a Certificate of 
Affirmation, one of whom did not sign the resolution. With the replacement of a board member on March 
11, 2013, it would appear that three current board members have not signed a Certificate of Affirmation. This 
action is in conflict with state law: School Board Governance Improvement Act of 2012. 
 
In responding to the AdvancED/SACS CASI letter dated October 30, 2012, the superintendent, in a letter 
dated January 24, 2013, noted that he was providing a Progress Report in relation to the Implementation Plan. 
He indicated that the school system had reviewed and updated board policies with changes in Alabama State 
Laws related to School Board Governance including Governing Principles and School Board Code of 
Conduct. The letter as well as the Implementation Plan and Status Report included specific dates scheduled 
for board workshops.  
 
After reviewing the progress being made, AdvancED/SACS CASI issued a letter dated February 18, 2013 
acknowledging the positive actions that had been taken with the realization that the school system still had 
work to complete in relation to board training, financial recovery and strategic plan development. 
Recognizing the need for improvements in the overall effectiveness of the governance of the school system 
and systematic and systemic actions and processes resulting in improved learning for students, the letter 
indicated a Special Review Team would be sent to determine the school system’s readiness for Systems 
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Accreditation and adherence to AdvancED Accreditation Standards and policies. The school system was 
expected to submit a progress report by May 1, 2013 and host a Special Review Team on May 13-15, 2013. 
 
Specifically, the institution appeared to be in violation of the following Standards:  
 
AdvancED Standard 2:  Governance and Leadership 
The system operates under governance and leadership that promote and support student performance and 
system effectiveness. 
 
Indicator 2.2 
The governing body operates responsibly and functions effectively. 
 
Indicator 2.3 
The governing body ensures that the school leadership has the autonomy to meet goals for achievement and 
instruction and to manage day-to-day operations effectively. 
 
Indicator 2.4 
Leadership and staff foster a culture consistent with the schools’ purpose and direction. 
 
Indicator 2.6 
Leadership and staff supervision and evaluation processes result in improved professional practice and 
student success. 
 
AdvancED Standard 4:  Resources and Support Systems 
The system has resources and provides services in all schools that support its purpose and direction to ensure 
success for all students. 
 
Indicator 4.2 
Instructional time, material resources and fiscal resources are sufficient to support the purpose and direction 
of the schools. 
 

Activities of the Special Review Team 
 
In preparation for the review, the Special Review Team reviewed board policies, board meeting agendas and 
meetings, special reports presented by the school system, and newspaper articles.  Once on-site, the team 
engaged in the following activities: 

 Meeting with the institution head 

 Interviews with 31stakeholders representing the Alabama intervention team, governing Board, 
institution head, senior leadership team, elementary school principals, middle school principals, high 
school principals and community members  

 Artifact review 

 Team deliberations and report preparation. 

 
Findings  
 
Based upon the information collected and reviewed, the Special Review Team found sufficient evidence to 
support a finding that the Birmingham City Schools is in violation of AdvancED Standards and policies.    
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Indicator 2.2:  The governing body operates responsibly and functions effectively. 
 
Evidence revealed that board members have demonstrated a failure to comply with policies, procedures, laws 
and regulations and function as a cohesive unit for the benefit of student learning. Interviews with various 
stakeholder groups indicated that the governing body is not functioning as a unified board consistent with 
approved policies and procedures and ensuring effective system operation. Instead, individual board members 
are acting independently and undermining the authority of the superintendent in his role as the administrator 
managing day-to-day system operations. The Alabama intervention team classified actions and behaviors of 
some board members as overstepping the authority and responsibilities as listed in state statutes. They 
described the Board's lack of support for the superintendent's employment recommendation for a key central 
office leadership position as an example of the curtailed autonomy of the chief executive officer of the system 
to attain institutional goals and objectives and promote the organization's effectiveness. 
 
According to interviews and meeting minutes, board members appear to have difficulty making decisions that 
are in the best interest of the school system. For example, the Board failed to vote against having two law 
firms represent the system at a cost up to $1.3 million instead of supporting using the services of a single 
attorney. From all indications, the Board has an entrenched pattern of making decisions that are not aligned 
with their roles and responsibilities to provide effective governance for the system. In addition, their decisions 
fail to provide governance to advance the organization’s educational goals. 
 
Due to the school system’s demonstrated inability to govern effectively and function as a cohesive unit, the 
State Department of Education initiated its takeover and has maintained leadership of the system since June 
26, 2012. More specifically, the system was devoid of having a required one-month’s reserve fund of $17 
million and a viable plan to reach the goal. As one of 31 school systems throughout the state that failed to 
comply with the reserve fund requirement, Birmingham City Schools submitted reports that did not meet 
specifications upon its initial and subsequent submissions. As a result, the state takeover was initiated to 
develop a comprehensive financial plan to facilitate the school system’s compliance with having the required 
one-month reserve. At the time of the Special Review Team visit, the system had not completed the adoption 
of each component of a Financial Recovery Plan to fulfill its obligation to maintain a one-month reserve 
fund. At every turn, board action has rejected the superintendent’s proposals to accrue additional funds to 
accumulate revenue in the amount of approximately $17 million.  
 
The May 1, 2013 Progress Report submitted by Birmingham City Schools showed that Phase IIA and Phase 
IIB of the Financial Recovery Plan were presented at the February 12, 2013 board meeting and tabled. The 
minutes of the work session held on February 26, 2013 showed that the state-appointed Chief Financial 
Officer narrated a PowerPoint presentation on Phases IIA and IIB of the Financial Recovery Plan. On March 
12, 2013, the Board approved Phase II of the Financial Recovery Plan. Subsequently, at the May 14, 2013 
board meeting, the superintendent recommended personnel actions associated with the plan – Approval of 
Personnel Actions Associated with the Reduction in Force (RIF). Completing the financial recovery plan was 
an internal struggle with considerable dissension. The minutes of the May 14, 2013 meeting reflect that the 
Board voted 9-0 against the superintendent’s recommended personnel actions. The state-appointed Chief 
Financial Officer overrode the Board’s vote.  
 
Phases II A & B of the Financial Recovery Plan 

 Phase II A consisted of the consolidation of school and administrative sites.  

 Phase II A consisted of the closure of seven (7) schools.  

 Phase II A consisted of the closure of six (6) administrative sites. 

 Phase II B consisted of the reorganization of the Central Office. 

 



6 | Special Review Team Report 

 

Repeatedly, during interviews, stakeholders shared their consternation about the state of affairs when the 
Alabama intervention team leaves the school system. From one perspective, the Board appears to be 
abrogating its responsibilities to govern the system and leaving its responsibilities to the state-appointed Chief 
Financial Officer. All evidence points to the discord among board members with some who are more loyal to 
their individual districts than to the school system as a whole. Numerous recommendations made by the 
superintendent would be stifled without state intervention, resulting in a stalemate in relation to the 
educational future of the students in Birmingham City Schools. From another vantage point, it could be 
perceived that board members refrain from adopting challenging recommendations that might make them 
politically vulnerable, especially in an election year. Incidentally, candidates for all nine board positions will 
run simultaneously. The Birmingham Municipal General Elections will be held on August 27, 2013 with a 
runoff election scheduled for October 2013. 
 
Additionally, board members have violated their policies, procedures, laws and regulations. Interviews with 
members of the governing board members and central office administrators elicited their impressions and 
perspectives that "some members of the Board have applied pressure to ensure that decisions are made in 
accordance with their wishes," and they "may have acted outside the boundaries specified by Alabama 
statutes." Board minutes validated that policies have been revised, adopted and published. The October 12, 
2012 minutes indicated that the system has posted the revised policies on the website. Revisions of the Policy 
Manual were adopted as follows: October 12, 2012, Sections I and II; November 13, 2012, Sections III – V; 
and December 11, 2012, Sections VI and VII, except 6.2 Transfers and Withdrawals and 6.9 Equal 
Educational Opportunities. Feedback received during interviews indicated that stakeholders are familiar with 
the policy development and revision process.   
 
Although the Board has revised its policies to comply with state laws and State Board of Education policies to 
achieve its purpose of educating students, evidence did not validate that a structure exists to systematically 
review policies to ensure that they remain current and relevant. In addition, a process was not evident that 
prescribed the periodic review of policies to guarantee that the Board, superintendent and staff are familiar 
with the content of the system’s operating rules. Consequently, a mechanism still needs to be created to 
facilitate the systematic implementation of the policy development and revision process. The structure should 
ensure that the Board adopts policies developed and revised according to state and local updates. In addition, 
a component of the process should ensure that the governing body collectively and systematically receives 
training on those policies to ensure understanding of the content. This approach would sustain procedures to 
achieve the Board’s purpose to provide quality educational governance on par with high performing school 
systems.  
 
Substantial evidence validated that some board members have an inability and unwillingness to look beyond 
their own interests and those of the neighborhood districts they represent. Consistently, interviewees shared 
instances wherein board members have failed drastically to perform as an effective governing body 
representing the city of Birmingham, and they have limited their interests, focus and actions to political and 
geographical segments of the school system. Interviews with board members, central office administrators, 
school administrators and community leaders verified that "pet projects" and "personal and district priorities" 
of some board members continue to be a hindrance to the school system's operational effectiveness and 
growth. Some board members shared specific examples corroborating that they focus on the needs and 
interests of the students and residents of their individual districts. This highlights tendencies of board 
members to support constituents in their geographical areas rather than having a more global approach that 
encompasses total school system operation as a priority.  
 
Further, evidence did not confirm that the governing body has implemented a process to evaluate its 
decisions and actions to ensure they are in accordance with defined roles and responsibilities, a formally 
adopted code of ethics and free of conflict of interest. A review of artifacts revealed that the Board 
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participated in training on self-evaluation on April 2, 2013 with four of nine members attending. However, 
details were unavailable about the content of the workshop, and the session was not completed. The May 1, 
2013 Progress Report indicated that the workshop was again held on April 24, 2013 with nine board members 
participating. A notation indicated only that the workshop would be rescheduled to cover additional 
information. 
 
Governing body members are required to participate in a systematic, formal professional development 
process focusing on the roles and responsibilities of the governing body and its individual members, and 
evidence revealed that board members scheduled four opportunities for professional learning. AdvancED 
Standards stipulate that the professional development curriculum must include conflict resolution, decision-
making, supervision and evaluation and fiscal responsibility. While two sessions focused on the principles and 
practices of board governance, the specific content of the professional learning workshops was not delineated 
to allow an assessment of the topics covered. Additionally, there was no evidence of a strategic management 
plan to monitor and ensure systemic and systematic implementation and completion of annual professional 
development opportunities for the governing body. 
 
Indicator 2.3:  The governing body ensures that the school leadership has the autonomy to meet 
goals for achievement and instruction and to manage day-to-day operations effectively. 
 
Evidence confirmed that members of the governing body fail to support and respect each other in their 
governance roles. In addition, board members show a lack of support and respect for the autonomy of the 
superintendent to accomplish goals for achievement and instruction and to manage day-to-day operations of 
the system and its schools. Undoubtedly, stakeholders presented numerous examples of ways in which the 
governing body fails to maintain a clear distinction between its roles and responsibilities and those of system 
leaders. Interviews revealed consistently that school board members function contrary to their roles. Further, 
board meeting minutes characterize unstable relationships between board members and the superintendent. 
Because of the tenuous relationships wherein the element of respect does not exist, the state-appointed Chief 
Financial Officer has had to repeatedly overrule board action. 
 
Interviews corroborated that board members continue to meddle in the day-to-day operation of the system 
and do not provide the superintendent with the latitude to make the necessary decisions to lead the system. 
Stakeholders shared their concern about the existence of a culture within the community and the system that 
gives credence to contentious board and superintendent relations. Nevertheless, interviews revealed that there 
is support for the superintendent by principals and some board members as well as among community 
members. Comments made by interviewees included statements such as: “the Board tries to remove someone 
when they do something different and good.” “The first time something goes wrong, they try to get rid of 
that superintendent.” “There have been several superintendents in the recent past and the feeling is we will 
just wait until the next one comes.”  
 
Dated May 1, 2013, a status report from the school system listed specific dates scheduled for board 
workshops. Only six of nine board members attended the December 18, 2012 session on Principles of Board 
Governance. On January 29, 2013, eight of nine board members participated in the training on School Board 
Governance in Practice with the same number of members involved on February 19, 2013 for the session “I 
Heard it Through the Grapevine.” The record showed that on April 2, 2013 for the Board Self-Evaluation 
workshop, only four board members attended with nine members participating in a follow-up session on 
April 24, 2013. There was an indication that the workshop would be continued at a later date because all self-
materials had not been covered. Neither the plan nor outcome was listed for this session. In the May 14, 2013 
board meeting, the Board failed to approve a proposed phase of the financial recovery plan to meet the 
Alabama State Board of Education’s requirement to maintain adequate financial reserves. The state-appointed 
Chief Financial Officer overrode the Board’s vote to adopt the proposal. This evidence confirms that the 
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Board did not comply with its resolution to provide effective governance for the education of its 
approximately 25,000 students. 
 
A review of artifacts surfaced information substantiating that the school system has a longstanding history of 
dysfunction with both appointed and elected boards. In 2002, the city first elected its board of education. 
Having led the system since March 2010, the current superintendent is the fifth in about 12 years with each 
averaging tenure of approximately 2.3 years. This trend has created a culture of instability and mistrust. 
Illustrative of the dysfunctional culture is the fact that the Board has attempted to fire the current 
superintendent twice, the last time in July 2012. The state superintendent overrode the Board’s action. An 
article in the Birmingham News presented the following information: A Jefferson County Circuit Court Judge 
“ruled the June 26 state takeover of the city school system was valid, and that [State Superintendent Tommy] 
Bice had the legal authority to override a July 17 Birmingham school board majority vote to fire Witherspoon 
after a 60-day leave. The judge also upheld Bice's order to immediately reinstate Witherspoon, which he 
issued after the board vote.” Reportedly, the court order specifically stated that the Board is not to take action 
on the “termination or non-renewal of his contract without prior approval by this court.” The governing 
body’s glaring refusal to maintain a clear distinction between its roles and responsibilities and those of system 
and school leadership has become increasingly more detrimental to the system’s operation, manifested by the 
decision of disgruntled residents to choose flight as an option to respond to the Board’s flawed functioning in 
governing the school system.  
 
Consequences of the Board’s indiscretions have far-reaching repercussions in terms of educational 
opportunities for students. The eroding financial base that supports the system’s operation has enormous 
implications for providing a quality education. A September 8, 2013 article in the Birmingham News stated, “It’s 
discouraging when the school board seems determined to protect a culture of patronage and cronyism rather 
than make decisions based on what’s in the best interest of school children.  It’s mind-boggling that the 
school board sit[s] passively by as 1,000 students a year flee the school system, costing city schools millions of 
dollars in state funding.” In developing the current financial recovery plan, the projection was that next year 
the school system would have a $6 million loss in state funding because of declining enrollment. As board 
members are embroiled in various conflicts, the system is dwindling in size and funding. 
 
Other examples of the state-appointed Chief Financial Officer overriding Board actions follow: Minutes of 
the May 7, 2013 board meeting confirm that the state-appointed Chief Financial Officer rejected two school 
consolidation decisions made by the Board in a contentious, three-hour-long meeting. The school merger 
proposal was a part of the comprehensive financial plan to meet a state requirement that the school system 
have a reserve fund equal to one month's operating expenses, or about $17 million. The state-appointed Chief 
Financial Officer overrode the unanimous 9-0 board decision to reject a proposal to merge students into the 
Lewis Elementary School. Reportedly, one board member walked out of the meeting following that decision. 
 
On Tuesday, May 14, 2013, the Board was slated to vote on an agenda item related to Personnel Actions 
Associated with the Reduction in Force (RIF). All nine board members voted not to approve the personnel 
recommendations that included cuts in the contractual days for counselors and psychometrists, according to 
meeting minutes. However, the state-appointed Chief Financial Officer overrode the Board's decision based 
on his authority from the Alabama State Board of Education. Consequently, the system has completed Phase 
II of its Financial Recovery Plan. 
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Indicator 2.4:  Leadership and staff foster a culture consistent with the schools’ purpose and 
direction. 
 
As the governing body for the school system, the Board is responsible for setting the purpose and direction 
to guide all schools.  Documents and interviews confirm that Birmingham City Schools does not have a clear 
purpose and direction that is understood and embraced by both internal and external stakeholders.   
Interviews with various stakeholder groups provided information indicating that "drama and tension" 
associated with the contentious relationships among members of the Board and Superintendent have created 
numerous distractions that have contributed to delays in completing, implementing and monitoring "vital 
plans" that could positively impact the school system and its schools. It was apparent that a clear, focused and 
systemic purpose and direction were not fully developed or understood by internal or external stakeholders.  
 
Some stakeholders shared that the superintendent, other school system leaders and staff throughout the 
system deliberately and consistently align their decisions and actions toward continuous improvement to 
achieve the system’s purpose. They encourage, support and expect all personnel to maintain high standards 
and to hold students to high standards in all courses of study. During interviews, various stakeholder groups 
reported that the superintendent set clear, high expectations and articulated the vision and direction for the 
school system. Board members expressed their support for staff and offered numerous accolades with 
comments regarding staff members’ willingness to work hard to foster student progress and achievement. 
However, it was also clear that the system needs to provide more explicit direction through its Strategic Plan, 
which is in the process of being updated. Increased, thoughtful and intentional communication with 
stakeholders is needed to create a positive culture for the entire school system and its community.  Even more 
critical for Birmingham City Schools is a concerted effort to adhere to management structures designed to 
guide the governance and leadership of this system with a nine-member board, a chief executive officer, more 
than 40 schools and approximately 3,000 employees.  
 
Due to the variation in responses about professional growth experiences, shared leadership and sense of 
community, it appears that the system would benefit from strengthening its efforts to promote a collaborative 
learning community to support its purpose and direction. Stakeholders shared their concerns about their 
personal and professional well-being, a reduction-in-force that heightens anxiety about job security, and the 
continuous decrease in student enrollment that leads to the ongoing loss in funds to maintain the current 
staffing level to provide services for students. The Board must provide greater leadership to stabilize the 
system with a healthy educational climate that promotes the system's purpose and direction. 
 
Indicator 2.6:  Leadership and staff supervision and evaluation processes result in improved 
professional practice and student success. 
 
A review of school system documents disclosed the lack of a systematic supervision process that provides a 
framework for professional growth and development. Evidence signaled irregularities and inconsistencies in 
implementing evaluation processes designed to improve practices in all areas of the system to promote 
student success. Issues existed in at least three areas including the Board’s self evaluation and appraisal of the 
superintendent’s performance along with deficiencies in the structure for system leadership to evaluate system 
personnel. Document reviews and interviews with some internal stakeholders, such as central office 
leadership and school administrators, revealed that formal, annual personnel performance evaluations have 
not been conducted or written "in years."  
 
During an interview with an administrator, the employee indicated that the criteria for conducting a 
performance evaluation were "unknown, unavailable, and probably unimportant" given all the "distractions" 
in the school system. A veteran school administrator reported being uncertain about being retained in the 
leader’s current role or transferred to a new assignment. Reportedly, system administrators had not conducted 
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any formal evaluations to assess this leader’s strengths or areas needing improvement. This leader’s 
uncertainty related to employment status has created stress both professionally and personally. In addition, a 
review of the personnel evaluation forms for classified staff, developed/revised in 2009, provided evidence of 
the lack of a direct connection to specific job requirements or reference to professional growth and 
development. Evidence was not presented to substantiate that the school system has implemented 
EDUCATEAlabama and LEADAlabama evaluation systems used for teachers and administrators to provide 
data to facilitate professional growth to improve student achievement. 
 
In relation to the superintendent, board minutes showed that in the December 11, 2012 meeting, the 
governing body voted to “extend the Superintendent’s contract, as amended, for two years.” Minutes of 
another meeting showed that the superintendent’s evaluation had not been completed in a year and a half. 
Even so, there was a lack of evidence that the evaluation is tied to goals and objectives as identified in the 
system’s strategic plan. The January 8, 2013 minutes showed that the Board Chairwoman appointed a 
Committee for Superintendent Evaluation as an ad hoc committee with three members. The charge was to 
complete the evaluation for the current contract year by June 1, 2013 and develop an evaluation tool by the 
end of the next contract date of June 15, 2015.  
 
The superintendent’s evaluation process is an example of the Board violating its policies based on the 
following information. In a PowerPoint presentation by the state-appointed Chief Financial Officer dated 
September 19, 2012, he offered the following information from Policy 2040 - Evaluation of Superintendent: 
At least once per year, the Board will evaluate the performance of the superintendent in writing. The evaluation shall take into 
account the Superintendent’s written contract, his or her performance or priorities set by the Board during the previous year, and 
the performance of the Birmingham City Schools as measured by state reports.  
 
The state-appointed Chief Financial Officer also addressed Policy 1141 – Board Self Evaluation. This policy 
stipulates the following: The Board will assess its own performance annually, according to goals established 
by the Board. Evidence did not verify that the self-evaluation has occurred. Records showed that board 
members attended professional learning sessions on April 4 and 24, 2013, entitled Board Self Evaluation that 
were not completed; workshops attended by four and nine members, respectively. The policy manual also 
addresses this topic in Section II – School Board Operations, 2.4.3 Board Self Evaluation. More specifically, 
the policy states the following:  
The Board will assess its own performance annually according to goals established by the Board. This information will be used by 
the Board each year in establishing the goals and objectives it will strive to accomplish during the subsequent year.  
 
Focusing on priorities related to the Board’s roles and responsibilities would permit the governing body to 
enhance its performance by providing a framework for an effective educational organization to maximize the 
efficacy of the school system and promote student learning. 
 
Indicator 4.2: Instructional time, material resources and fiscal resources are sufficient to support the 
purpose and direction of the schools. 
 
Interviews with principals of elementary, middle and high schools provided anecdotal evidence about 
resource allocations that were perceived by the administrators to be "unfair and unequal." Administrators 
acknowledged that procurement of educational equipment and services deemed necessary to meet academic 
goals and objectives was dependent upon a school's Title 1 status.  Reportedly, schools with Title 1 funds 
were able to secure current, up-to-date technological resources while non-Title 1 schools continued to 
function in a "survival mode" with outdated equipment that is insufficient to meet the academic needs of 
students. Also, staff expressed concerns that more resources may have been allocated to districts with board 
members who made more requests, and the “squeaky wheel gets the grease.” 
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Some administrators also acknowledged that content specialists from central office are "not accessible or even 
qualified" to meet the needs of teachers, particularly in high schools.  Specifically, the school system has not 
fulfilled requests for training teachers for instructional planning aligned with Common Core Standards. 
Significantly, an administrator shared the personal perspective that directors who had been "promoted" to 
prominent leadership roles in the central office were "widely perceived to be ineffective in their former roles 
and ineffective and inefficient in their current roles" in the system.  The administrators informed the team 
that it is "difficult and pointless to request help from a supervisor who is not valued or respected." 
 
The May 1, 2013 Progress Report presented Phase 3 of the Financial Recovery Plan as sustainability to take 
“sufficient action to provide for continuous improvement in instruction and financial management.” 
According to the report, the school system would be prepared to present the management plan for Board 
approval in June 2013. Specifics of the management structure were not included in the Progress Report. 
Monitoring procedures were not evident with explicit details to ensure that the process would become a 
systematic and systemic component of system operation to maintain the required reserve fund in addition to 
sufficient funds to support the school system’s annual operating budget. 
 
Although the school system has previously developed a strategic plan, there was no evidence that it was 
regularly reviewed or monitored. A recommendation of the state intervention team was that the system adopt 
a comprehensive planning document that identifies a process to conduct an annual review of the approved 
strategic plan, enhance the system’s capacity to collect relevant data to conduct targeted research, and assess 
progress toward achieving the goals and objectives. The system has had the benefit of developing a vision in 
conjunction with the community in the past through the Yes We Can! Birmingham initiative. However, the 
Board has not built upon this initiative and the assistance of the Birmingham Education Foundation to garner 
support for the school system’s efforts to serve students.  
 
Also presented in the May 1, 2013 Progress Report was the Strategic Plan Review and Update 
Process/Timeline that delineated proposed strategic planning from November 2012 through June 2013. The 
timeframe for Board adoption was May-June 2013. The report noted that the University of Alabama “is 
currently working on a proposal” related to the evaluation component. An issue appeared to be that of 
incorporating Strategic Planning as a long-range, systemic structure in the management system, a critical 
aspect of maintaining AdvancED/SACS CASI accreditation. A significant disclosure during interviews with 
various stakeholder groups revealed that the school system tends to exhibit strength in implementing new 
initiatives without the complementary, concentrated intensity and follow through in sustaining quality 
program operation. Reportedly, supportive efforts from the system tend to wane consistently so that a pattern 
has begun to evolve that deters system operation.  The repetitive instances of lack of follow through appear 
to be eroding the high level of confidence that has existed in relation to the school system’s ability to move 
forward in a productive, visionary mode. Creating a Strategic Plan that remains a viable, dynamic document 
with provisions to ensure implementation, monitoring, evaluation and communication of results would move 
the system to a fully functioning cycle of continuous improvement. 
 
The inability and unwillingness of board members to look beyond their own interests and those of the 
neighborhood districts they represent is indicative of little attention being given to the strategic plan and goals 
to direct and guide decision making for the school system. Board policy Section 1 – Governing Principles, 
1.1.1.e Conduct of the Individual approved on October 23, 2012 clearly identifies that the Board has the 
responsibility to:  
Develop in concert with the superintendent, the vision and goals for the school system that address student needs, advance student 
performance, and monitor implementation of policies and programs by reviewing data.  
 
The Board has shown no evidence of adhering to this policy or of making a commitment to a common 
purpose and direction for the system. 



12 | Special Review Team Report 

 

  
In relation to facilities, the financial recovery plan included several changes dealing with various buildings. 
One component of the plan involved the merger of students from Norwood and Lewis Elementary Schools 
at the latter site. At its May 7, 2013 meeting, the Board voted unanimously 9-0 against the consolidation. The 
state-approved Chief Financial Officer used his state authority to overturn the Board’s decision to reject a 
proposal to merge students into Lewis Elementary School.  
 
On May 29, 2013 about three weeks later, the Birmingham News reported that during a board work session, 
there was discussion about information related to the consolidation of Norwood-Lewis Elementary schools at 
the Lewis site. The article quoted two board members and their concerns about the location. Although all 
nine board members voted against the superintendent’s proposal, the state-appointed Chief Financial Officer 
overrode the vote which was tantamount to a final board decision. Therefore, the Board would be expected 
to support the decision. Further discussion would appear as a violation in two areas: 1) Recognize that the 
authority of the Board rests only with the Board as a whole and not with individual Board members (Code of 
Conduct: 1.1.1.b Conduct of the Individual) and 2) Express opinions before votes are cast and abide by and 
support all majority decisions made by the Board (Code of Conduct: 1.1.2.e Conduct of Board Meetings). 
 
According to the newspaper, the Board also reviewed a plan to switch from school-by-school accreditation to 
System Accreditation. Reference was made to the fact that the plan could potentially save the system money 
because under System Accreditation the annual fee is less for each school. Notably, the System Accreditation 
process was placed on hold in a letter issued by AdvancED/SACS CASI on July 31, 2012.  
 

Accreditation Status  
 
Based on the findings of the Special Review Team and subsequent review by the AdvancED Alabama State 
Council, AdvancED concludes that the institution is in violation of the following AdvancED Accreditation 
Standards and/or policies: AdvancED Standard 2:  Governance and Leadership and AdvancED Standard 4:  
Resources and Support Systems. In accordance with AdvancED policies, the individual institutions within 
Birmingham City Schools have been placed in the accreditation status of Accredited Probation.  The 
Birmingham City Schools must host a Monitoring Team Review by February 15, 2014 to enable the team to 
assess the progress made in complying with the Special Review Team’s Required Actions listed in the 
following section.  No less than two weeks prior to the scheduled visit, the institution must submit an 
Institutional Progress Report detailing the steps taken, with supporting evidence, to address the Required 
Actions.  A report template will be provided to the institution. 
 

Required Actions 
 
The institution must address the following Required Actions made by the Special Review Team: 
 
Indicator 2.2:  The governing body operates responsibly and functions effectively. 
 
Required Actions: 
 
1. Develop, adopt, implement and monitor a written, comprehensive plan to ensure that board members act 

in compliance with the roles and responsibilities specified in all policies, procedures, laws and regulations 

and function as a cohesive unit with a focus on serving the needs of the school system for the benefit of 

effective system operation and student learning. 
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2. Implement a formal, board-adopted process for the Board to systematically evaluate its decisions and 

actions to ensure that they are in accord with defined roles and responsibilities, a formally adopted code 

of ethics and free of conflict of interest. 

 
Indicator 2.3:  The governing body ensures that the school leadership has the autonomy to meet 
goals for achievement and instruction and to manage day-to-day operations effectively. 

 
Required Action: 

 
3. Develop a board-adopted process for systematic, formal professional development to ensure that the 

Superintendent and leadership at all levels of the school system have the autonomy to manage the day-to-

day operations according to Board Policy and state guidelines.  Professional development should include 

by not be limited to: 

 
a) Roles and responsibilities of the governing body and its individual members 

b) Board and Superintendent relations 

c) Conflict resolution, decision-making, supervision and evaluation, and fiscal responsibility 

d) Board evaluation of its decisions and actions to ensure they are in accordance with defined roles 

and responsibilities, a formally adopted code of ethics and free of conflict of interest 

e) Board policy review to maintain current knowledge about the content of board policies. 

f) Chain of command and Board responsibility to function as a cohesive unit to serve the needs of 

the whole system.  

Standard 2.4:  Leadership and staff foster a culture consistent with the schools’ purpose and 
direction. 
 
Required Actions: 
 
4. Develop a current Strategic Plan to guide the direction of the system including procedures for 

implementing, monitoring, evaluation and communication of results as well as develop a process to 
ensure that the Board and administrative leaders align their decisions and actions with the system's 
purpose and direction. 
 

5. As part of the Strategic Plan, develop a comprehensive communications plan to build a culture with a 
collaborative community of stakeholders who have opportunities for meaningful two-way interaction to 
support the purpose and direction of the school system. 

 
Indicator 2.6:  Leadership and staff supervision and evaluation processes result in improved 
professional practice student success. 
 
Required Actions: 
 
6. Implement an annual evaluation structure for the Board to evaluate the Superintendent in writing taking 

into account the Superintendent’s written contract, performance or priorities set by the Board during the 
previous year, and performance of the Birmingham City Schools as measured by state reports. 

 
7. Develop, implement and monitor systematically a comprehensive performance evaluation protocol for 

administrators, teachers and other staff determined by state-initiated personnel evaluation systems such as 
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EDUCATEAlabama and LEADAlabama used for teachers and administrators to provide data to facilitate 
professional growth to improve student achievement. 

 
Indicator 4.2: Instructional time, material resources and fiscal resources are sufficient to support the 
purpose and direction of the schools. 
 
Required Actions: 
 
8. Develop a comprehensive strategic resource management process including long-range planning to 

implement significant initiatives such as strategic planning, evaluation systems, curriculum implementation 
and instructional programs with a structure for systemic, sustainable operation; guaranteed follow-
through; and monitoring, evaluation and communication of results to school and community 
stakeholders. 

 
9. Review policies and practices related to fiscal management to determine that they provide a structure with 

clear requirements, direction for and oversight at all levels of the system including procedures for budget 
management and to ensure that the system maintains the required one-month reserve fund. 

 
10. Adhere to directions from the state intervention team and implement recommended changes to comply 

with state law that school systems maintain a one-month reserve fund. 
 

Next Steps - Using and Acting On The Report 
 
A copy of this report is sent to the head of the institution.  The institution shall use the report to guide its 
response to the findings and its improvement efforts.  The institution is accountable for addressing the 
Required Actions identified in this report.  Progress is expected to be evident through progress reports and 
Monitoring Visits before consideration will be given to a change in accreditation status. AdvancED is 
available to assist the institution in its improvement efforts. 

 
To validate its progress in completing the Required Actions, the school system will submit a detailed  
Institution Progress Report two weeks before the Monitoring Review, which will be scheduled by February 
15, 2014. The system will identify and document steps taken since the May 2013 Special Review to address 
Required Actions set forth in this report.  As a part of the progress report, the system will provide substantive 
evidence that includes board meeting agendas and meeting minutes beginning in April 2013 and verification 
that agendas posted on the website are current. To facilitate the review process, the system will organize 
clearly labeled documentation and attachments according to the Required Actions, except in instances 
wherein arranging materials by categories is more expedient and relevant.  

 

Closing Comments 
 
The Special Review Team completed an extensive review of evidence that included various documents and 
artifacts. These documents and the intensive interview process validated that the Board’s current actions 
extend beyond their roles and responsibilities and consist of micromanagement that includes undermining the 
authority of the Superintendent to lead and manage day-to-day operations. Several areas with significant 
implications surfaced as violations of AdvancED Accreditation Standards. The team concluded that the 
school system is in violation of the following AdvancED Accreditation Standards and/or policies: AdvancED 
Standard 2: Governance and Leadership and AdvancED Standard 4:  Resources and Support Systems. Required 
Actions provided in this report are designed to help the institution facilitate change in the system to support 
responsible governance and leadership to promote system effectiveness and student learning for its 
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approximately 25,000 students and 3,000 employees. The institution may discuss these Required Actions with 
AdvancED to gain assistance and support in directing its efforts. As a result of the current assessment of the 
institution’s status based on a full review of evidence, the Special Review Team recommends that the 
institutions in Birmingham City Schools be placed in the accreditation status of Accredited Probation. 
 
The school system will be expected to complete the Required Actions which can begin transforming 
governance and leadership to promote the education of students as a priority. The attitudes of some board 
members and representatives of various stakeholder groups support implementing changes in the governance 
structure to comply with board policies and laws. Recent Board action during and after the Special Review 
raises further questions about the Board’s inclination to improve the quality of its governance. All other 
stakeholder groups are ready unequivocally for the governing body to function as a unified board consistent 
with approved policies and procedures. Completing the Required Actions will assist the system in meeting 
AdvancED Accreditation Standards and policies that are essential for the school system to achieve quality 
student performance and organizational effectiveness. 
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About AdvancED® 
 
 
Background 
Dedicated to advancing excellence in education worldwide, AdvancED provides accreditation, research, and 
professional services to 30,000 institutions in more than 70 countries.  AdvancED provides accreditation 
under the seals of the North Central Association Commission on Accreditation and School Improvement 
(NCA CASI), Northwest Accreditation Commission (NWAC) and the Southern Association of Colleges and 
Schools Council on Accreditation and School Improvement (SACS CASI). 
 
The Accreditation Process 
To earn and maintain accreditation, an institution must:  
 

1. Meet the AdvancED Standards and accreditation policies. 
Institutions demonstrate adherence to the AdvancED Standards and accreditation policies, which 
describe the quality practices and conditions that research and best practice indicate are necessary for 
educational institutions to achieve quality student performance and organizational effectiveness. 

 
2. Engage in continuous improvement. 

Institutions implement a process of continuous improvement focused on improving student 
performance and organizational effectiveness. 
 

3. Demonstrate quality assurance through internal and external review. 
Institutions engage in a planned process of ongoing internal review and self-assessment.  In addition, 
institutions host an External Review team at least once every five years. The team evaluates the 
institution’s adherence to the AdvancED Accreditation Standards and policies, assesses the efficacy of 
the institution’s improvement process and methods for quality assurance, and identifies Powerful 
Practices and provides Required Actions to help the institution improve.  The institution acts on the 
team’s Required Actions and submits an Accreditation Progress Report at prescribed intervals 
following the External Review.  Monitoring visits may be conducted during this time to ensure that 
the institution is making progress toward the Required Actions.   

 
Special Reviews  
At any point, a Special Review may be conducted in response to complaints or information about the 
institution and/or its system (district, board, or corporation) to determine adherence to the AdvancED 
Accreditation Standards and policies.  The institution and/or its system must respond to the Required 
Actions of the Special Review Team.  Monitoring Teams may be sent to the institution and/or its system at 
regular intervals to ensure that progress is being made toward the Special Review Team’s Required Actions.  
Both Special Review Teams and Monitoring Teams are empowered to make accreditation recommendations 
based upon evidence obtained during said visit. 
 
A Process of Continuous Improvement 
The AdvancED accreditation process engages institutions in a continuous process of self-evaluation and 
improvement.  The overall aim is to help institutions be the best they can be on behalf of the students they 
serve. 

 


