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LISTEN 

Improving Academic Outcomes with a Nudge from Behavioral Science:  
A Podcast Interview with Professor Todd Rogers

How can schools and districts engage parents and families 
to improve student outcomes? Todd Rogers, behavioral 
scientist and professor of public policy at the Harvard 
Kennedy School of Government, is applying behavior-
changing techniques known as “nudges” to help districts 
recover a million days of student attendance and raise 
student achievement. 

In this podcast, a supplement to the Interview included in 
this issue of District Management Journal (see p. 4), Todd 
Rogers discusses his work and how he and his team believe 
they can “nudge” families and students to improve 
educational outcomes.

To listen to the podcast, visit www.dmgroupK12.com/
todd-rogers
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change and build lasting improvement
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M ention the term entrepreneurial leadership, and Jeff Bezos, Arianna Huffington, 
Mark Zuckerberg, and Wendy Kopp likely come to mind. These leaders have 
brought innovations to the way we communicate, shop, read, do our work . . .   

In short, they have changed the way we live our daily lives.

Such transformative innovation begs the question: Are entrepreneurial leaders born or made? 
At DMGroup, we believe that entrepreneurial leadership is an approach. Entrepreneurial 
leadership skills can be developed, and much can be done to foster a culture that 
encourages creativity, risk-taking, and experimentation.

While this approach has not been the tradition in school districts, it is possible to foster a 
spirit of entrepreneurship in education. Innovation and entrepreneurship are necessary for 
school districts to deliver the desired student outcomes in the face of the myriad challenges  
and constraints before them.

As you read the Spotlight herein, the skills and techniques of entrepreneurial leadership 
discussed may seem familiar to you. But it is important to remind ourselves of these because 
the knowing and doing gap can be difficult to bridge. We challenge you to review the skills 
of entrepreneurial leadership and to put them into action in your districts to bring about 
meaningful results.

As always, we look forward to hearing your thoughts and working with you.

John J-H Kim
Editor

From the Editor

Are Entrepreneurial Leaders 
Born or Made?
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I N T E R V I E W

B ehavioral scientist Todd Rogers is applying his behavior-changing techniques known as 
“nudges” to help districts recover a million days of student attendance and raise student 
achievement. After receiving his Ph.D. in psychology from Harvard, Rogers put his research 

to use in politics. A member of the “Academic Dream Team” for Barack Obama’s 2008 presidential 
campaign, Rogers was part of one of the biggest modern efforts to leverage behavioral science 
to influence voter behavior. He identified and implemented the most innovative and effective 
communication strategies to get voters to the polls. Since 2008, Rogers has brought his work to 
the education sector. Following the same principles he applied to get voters to the polls, Rogers 
uses his behavioral science research to help districts combat chronic absenteeism and raise student 
achievement through family engagement. Through his work at the Student Social Support Lab and 
In Class Today, Rogers and his team have identified communication methods for districts to employ 
to bring students back to class. Rogers’s research initiatives, called Inviting the Village and Study 
Supporters, engage the community surrounding each student to increase achievement levels. 

In this edited interview with DMGroup CEO John J-H Kim and Associate Dani Dichter, Todd Rogers 
discusses his work and explains how he and his team believe they can nudge families and students 
to improve educational outcomes. 

Improving Academic Outcomes with 
a Nudge from Behavioral Science:   
An Interview with Todd Rogers

Professor Todd Rogers, John J-H Kim, and Dani Dichter
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Your work is in the field of behavioral science. To start, 
can you help our readers understand what behavioral 
science is?

Behavioral science is a collection of insights from across 
different disciplines—psychology, economics, sociology, 
political science, and adjacent disciplines—that identify 
principles that can be used to understand people’s 
choices, and how their contextual environment can be 
changed to motivate them to make different choices.

Tell us about the work you were doing prior to applying 
your research in the education sector. 

I started out as a political pollster, and I realized that 
there was this emerging science of behavioral science 
and behavior change that wasn’t being used in politics. 
So, I wanted to go to grad school to learn more about this 
field. I got my Ph.D. in an interdisciplinary program 
in psychology at the Harvard Business School, where I 
worked with economists and political scientists on the 
science of behavior change.  

After leaving academia, I started a research institute 
called The Analyst Institute where we translated 
behavioral insights into political strategy using large 
field experiments. Working on initiatives like Get 
Out the Vote, we developed tactics using randomized 
experiments where we called people and asked, “Do you 
intend to vote?” and they say, “Yes”; then we call others 
and ask, “Do you intend to vote?” and when they say 

“Yes,” we say, “Okay, what time will you vote? How are 
you going to get there? Where are you coming from?” We 
found that prompting people to make this concrete plan 
more than doubled the impact of Get Out the Vote. We 
discovered this in randomized experiments, and now 
it is almost universally used and it’s amazing; we have 
about a half dozen tactics for Get Out the Vote that we 
think combine to triple the impact per dollar spent on 
voter mobilization. [To learn more about this work, see 
the popular press book by Sasha Issenberg, The Victory 
Lab (Crown Publishing Group, 2012)]. 

What led to your shift to the education sector?

I decided—I joke about this—that I didn’t want to do 
politics anymore and instead I wanted to make the world 
better, so I shifted to education. I just felt like there was so 
much low-hanging fruit in education for these kinds of 
easy tactics to be implemented at scale without needing 
to change the structures of schools or the behaviors of 
teachers or principals.

Initially, I thought I would focus on students—doing the 
same kind of things—treating students like voters, and 
thinking of how we mobilize them to do their homework 
and show up to school and things like that. But then, I 
realized the real low-hanging fruit is finding ways to 
empower families to support kids outside of school, and  
so that has really been my focus for the last seven years. 

If we give parents more 
useful information, they’ll 
use it, they’ll improve 
student achievement, and 
they’ll want more of it.

Professor Todd Rogers 
Harvard Kennedy School of Government
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I N T E R V I E W

It seems like there are a lot of fields ripe for these 
applications. Is there anything particular about 
education that makes this approach especially 
effective? Why education?

It’s mostly personal. I just want to be able to help kids 
succeed. And I want our democracy to work better. I’d like 
our citizens to be better educated and I’d like humans 
to live up to their potential. So, I shifted to education 
because that’s a domain that I care about. It’s also a 
domain where I can see opportunities for this kind of 
work being really successful. 

You mentioned that you shifted from wanting to focus 
on students to focusing on families.  Why is that?

One of the challenges is that we administer treatments 
to kids seven hours a day, five days a week, one hundred 
and eighty days a year in schools. Light-touch, one-off 
interventions just don’t seem like they’re going to be as 
promising in that context. So, what can we do that will 
really be effective? I started learning about how little 
parents know about what’s going on in school, and it’s 
astonishing. It’s not that there’s anyone trying to exclude 
families from schools, but they’re just structurally shut 
out. The average parent of a public high school student 
hears from their child’s school in a personalized way 
(outside of report cards) less than a handful of times 
a year. They know very little about what’s going on in 
school, and then there’s a natural feedback process 
where schools think parents don’t want to know and 
don’t want to be involved. Parents get the impression 
that schools don’t want them involved, and at the same 
time kids want autonomy and they’re pushing parents 
away anyway. So, there’s this convergence that creates 
the conditions where parents want to help their kids, 
but they’re not even sure if they’re invited to, and it’s 
certainly not clear how. That creates opportunities for 
easy, light-touch tools that aren’t a burden to teachers or 
schools and that leverage existing resources to empower 
families to take helpful actions.

Can you tell us about a specific example? You started an 
organization called In Class Today; what does that work 
look like?

Our model translates administrative data into  
information parents find useful and actionable. We 
are especially interested in beliefs parents hold that 
are inaccurate and correctable. With randomized 
experiments we can tell which of these beliefs are 
malleable, and when corrected, which actually change 
behavior. For example, it turns out that the average 
family underestimates their kid’s absences by a factor  

of two. So, hypothetically, my kid will have missed 
twenty days, but I truly believe my kid has missed only 
ten days. Part of this inaccuracy is that I’m motivated to 
think well of my kid, but it’s also difficult as a human 
to keep a running tally of these sporadic, unpredictable 
events that unfold over the course of nine months. 
Another false belief that parents have is that the majority 
of parents of kids who are highly absent—have more 
absences than their classmates—actually think their 
kids have attended school more than their classmates. 

How could a parent ever have any idea of what typical 
attendance looks like?

That’s a big issue. We as educators never communicate 
that kind of information. We almost philosophically 
don’t communicate it, and it turns out that both of 
these beliefs—how my kid’s absences compare to 
her classmates’ and how many total absences my 
kid has accumulated—are correctable with focused, 
repeated, tested communications. So we’ve developed 
this intervention where we repeatedly send mailings 
conveying easy-to-comprehend information that 
targets these false beliefs. We’ve tested it in randomized 
experiments in 13 districts, from urban districts like 
Philadelphia and Chicago to more suburban districts 
in San Mateo, California. We find that the mailings 
consistently reduce chronic absenteeism by 10–15% 
across these districts, which is just amazing. People  
are often surprised by how simple it is.

What do these communications look like? 

The communications are sent out in hard copy via 
direct mail. There are experiments showing that digital 
communications like text messages about absenteeism 
have no effect, and the reason is that hard-copy items like 
postcards become social artifacts in the home—people 
report putting them on the fridge or putting them on 

We find that the mailings 
consistently reduce chronic 
absenteeism by 10–15% across 
these districts, which is just 
amazing. People are often 
surprised by how simple it is.
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the kitchen counter, and they end up being talked-about 
objects. They have a social life in the home—a shelf life. 
Digital communications are great for immediate action, 
but absenteeism is a behavior that unfolds over time. 
What we want is to have these communications have 
durability within the home.  

In terms of what you’re doing with In Class Today, what 
do you think the potential impact is? How scalable is 
this work?

Every absence has its own story. There’s not one reason. 
Maybe a kid doesn’t want to go to school. Or it could be a 
parent works at night. It could be that there’s an illness 
in the family or a sibling is sick or there’s residential 
instability, like they lose their home. For every possible 
reason, there’s a margin—like negotiating with the kid, 
or the parent working a night shift makes extra plans to 
get the kid to school, or the sibling is sick and they take 
extra precaution. We’re just drawing parents’ attention 
to the issue and we’re also correcting their false beliefs. 
They don’t realize how many days their kid has missed 
in total or how their kid’s absences compare to those of 
their classmates. But when all of a sudden they realize it, 
it alarms them. Through finding effective ways to bring 
parents’ attention back to this issue (without taxing 
teacher or school attention and effort), there are days in 
every district that easily can be recaptured with low-cost 
and scalable interventions. 

 

If you think about it, there are 50 million students in 
this country and even if each of them on average has 
good attendance of, say, 93%, that’s around 600 million 
days missed per year.

Yeah, that’s amazing, right? That’s an amazing number. 
So, on some level, reducing the number of days missed 
by some significant amount could make a serious dent, 
and it wouldn’t cost the country any more. And one of  
the things I’m intrigued about with absenteeism is the 
cost of the kid falling behind—looking at the effort 
expended to get the kid back up to speed. Also, the 
consequences of the kid’s being further disengaged 
have a cost to the class. There are these multiplying 
externalities and growing consequences of chronic 
absenteeism.

This is really fascinating research. What’s the next step 
in terms of implementing this work in districts?

Over the last couple of years, I have worked with a couple 
thousand schools and colleges around the United States 
on research through my lab, the Student Social Support 
Research and Development Lab (S3 R&D Lab) here  
at Harvard, and so I have partner districts. But I get 
districts emailing me saying, “We’ve heard about this. 
We read a news story. How can we implement this?” Up 
until a few years ago, it had been difficult for my research 
lab and me because I don’t have the infrastructure to 
help districts implement proven interventions that are 
not ongoing research projects. That’s why Johannes 

Professor Todd Rogers 
Harvard Kennedy School of Government
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In Class Today leverages behavioral science 
research by Todd Rogers and the Student Social 
Support Research and Development Lab at Harvard 
University to implement targeted programs that 
motivate families to reduce school absences. 
These proven, cost-effective, and easy-to-scale 
programs have been successful in reducing chronic 
absenteeism by up to 15% within the first year  
of implementation. 

In Class Today’s approach has been tested and 
proven effective through randomized controlled 
studies at the Student Social Support R&D Lab.  
Some examples of results achieved are the following: 

• School District of Philadelphia: 30,000  
students treated, with a 10% reduction in 
chronic absenteeism within one school year

• Chicago Public Schools: 20,000 students 
treated, with an 11% reduction in chronic 
absenteeism within one school year

• Ten districts in San Mateo County, California: 
10,000 students treated, with a 15% reduction  
in chronic absenteeism within one school year

In Class Today uses student attendance data to 
communicate with households in order to help 
students attend school more regularly. These 
communications don’t just mention how many  

days their child has been absent; they make parents 
aware of how their child’s attendance compares 
to that of a typical classmate and emphasize the 
importance of school attendance. 

The program is targeted, scalable, and highly 
cost-effective. This approach is also simple: all 
the school district needs to do is provide limited 
student attendance data to In Class Today five to 
six times throughout the year, and In Class Today 
does the rest. Proprietary algorithms analyze the 
data to identify students that are off track; then, 
personalized attendance reports are created 
for those students and mailed to their parents/
guardians on behalf of the school district. 

In Class Today’s mission is to reduce absenteeism 
among at-risk pre-K-12 students by one million days 
per year.

These proven, cost-effective, 
and easy-to-scale programs 
have been successful 
in reducing chronic 
absenteeism by up to  
15% within the first year  
of implementation. 

I N T E R V I E W
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DISTRICT MANAGEMENT GROUP HAS FORMED AN EXCITING  
STRATEGIC ALLIANCE WITH IN CLASS TODAY

It is the first time in our 14-year history that DMGroup has forged such an alliance.  
We are excited about the impact that In Class Today is having, and believe its approach  

is well aligned with our core beliefs around improving outcomes for students  
and increasing operational efficiency in a cost-effective manner. 

To learn more about how In Class Today and DMGroup can help you reduce chronic 
absenteeism in your district, contact us at info@dmgroupK12.com or 877-362-3500.

In Class Today's work 
with WPS has made a 
significant difference to our 
attendance interventions. 
Their professionalism and 
attention to detail make 
for a very smooth transition 
between both entities.

In Class Today will adapt 
to your district's needs, 
making it a very smooth 
and effective transaction.

In Class Today’s direct-mail interventions use simple language 
and contextual information to effectively convey to families the 
importance of attendance.

-Dr. Patricia Garcia, Superintendent,  
and Robinson Camacho, District Community 
Coordinator/Attendance Specialist  
 Windham Public Schools (CT)
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I N T E R V I E W

Demarzi and I started In Class Today so that we can 
achieve scale and improve results for students and 
schools across the United States. The mission of my 
lab is to develop evidence-based, easy-to-implement 
behavioral science and data-informed interventions,  
but also to scale them. We just want to make sure what 
works gets implemented.  

I’d like to hear about two other initiatives you are 
working on—Study Supporters and Inviting the 
Village. Could you tell us about that work?

Those initiatives are also being done out of my S3 R&D 
Lab, where we’re using behavioral science and social 
research to focus on mobilizing and empowering 
the social networks that care about the student,  
kindergarten through college, and develop scalable 
interventions. Five years ago, I was doing a focus group 
at a community college with a collaborator and friend 
of mine, Angela Duckworth. We were asking, “Who is in 
your world who cares about you and cares if you finish 
school—if you get your degree?” The students reported, 
“My grandmother,” “My manager at Home Depot,” “My 
girlfriend.” Each of them had somebody. What was 
missing was that all of these people are specifically, 
intentionally, formally, structurally cut out from any 
access to these students’ educational lives. So, we started 
this project where we get students to nominate the 
person who cares about their academic success to be 
their study supporter. 

What does being a study supporter mean? 

So, for example, if you were a study supporter, each week 
we would reach out to you by text and we might say, 
“Hey, John, you see Todd at work every day. This week  
he has a midterm. Ask him what his study plan is and  
what he’s worried about.” Then the following week, we’d 
send you another text letting you know, “Hey, John, 
ask Todd what his plan is for getting his homework 
and reading done for the rest of this semester. Ask him 
what his plan is for making sure he has enough time 

to study.” The promising initial results have prompted 
us to develop and test a version of this in the K-12 
environment where parents nominate grandparents, 
coaches, mentors, pastors, etc., to be study supporters for 
their kids. We give these supporters hard-copy activities 
to talk to the kid about. We send report cards to the 
pastor or coach; we send the class schedule, etc. The idea 
is to turn the social system that cares about the kid into 
an academic support system. These are all pre-existing 
resources that are just unleveraged. It’s investing in the 
community around kids and leveraging social capital—
and also building social capital. 

Are you seeing some early results?

We’re getting preliminary results that are really 
promising, but it’s not nearly at the same level of proof 
as the absenteeism reduction, which we are now on year 
five of replicating. With this Study Supporters work, we 
are just in years two or three; in the next year or two, 
we’ll have enough evidence where I’ll be ready to say 
that our job is to find ways to help districts implement 
it at scale, but we’re not there yet. In some settings, the 
effects are big, and in some the effects aren’t, so we are 
trying to figure out when and why it works—but we’ll 
figure it out. And FERPA (Family Educational Rights 
and Privacy Act) introduces a bunch of considerations 
too. Also, there’s the question of how families navigate 
children growing into autonomous adults, and I don’t 
have answers on that. Regardless, if we want kids to 
reach their potential, these are resources we should find 
ways to invest in.

Absolutely. Are there any other ideas or applications 
that you’re working on that you can share with us? 

There’s one that is at the stage where our job now is to 
find ways to help it scale to districts. It is the idea of 
texting parents when kids don’t turn in their homework, 
when kids cut class, and when their grade falls below a 
grade threshold. Again, the motivating insight is that 
parents wish they knew more about what’s going on in 
school and they mostly don’t know much for a variety of 
reasons, without assigning blame. 

Peter Bergman at Columbia Teacher’s College first did 
an experiment in LAUSD (Los Angeles Unified School 
District) using information from gradebooks and 
pushing out texts to parents whenever their kid was 
missing a homework assignment, or their kid’s grade 
fell below passing, or whenever their kid cut a class. It 
was done over the course of a semester and was found 
to have massive effects on standardized test scores and 
GPA. He and I replicated it in Washington, D.C., with 

We under-innovate in 
finding ways of investing in 
families as assets that can 
further support our shared 
goal of helping kids. 
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seven thousand families and saw a big effect on reducing  
course failures and increasing GPA (standardized 
test results were unavailable). He then replicated it 
in Grand Rapids, Michigan, and in West Virginia, 
and I replicated it across the United Kingdom. When 
we have the infrastructure (when every teacher in a 
school uses gradebooks), it doesn’t impose a burden on 
teachers; parents act on it; and it helps improve student  
achievement pretty substantially. One of the 
coolest findings for me is that when parents 
receive this information, they act on it, they 
improve student achievement, and they want  
more information. This leads to increased parent 
engagement on top of improved student achievement.

Now the question is, how do you scale it across districts?

It’s tough because it requires a lot of pieces falling 
in line. We need up-to-date cell phone numbers from 
parents; we need teachers to consistently use the same 
gradebook, which has to be provided and standardized 
within the school; and then the gradebook companies 
need to provide, and the districts need to purchase, 
the capacity to text out the information, which is  low-
marginal cost but is just not very widely offered. Once 
all those pieces fall into place, though, we see unusually 
easy large gains on student achievement that can be 
replicated across lots of settings.

Over many decades, we have come to expect schools and 
school systems to take on more and more duties—with 
longer days, enrichment in addition to core academics, 
etc. And, structurally, we haven’t figured out a way 
to integrate parent involvement. So, this is directly 
helping that. 

Absolutely. One of the motivating philosophies of this 
work is inspired by the work of Karen Mapp at the 
Harvard Graduate School of Education, who introduced 
me to the “asset versus deficit” view of families. Right 
now, it seems that many schools operate from a deficit 
view, where families are the problem and we have to 
work around them—expand the school day, expand the 
school year, provide homework help outside of school.  
Those things can work, but it has left us in a place where 
we under-innovate in finding ways of investing in 
families as assets that can further support our shared 
goal of helping kids. 

What other areas in education are you hoping to apply 
this kind of work to? 

I think there’s a lot more work to be done on finding  
ways to invest in the social network around kids—not 
the digital network necessarily, but just the actual 

people who care about students. We as educators and 
policy makers have spent a lot of time investing in 
improving pedagogy and the human capital of teachers 
and institutions; I think we’re just scratching the surface 
on how we invest in the social networks around kids. 

There are a bunch of other pieces that I think are  
exciting, but are just so speculative, they’re off on 
the horizon. One is an offshoot of the absenteeism 
work we are doing at In Class Today. My co-author 
in a lot of this work is a statistician at UC Berkeley, 
Avi Feller. We’re working on a machine learning 
process where we can predict which days a kid will be 
absent in advance, and from there we’re thinking we 
can do machine and human cooperation where each 
afternoon we’ll give social workers in the district a list 
of kids who we think are at risk of absence the next 
day so the social workers can target their time and 
intervention. But we’re probably two years away from 
something like that. We are thinking that once we 
have the infrastructure to address absenteeism, this  
can be an add-on feature.

Another idea that we’re thinking about doing is an 
intervention in the summer and fall where you can 
induce people to become friends. The New York Times 
has done a version of it recently that has become really 
popular—37 questions you can ask to fall in love. That’s 
a modified version of a series of questions developed 
in the 1990s that makes people feel connected. It starts 
with trivial questions like “Where you are from?” and it 
wraps up by asking, “When was the last time you cried  
in public?” People end up feeling really connected. 
In those studies, people are asking each other these 
questions in the lab, and at the end of the session they 
are exchanging phone numbers and saying, “We  
should hang out.” So, we’re thinking about doing that 
within classrooms during transition years—like the 
fall of ninth grade, when kids feel particularly alienated 
and isolated—and randomly assigning people to 
basically become friends; then we’ll see what the effects 
of assigning a particularly strong student to a marginal 
student are on the marginal student’s performance. 
Again, we are looking at how we can build and expand 
the social network of students and how we can leverage 
the power and potential positive impact of social 
influence in schools. 

Final parting question: Do you have any final insights 
to share with educational leaders?

If we give parents more useful information, they’ll use 
it, they’ll improve student achievement, and they’ll want 
more of it. 
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I n 1980, Spencer Kagan had an idea to try something new: to create teaching 
techniques based on behavioral science research about encouraging children to 
act cooperatively.1 At that time, the norm in classrooms was to have a teacher 

lecturing from the front of the room and occasionally calling on students who had 
raised their hands. Kagan believed that students could learn much more if structures 
were implemented that encouraged them to interact and cooperate with one another. 
He began by developing structures such as Round Robin or Talking Chips, and went 
on to create many more techniques that could be used in a variety of content areas 
to encourage students to cooperate in the classroom. Initially, many educators were 
uncomfortable with the amount of talking and commotion produced, and thus were slow 
to adopt these approaches. Now, nearly 40 years later, many of these Kagan structures 
have become common practice, and educators are almost universally familiar with similar 
types of techniques such as Think-Pair-Share. 

"What good is an idea if it remains an idea?  
Try. Experiment. Iterate. Fail. Try again.  

Change the world."  —Simon Sinek
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What leads a teacher to try a new approach or a different 
method? Any teacher will tell you that it is exciting and 
rewarding to try a new technique in the classroom and 
find that it works. But trying something new is always a 
risk; creating something new is an even greater risk. And 
various constraints such as federal and state mandates, 
regulations, union rules, and the pressures of standards 
and testing, to name a few, all conspire to discourage 
change and innovation.

Yet, the myriad challenges faced by school districts 
across the country seem to demand new approaches. 
Pressures on school systems increased dramatically with 
the 2008 financial crisis, and unfortunately there are 
many signs that these forces will not abate. At every level 
of government, pension and healthcare costs promise to 
dominate spending, putting in jeopardy any increases 
in spending on education. Municipalities have raised 
local taxes in recent years to keep up with increases 
in their budgets, but at this point many towns seem to 
have maxed out, with taxpayers unlikely to tolerate 
further increases. The recently passed federal tax law 
further complicates the situation for many states due 
to the change in the deduction for state and local taxes, 
further threatening funding streams for schools. Major 
demographic shifts are placing additional pressures on 
public school systems. A steady migration from the north 
and northeast to the sunbelt and west has left districts 
in many states grappling with declines in enrollment 
and structural deficits, forcing painful decisions year 

after year; meanwhile, other states are seeing influxes so 
rapid that funding, teacher hiring, and building capacity 
cannot keep up. Districts in 48 states report teacher 
shortages, especially in science, math, and special 
education. While conventional wisdom holds that teacher 
shortages are due to baby boomers retiring, studies have 
shown that only about one-third of teacher departures are 
retirements; the larger cause is teacher dissatisfaction 
with the profession and with working conditions.  

Harvard Business School professor Howard Stevenson 
defines entrepreneurship as “the pursuit of opportunity 
without regard to resources currently controlled.” Given 
the resource challenges and myriad constraints districts 
face, innovation and entrepreneurship are needed to 
uncover opportunities that can drive improved outcomes. 
Leaders in education must therefore ask themselves the 
essential questions: “Can we make this approach work in 
public education? How do I create an environment that 
encourages and supports people to try new ideas? And 
how can we scale these practices?” 

Exhibit 1  SEVEN FUNDAMENTAL SKILLS FOR ENTREPRENEURIAL LEADERSHIP 

Trying something new is 
always a risk; creating 
something new is an even 
greater risk. 

Source: Adapted from Rosabeth Moss Kanter's Principals as Innovators: Identifying Fundamental Skills for Leadership  
of Change in Public Schools, Public Education Leadership Project at Harvard University, December 13, 2016.
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Promoting an Entrepreneurial Culture
In 1943, the U.S. Army approached Lockheed Martin with 
a request that seemed impossible—to design and build in 
only 150 days a new fighter jet to counter the German air 
force.2 This task would have been impossible within the 
usual structures at Lockheed Martin, but engineer Kelly 
Johnson decided to create a unit within the organization 
that played by different rules. In only 143 days, this unit, 
called the Skunk Works, designed and built the XP-80 to 
spec. This unit went on to create other important aircraft, 
including the U-2 spy plane and the SR-71 Blackbird, and 
the name Skunk Works has now become synonymous 
with a department that operates in an entrepreneurial 
manner within a larger organization.

We think of entrepreneurship as being intrinsic to 
the fabric of some industries, most notably high tech, 
but even in Silicon Valley—and particularly in larger 
and older industries—fostering entrepreneurship is a 
challenge. More recently, companies in Silicon Valley 
have tackled the question of how to continue promoting 
entrepreneurial problem solving as they grow from 
small startups into large corporations. Google famously 
encouraged employees to spend 20% of their time on 
passion projects distinct from their assigned job, leading 
to initial versions of some of Google’s largest products: 
Gmail, Google Maps, and AdSense. At Netflix, Chief  
Talent Officer Patty McCord nurtured a company culture 
over 12 years as it grew from 120 to 5,400 employees that 
focused on helping the company remain nimble and 
empowering talented employees to solve problems on their 
own terms.3 Netflix’s stock price has more than tripled, 

and it now regularly wins awards for shows it produces 
itself—a far cry from the business of mailing DVDs.

School leaders can apply learnings from these sorts 
of innovative, entrepreneurial companies, and from 
research about how to be an entrepreneurial leader 
within the education world. Rosabeth Moss Kanter of 
Harvard Business School applied her work in innovation 
and change leadership in the private sector to study 
the work of principals and identify the skills needed 
to be an innovative leader in education. Kanter found 
seven fundamental skills common to leaders who 
support innovation and change (Exhibit 1).4 Through our 
experience working with school district leaders, we have 
found that the skills Kanter identified among principals 
can be applied by education leaders at all levels to 
promote entrepreneurial thinking. In this Spotlight, we 
discuss Kanter’s seven skills and go on to examine how 
school leaders can foster these skills to allow innovative 
thinking and leadership to flourish.

It is important to create an environment that allows 
people at all levels to stay tapped into the needs and 
trends within the district as well as outside of the district 
and sometimes even outside of education.  

For example, in one district, a parent-teacher association 
turned what could have been a conflict into an 
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opportunity. After a number of private Montessori 
preschools had opened in the town in recent years, 
parents of young elementary children were frequently 
asking their public school teachers to adopt Montessori 
methods in their classrooms. At first, this was a source 
of tension at PTA meetings, but the teachers came to 
understand the significant demand in the community. 
The teachers therefore worked with the principal to bring 
Montessori trainers to the school so that, even without 
becoming a full Montessori school, the teachers could be 
more prepared to meet the expectations of students and 
parents from these preschools.

Sometimes the needs and opportunities exist outside 
the district, and it is important to reach out and be open 
to them. In a small urban district, the superintendent 
was battling a long-held perception that the high school 
provided few educational opportunities for career 
readiness. She knew there was a need for reinvention 
at the school, and so she decided to talk with business 
leaders in the community to understand how their hiring 
needs had changed over the years. She found that not 

only were business leaders seeking critical thinking and 
collaboration skills beyond those a typical high school 
graduate would have, but the industries themselves had 
changed. Long known as a textile town, her city now had 
new medical companies with large unmet hiring needs. 
She brought this information back to her high school 
team, and they researched and eventually implemented 
career-centric academies that included health care and 
information technology. 

How do you do it?
While many leaders instinctively agree that staying 
abreast of new ideas and trends is important, it can 
be challenging to make time for doing so. Eileen Lai 
Horng and colleagues at Stanford University shadowed 
65 principals to learn how they spent their time; the 
resulting data showed that they spent less than 5% of  
their time on activities that could potentially expose  
them to new ideas or trends.5 This situation is likely 
familiar to central office leaders, who often find it 
difficult to break out of the urgency of day-to-day work  
of their department and district.

Leaders need to carve out time to expose themselves 
to new ideas through conferences, research digests,  
training, and even professional events outside of 
education in order to come up with the next big idea. 
Spending time “on the ground” talking with staff 
in informal settings, not just doing the obligatory 
walkthroughs or learning protocols can also prove an 
important source of ideas. Superintendents often take 
the time to do a “listening tour” when first arriving in 
a new district, but once the demands of the job are fully 
upon them, there seems to be little time for such listening 
sessions. To make this fit into their busy schedules, many 
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During performance reviews, 
make a point of affirming 
those who take the time to 
keep up to date with research 
and new practices, and make 
it clear that you expect it 
from those who don’t. 
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superintendents have created a teacher advisory group 
or parent advisory group with whom they meet regularly 
as a way of keeping a direct connection to the front lines 
of the district. These groups are often used to gather 
feedback, but they can also be used to source ideas. 

To create an entrepreneurial culture, leaders can take 
steps to promote creative thinking among their teams. 
Consider using a portion of professional development 
time to explore new ideas from outside of your district 
or even outside of education. During performance 
reviews, make a point of affirming those who take the 
time to keep up to date with research and new practices, 
and make it clear that you expect it from those who 
don’t. And when people do bring new ideas, make sure 
that your first response isn’t, “No,” but instead, “That 
sounds interesting. How would that work?”  While the 
approaches discussed here are familiar, leaders need to 
remind themselves of the importance of making time to 
listen and to elicit ideas and creative thinking.

Sometimes a breakthrough idea comes from connecting 
the dots among several disparate existing ideas. Kanter 
describes this skill as “kaleidoscope thinking,” a 
metaphor for putting a collection of ideas together over 
and over again in different ways until it comes into focus 
as a solution to the problem at hand.6 The origin of the 
Post-it note is one of the most famous such stories.7 An 
engineer at 3M named Spencer Silver had been working 
on new adhesives with the goal of creating super-strong 
adhesives for industrial use. When he accidentally 
created an adhesive so weak that it could easily be peeled 
apart, he couldn’t identify a use for it, but felt that it was 
interesting enough that he gave talks about it to other 
departments within 3M. Another engineer, Art Fry,  
heard one of Silver’s talks about the adhesive and saw 
a use: at his weekly church choir practice, people were 
constantly placing small scraps of papers in the hymnals 
to mark the songs they sang, but the papers would 
inevitably fall out by the next week’s practice. From this 
connection, the Post-it note was born, and it is now one of 
3M’s most ubiquitous products. 

One superintendent came up with a breakthrough 
idea through “kaleidoscope thinking.” He had been 
using an official district Instagram account to share 
the occasional photo. At the same time, the district had 
been promoting a Positive Behavior Intervention System 

(PBIS) in schools and had been encouraging teachers 
to provide more positive recognition for students. 
Meanwhile, at board meetings, school board members 
had been asking how they could be more connected to 
students. Kaleidoscope thinking brought these three 
challenges together and created a pattern that provided 
a solution. The superintendent decided to introduce a 
hashtag on Instagram, and encouraged all staff to use  
the hashtag when sharing photos of student excellence. 
Then he began each board meeting by displaying photos 
from this hashtag and sharing stories of student and  
staff excellence. Three separate ideas came together to 
form a powerful solution. 

How do you do it?
Breakthrough ideas emerge when people make 
connections among ideas and among one another. In 
school districts, these opportunities can be hard to come 
by, with many teachers and leaders working in relative 
isolation. This means that the rare opportunities for 
collaboration, in PLCs or other meetings, are crucial 
opportunities to promote problem solving and idea 
generation. It may be beneficial, for example, to position 
data meetings as problem-solving meetings; after all, 
the goal isn’t merely to look at the data but to identify  
a solution for students in need. 

Group idea-generation (often called brainstorming) is the 
subject of a great deal of research. Leaders can promote 
better idea-generation in group meetings by reminding 
themselves of these best practices:

• Put in place norms or protocols for problem-solving 
discussions that solicit a wide range of ideas before 
narrowing the focus.

• Separate the process of idea generation and idea 
evaluation. Research suggests that it is best to start by 
defining the criteria for evaluating ideas at the outset, 
then give individuals time to generate their own 
ideas, and use the meeting to share these ideas before 
applying the criteria to assess which idea is best.

• As a leader, be mindful and patient about 
inserting your solution in group settings. Be 
explicit about why you are refraining. It may be 
helpful to designate someone else to facilitate the 
brainstorming process.

For major challenges, allow the time needed to come 
up with the best ideas. One good solution is better than 
a long list of mediocre solutions. There are many new 
techniques and protocols for generating ideas, such as 
C-Sketching on YouTube, and a number of protocols 
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from the National School Reform Faculty that can broaden your 
district’s approach to problem solving.

Districts can also make efforts to promote problem solving and 
idea generation outside the boundaries of a school. Task forces 
or curriculum teams are examples that many districts already 
use. A less common approach draws on the X Prize model, 
used to crowdsource ideas for problems as diverse as landing  
a probe on the moon to improving a movie suggestion  
algorithm. With this model, the district identifies a  
challenging problem, offers recognition for teachers who 
come up with solutions, and ideally finds a solution that can 
then be spread across the district. For example, a district  
facing rising behavior needs may ask teachers to submit 
behavior management techniques that they have found to be 
effective, and then turn the list into a district resource with a 
menu of techniques for other teachers to learn from.

For entrepreneurs in the private sector, effectively delivering 
their “pitch” or their vision is crucial to raising venture 
money, attracting talent to join a new venture, winning those 
important initial customers, and making the enterprise succeed. 
Educational leaders are well aware that communicating an 
inspiring vision is equally important to their work. 

Principals and district leaders have a certain amount of  
authority due to their position in the organization, but this 
type of positional authority only goes so far. An elementary 
principal might be able to suggest teachers follow a schedule 
for reading, math, and other subjects in the homeroom, but 
practically the only aspects of the schedule that they can 
enforce are lunch, recess, and specials. A principal who relies  
on leadership through authority will likely get surface-level 
buy-in at best, with many teachers reverting to their old 
practices when the door is closed. An entrepreneurial principal 
who can sell the vision and reason behind the schedules can 
achieve much more authentic engagement from teachers. At 
every level of leadership, the ability to rally support around a 
vision is the difference between compliance and authentic work.

Link your thinking and decision 
making to the vision for the 
district. Ask others how the 
vision shapes their thinking  
on the topic.
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How do you do it?
There are endless resources to help entrepreneurs 
improve their “elevator pitch” (so-named because of the 
imagined scenario in which you have only the duration 
of an elevator ride to sell someone else on your idea). 
The same good advice for honing an elevator pitch is 
relevant for education leaders who want to build the 
skill of communicating an inspiring vision to others.

Before focusing on communicating the vision, it is 
essential that leaders find the overlap between the 
district’s vision and what drives them personally. For 
a leader who is competitive by nature, a vision centered 
on success for all students may be more inspiring to the 
leader when framed as “I know that our kids can outscore 
the kids in neighboring districts.” For a leader motivated 
by social justice, the same vision may be framed as “I 
refuse to accept that in our district, with our talented 
teachers, a student’s race or home life should be an excuse 
for different outcomes.” If a leader is energized about 
seeing teachers improve, the same vision may be, “Every 
one of us can reach every one of our kids if we commit 
to our own learning and support one another.” A leader 
who is truly inspired by the mission is more effective at 
communicating that passion and the vision to others.   

Communicating the vision to others needs to occur 
through incidental interactions every day, as well as 
through deliberate efforts to reach and inspire large 
groups. To inspire people in person, the following 
reminders are helpful:

• Talk about the vision more than feels natural. 
Even if it feels as if you spend most of your time 
talking about it, remember that this idea still 
makes up only a small fraction of the many 
messages that staff is bombarded with each day. 

• Practice talking about the vision and get feedback 
you can trust. Ask a trusted staff member to give 

you pointers on how you can make the message 
resonate more strongly with others.

• When explaining decisions, tie them back to the 
mission. Especially in critical decision-making 
settings, such as budget meetings or school 
improvement planning meetings, link your 
thinking and decision making to the vision for 
the district. Ask others how the vision shapes their 
thinking on the topic.

• Look for ways to leverage technology to 
communicate authentically and directly to a large 
audience. Social media gives leaders tools to speak 
directly to many people. 

Any entrepreneur will tell you that positive feedback  
on your idea can be misleading; the real proof is in  
people’s willingness to put their time, energy, and 
money behind the idea. Similarly, for an entrepreneurial  
education leader, it’s not enough to simply get positive 
reactions to your vision; the real proof is whether you 
can enlist principals, teachers, staff, and stakeholders to 
invest their time, energy, and reputation in supporting and 
realizing the vision. 

Recently, a large northeast urban school district set 
about changing school start times with multiple goals in 
mind: (1) delaying the start of high schools would allow  
teenagers to benefit from more sleep, (2) changing start 
times would reduce time spent on school buses for a 
majority of students, and (3) staggering start times 
would decrease school transportation costs.  The plan 
necessitated having some of the elementary schools 
start at 7:15 AM. While the district team understood that 
some parents would not support such an early start time, 
they believed that they had enough support from the 
large group of parents who were not really affected by 
this change. But in the end, the relatively small group 
of parents opposed to such an early start were able to 
successfully doom the entire effort. The lesson is that 
the district team was not able to enlist the active support 
of a large group of more neutrally minded parents who 
favored the change. 

How do you do it?
When building a coalition of support for change, it is 
often most productive to invest time in solidifying the  
core base of supporters and transforming those with 

When building a coalition 
of support for change, it is 
often most productive to 
invest time in solidifying  
the core base of supporters 
and transforming those 
with lukewarm support  
into champions. 
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lukewarm support into champions. Management 
consulting firm Bain & Company developed the “net 
promoter score,” a research-backed approach for 
assessing the level of support for a product or an 
idea (Exhibit 2). Respondents to a survey are asked, 
“How likely are you to recommend this to a friend?” 
and given a scale from one to ten. Only those 
responding nine or ten are labeled “promoters,” 
and all those responding six or below are labeled 
“detractors.” Those responding seven or eight are the 
“passives”—these are the people who often will say  
that they support an idea, but are unlikely to commit 
their own dollars, time, or reputation. 

Leaders often have a preferred style of communication, 
and this style naturally activates some of the potential 
promoters. To reach the passives (and possibly some  
fence-sitting detractors), leaders must be able to deploy 
a wider range of approaches rather than relying on 
their own preferred style. For example, a leader who is  
a “numbers person” may feel that if the data is on her 
side, the data should be enough to convince others.  
When some people remain unconvinced, this leader 
often doubles down on the same strategy, gathering 
more data in hopes of being more persuasive. Instead, 
leaders need to be mindful of the wide range of 
motivations and needs that drive others, and develop  
a range of strategies for enlisting support that will  
reach a wider audience. Individuals can be convinced to 
offer their support for many different reasons, including 
the following:

• Reciprocity: This is the person who needs to know, 
“What’s in it for me?” Some leaders shy away from 
this sort of quid pro quo, but at times it can be 
needed to bridge the divide with key players who 
are otherwise holding out. The strongest change 
agents plant seeds of goodwill in order to harvest 
support when needed.

• Self-preservation: Many individuals will initially 
resist change because they fear for their own 
positions and are worried that they are dispensable. 
Take the time to show that you value what these 
people do, and affirm that they have a role to play 
in the future.

• The moral good: Some people are driven by a 
strong sense of morality, and speaking to them in 
terms of the moral imperatives that matter to them 
can push passives to become promoters.

• Data: As suggested above, some are driven by 
data, willing to take the side of whoever has the 
most persuasive evidence. It can help to build data 
collection into the change effort from the start to 
gather evidence of early wins (see Skill #6).

• Recognition: Everyone wants to be recognized, 
and people can often be won over if they see the 
change as an opportunity to accomplish something 
meaningful and be recognized for it. However, this 
strategy often fails if people feel they were not 
recognized in the past; this broken trust is hard to 
repair (see Skill #7).

Source: Bain & Company

Exhibit 2  NET PROMOTER SCORE
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Individuals may fall into more than one of these  
categories or none at all; and the same individual  
may have different motivations at different times and 
in different contexts. Skilled leaders recognize and  
tap into the variety of motivations to enlist backers  
and supporters.

When a team is charged with solving an important 
problem within a district, it requires a level of support 
and alignment commensurate with the importance of 
the problem being tackled. Steps need to be taken to set 
the team up for success. In one large suburban district, 
the strategic plan called for a major focus on improving 
social-emotional supports for students. The district 
recognized that this effort was pushing many leaders into 
unfamiliar territory that required rapidly learning new 
terminology, programs, strategies, and assessments. The 
superintendent invested his time and some resources into 
this team to demonstrate his commitment and support. He 
created a structure to define the objectives of each working 
team, invested in training, and sent a group to learn about 
how to measure the Academic Return on Investment 
(A-ROI) of the changes that would be put in place. 

How do you do it?
There are both adaptive and structural elements to  
setting teams up for success in pursuing an 
entrepreneurial goal. It is helpful to remind yourself 
of common frameworks for enabling teams to work 
together effectively. Professor of education psychology 

Bruce Tuckman developed a model describing the stages 
of team development:8

• Forming: The team comes together for the first 
time and is assigned a goal.

• Storming: Team members recognize they may 
have conflicting visions for the goal or how to 
achieve it; team members may vie for leadership 
within the team in unconstructive ways.

• Norming: Team members begin to settle into 
roles, working norms, meeting frequency, and the 
various tools they will use to do the work.

• Performing: The team has found its rhythm and 
can work productively, amplifying one another’s 
efforts so that the whole is more than the sum of 
its parts.

As a leader, you can help by teaching team members 
about these stages of development, and by intervening 
with support when teams may get stuck at a certain stage.

From a structural perspective, leaders can set teams up 
for success by making sure that a few key elements are 
defined clearly:

• Goal and timeframe

• Accountable owner for the goal

• Resources available

• Team members

• Executive sponsor
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Kanter writes: “Everything can look like a failure in the 
middle. [It’s tempting] to give up, forget it, chase the 
next enticing rainbow.”9 Teams must persevere when 
the going gets tough to maintain momentum during 
the difficult middle of the process. Indeed, one near-
universal complaint from district leaders and teachers 
alike is that there are simply too many initiatives and  
too little follow-through. The difficult middles are 
especially difficult in education because results on state 
tests are measured once a year, and therefore there is a 
common perception that any change effort must take 
place over multiple years. But when scores don’t show an 
upward trend at the end of the first year, many initiatives 
are left to languish—or may even be replaced with a  
new initiative. Too frequently, efforts are abandoned too 
soon; teams need persistence, perseverance, and mid-
course corrections to surmount the obstacles.

DMGroup has been working for 18 months with Los 
Angeles Unified School District (CA) on crafting and 
finalizing their strategic plan. Once the plan was 

adopted in fall of 2016, the district wanted to move into 
action. In such a large district, it was essential to do 
more than just communicate the strategic plan, but to 
get people actively engaged in the work of the plan so 
that efforts would not languish. Therefore, DMGroup  
worked with the district to create multiple cross-
functional teams within several schools to work on  
highly specific goals that were directly tied to the  
strategic plan. Each team was charged with generating 
its own solutions, implementing them, and achieving 
results within a 10-week period. Charging a cross-
functional group to come up with the solution 
engaged them in the work, leveraged “kaleidoscope 
thinking,” and created not only support but a real 
sense of ownership of the strategic plan. The rapid 
10-week cycles allowed teams to work through the 
difficult middle by creating momentum. Nearly 80% 
of the teams successfully reached their goal, which 
created enthusiasm, built capacity, and created  
the confidence to take on yet another 10-week challenge. 

How do you do it?
There are several techniques recommended for 
sustaining momentum:

• Keep the urgency high: People intuitively 
recognize whether a goal has a high or low priority 
for leaders based on how much time and energy 
leaders spend on it. Show your commitment by 
being present at meetings, staying aware of the 
team’s progress, and having a solid understanding 
of the issues at hand. Teams are less likely to 
lose sight of the goal or be drawn away by other 
priorities when they see leaders genuinely 
engaged.

• Clear barriers rapidly: Nothing is more 
discouraging to a team than being tasked with a 
challenge they don’t feel equipped to solve. Ensure 
a clear executive sponsor who understands his 
or her role in clearing barriers, and be willing to 
bend the rules at times to get the team what they 
need rapidly.

• Measure and demonstrate results: Build in 
tracking of results right from the beginning, 
using metrics that can be monitored more 

frequently than once per year (quarterly 
measures work well). Don’t leave the early 

wins up to chance: put in the extra effort and 
support to ensure the team experiences 

some early successes to build upon.

S P O T L I G H T
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• Maintain a stable direction: District or school 
leaders can greatly empower teams by ensuring 
that priorities relevant to the team remain stable. 
This is especially challenging and important 
during times of leadership turnover; ensure 
stability even during these times by building  
a broad coalition of support (see Skill #4).

Consider using the performance-challenge method, 
which incorporates all these techniques.  DMGroup has 
helped districts implement this method with measurable 
success. Within a district or school, multiple teams  
are created with each team working on a discrete 
performance challenge for a 10-week period. The 
performance goal is clear and metrics for success are 
defined. Setting a 10-week cycle in which to demonstrate 
results creates urgency and encourages iterative cycles 
and corrections. Having multiple teams working 
simultaneously creates momentum with a dynamic 
blend of collaboration and competition. The approach 
builds capacity, focuses on rapid and achievable wins, 
and celebrates them.

Taking time to celebrate accomplishments is important 
to maintaining momentum and fostering a culture of 
entrepreneurship. On this crucial entrepreneurial skill, 
educators are fortunately well-positioned, for they are 
familiar with dozens of strategies that teachers use with 
students to give praise and recognition for a job well done, 
and many of these can easily be adapted for adults.

In one low-performing K-8 school, the principal found a 
new way to recognize and celebrate the accomplishments 
of his staff. Reflecting that he saw great teaching in his 
classroom visits every day but rarely had the opportunity 
to follow up and provide recognition, he began using  
the end-of-day announcements for this purpose. Each  
day, he would give a shout-out to students in classrooms 
where he had witnessed excellent teaching—by focusing 
on the students’ work, he managed to give recognition 
to the teachers without embarrassing them, and 
demonstrated through his actions that effective teaching 
is about what the students are doing. Entrepreneurial 
leaders can use these types of approaches to celebrate the 
change that they hope to cultivate and promote.

How do you do it?
Most educational leaders have their own bag of tricks for 
recognizing accomplishments thanks to their own time as 

teachers, so perhaps the most important lesson is simply 
to make it a priority. Many superintendents comment 
that they simply don’t have the time anymore because 
they are rushing from one urgent matter to another; but 
celebrating successes is important to creating energy  
and support for entrepreneurship. Challenge yourself to 
find tools for recognition that fit into your busy schedule. 
One superintendent carried a pad of Post-its and scribbled 
praise during walkthroughs and even during meetings, 
and then handed them out as he departed. Reflect on 
the reasons you might shy away from giving praise and 
recognition—fears of favoritism, lack of genuineness, 
lowering of standards are all common reasons, and all can 
be overcome.

Ultimately, in resource-strapped districts, praise and 
recognition are cost-free or low-cost tools that can power 
teams to greater heights, and build a virtuous cycle  
of successes.

Conclusion
The challenges that districts now face can feel 
insurmountable. Yet, continuing to do the same things 
in the same way will not be sufficient, given tight 
resources and rising challenges. District leaders need to 
innovate and be entrepreneurial to be successful in the 
all-important work of educating our nation’s students.

We have discussed Kanter’s seven fundamental skills 
of entrepreneurial leadership, and explored some ways 
to put these skills into action in your district. While 
these techniques may already be familiar to you, there is  
great benefit to reminding yourself and your teams of  
these skills and seeking to integrate them into your 
own practice and that of your district in order to 
unleash the entrepreneur and innovator within you and  
your organization. 
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To activate entrepreneurial leadership in public school districts, leaders 
need to take deliberate steps to cultivate skills and nurture a conducive 
environment. Here is a reminder of some common pitfalls to avoid.

Activating Entrepreneurial Leadership  
in Education

Don’t forget that the staff 
collectively may have  
the solution.

To address the most pressing challenges 
in your district, bring together a range 
of talented people from the district 
to generate solutions. Use structured 
approaches to get the most out of this time, 
and leverage "kaleidoscope thinking."

Don’t feel restricted to ideas 
within the education sector.

Be open to drawing inspiration from other 
industries. While the public education sector 
has much that is unique to it, practices from 
the private and government sectors and 
the latest research in academia may hold 
inspiration applicable to your district.

Don’t stop talking about the 
district vision.

For people to act entrepreneurially,  
they must truly understand the vision 
for the district. Communicate the vision 
with frequency, and tie your decisions 
and actions back to the district vision  
as often as possible.

S P O T L I G H T

10 Mistakes to Avoid

Don’t let the urgent allow you 
to lose sight of opportunities.

Entrepreneurial leaders are constantly 
exposing themselves to new ideas. 
While managing your district can be all-
consuming, remember to make time to 
expose yourself to breakthrough ideas.  
Encourage your team members to do so 
as well.
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Don’t assume that innovation 
and entrepreneurship come 
naturally.

The public education sector does not have 
a history of encouraging innovation, 
so to create an entrepreneurial culture, 
deliberate steps need to be taken 
to cultivate skills and to foster an 
environment that values creativity  
and encourages risk-taking. 

Don’t forget to  
celebrate successes.

Leaders often fail to stop and celebrate 
successes—they may shy away from 
celebrations or simply feel they 
don’t have the time. Don’t forget this 
powerful and low-cost tool that allows 
you to demonstrate your support and 
appreciation, and helps you reinforce 
desired behaviors.

Don’t leave the early wins  
to chance. 

Once you set a short timeframe for results, 
stay involved to ensure the team has the 
necessary support, sense of urgency, 
and access to leadership to be successful. 
Investing time to help teams achieve success 
early on will pay off and motivate them to 
carry the work forward on their own.

Don’t wait a year to  
see results. 

Too many change efforts in school 
districts presume that results will take 
years to materialize. Set meaningful 
short-term goals for your teams; this 
will allow them to see that their work 
is making a difference and will help 
sustain momentum.

Don’t lose focus and appear  
to shift priorities.

When priorities are perceived to shift at 
the district level, principals and teachers 
can be left in the lurch. If you want 
staff to take initiative and create new 
solutions to key problems, the district 
must maintain consistent strategic 
direction and focus.

Don’t sink too much time into 
converting adversaries.

For any change effort, there will always 
be naysayers who will be difficult to win 
over. Invest your time in energizing the 
people on the fence to create a larger group 
of advocates. Don’t get drawn into time-
consuming battles with the opposition.
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ENTREPRENEURIAL LEADERSHIP SKILLS Rarely Sometimes Often

S P O T L I G H T

Manager's Toolkit

With districts facing challenging budgets and rising needs, it is more important than 
ever to foster innovation and entrepreneurship. After reading the Spotlight, you may be 
reflecting on how well you apply the seven skills of entrepreneurial leadership. Just as 
important is cultivating these skills in your team members. 

Take the test below to assess your and your team’s entrepreneurial leadership skills and 
identify opportunities to enhance the entrepreneurial culture in your district.

How Can You Promote an 
Entrepreneurial Culture  
in Your District? 

Rarely Sometimes

SENSING NEEDS: Spending time to 
be exposed to ideas from outside the 
district (through conferences, events, 
articles, podcasts, etc.) and talking 
directly with stakeholders about their 
hopes for the district.

Often

HOW OFTEN DO YOU DO THIS? HOW OFTEN DO YOUR LEADERS DO THIS?

STIMULATING BREAKTHROUGH 
IDEAS: Using structured approaches 
(e.g. root cause analysis, short sprints 
to reach SMART goals, etc.) to generate 
potential solutions to critical problems.

COMMUNICATING INSPIRING 
VISIONS: Talking about your district’s 
vision in terms that authentically 
show it is personally important and 
making it known that this vision drives 
everyday work and decision making.

ENLISTING BACKERS: Deploying  
a range of strategies to energize 
fence-sitters and transform them  
into promoters of the vision.
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ENTREPRENEURIAL LEADERSHIP SKILLS Rarely Sometimes Often Rarely Sometimes

NURTURING TEAMS: Taking the 
time to provide structure to teams 
upfront and staying involved to keep 
them on track.

Often

HOW OFTEN DO YOU DO THIS? HOW OFTEN DO YOUR LEADERS DO THIS?

MASTERING THE DIFFICULT 
MIDDLES: Breaking down a project 
into shorter phases with important 
milestones, and staying focused on 
seeing initiatives all the way through.

CELEBRATING SUCCESS: Making 
time to consistently celebrate 
accomplishments and recognize 
those who made them happen.

TOTAL NUMBER OF CHECKS

Examine your own strengths and areas for development in relation to these seven skills. 
Then, examine your team’s abilities. Consider these questions:

• Which are your areas of strength and which skills would you like to develop further?

• Which are your team’s strengths and how can you tap into these strengths?

• Which skills can you help your team develop?

• In which areas can your team help provide you support?

• Are there areas where you might want to seek outside support?

An awareness of your own and your team’s strengths and areas for development is the 
first step in developing a culture of entrepreneurship and innovation.
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Setting the Course at Sioux Falls 
School District (SD): 
New Superintendent Rallies the District with 
Strategic Planning
John J-H Kim and Kristen Keen

B efore even arriving at Sioux Falls School District 
(SFSD), Dr. Brian Maher knew his first objective 
would be to work with the district to create a 

strategic plan. For the past eight years, Dr. Maher had 
been serving as superintendent of Kearney Public  
Schools in Nebraska, a small district of approximately 
5,300 students and 14 buildings, where he had been  
named Superintendent of the Year by the Nebraska 
Council of School Administrators. With over 24,000  
students, Sioux Falls School District was significantly 
larger—it was the largest urban district in the state—
and had been facing myriad new challenges in recent 
years. As of SY2014-15, South Dakota had the lowest 
average teacher salary in the country, and there were 
concerns statewide about a shortage of K-12 dollars and 
of qualified educators. Meanwhile, the district itself 
had been growing in terms of number of students 
and was experiencing a rapid increase in diversity. 
According to a local paper, “Twenty years ago, the 
vast majority of students were white. Today, white 
students make up just under 64 percent of the students 
in Sioux Falls.”1 Dr. Maher knew he needed to create a 
dynamic, detailed strategic plan to effectively tackle the  
district’s challenges. 

Dr. Maher’s first step was to learn about the district. 
Before arriving in the district, he had mapped out 
a 100-day plan for connecting with the community 
and figuring out what was working and what was not 
working at the schools. This included a listening and 
learning tour—not only for Dr. Maher to learn about 
the Sioux Falls community and stakeholders, but also to 
give the community the chance to get to know him. Dr. 
Maher believed that “to come up with a pre-conceived 

*Fall 2017, South Dakota 
Department of Education

SIOUX FALLS  
SCHOOL DISTRICT 

(SD)  

FAST FACTS

Staff of 
2,000+

24,865 students*

• 15,612  White
• 3,071    Black
• 2,763  Hispanic
• 1,400   Multiracial

• 43.3%  Free and Reduced 	
              Lunch Eligible
• 14.7%   Special Education 	
              (K-12) Identification
• 13.1%   English Language     	
              Learners

• 1,091  Native American
• 903    Asian
• 25       Pacific Islander

SF
SD
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�32 Schools  

4   High Schools

5   Middle Schools, Grades 6-8

23 K–5 Elementary Schools

Total Operating Budget:  

$163,503,500
Per Student Spending:  

$6,777

notion of what Sioux Falls needs without learning 
anything about Sioux Falls would be the kiss of death for 
my superintendency in Sioux Falls.”2

This approach was in line with his leadership style. 
Described as being a “servant leader and an advocate 
for students and teachers,”3 Dr. Maher attributes his 
leadership style to his father, who was an elementary 
school custodian. Dr. Maher was raised believing in 
the importance of every individual’s contribution to 
the success of a school system. The youngest of seven 
children, he has said that he grew up poor, and that 
access to a good education and his aspiration to become a  
teacher helped him succeed. Given his own experiences, 
Dr. Maher is passionate about the power of education;  
he knows the tremendous importance of making 
students aware of the opportunities available to them 
and encouraging them to believe in themselves and to 
reach for their dreams. 

Through his initial listening and learning tour, Dr. 
Maher found that Sioux Falls School District has a lot 
going for it, with a “great base to build upon.”4 He was 
then eager to embark on work to create a five-year 
strategic plan to guide the work ahead. Having read  
about the strategic planning approach of District 

Management Group (DMGroup), Dr. Maher felt an  
affinity with the process DMGroup outlined, which  
tightly aligns vision and mission to the daily work of 
the district. Dr. Maher also liked that the process begins 
with an in-depth quantitative and qualitative study 
of the district and includes a well-crafted stakeholder 
engagement plan. DMGroup was quickly engaged 
to partner with the district to develop an actionable, 
results-oriented strategic plan that would engage the 
community and mobilize the district to work together 
toward shared goals. 

Strategic Planning Work Begins
In the fall of 2015, Sioux Falls School District 
embarked on its strategic planning work with District  
Management Group. The work was guided by 
DMGroup’s Strategic Planning Framework, the result 
of deep research and the experience of helping many 
districts put powerful strategic plans into practice. The 
framework sets out a methodical approach that distills 
a broad vision for the district into concrete, measurable 
goals and implementation tactics that are all aligned 
and interconnected (Exhibit 1). The objective is to create a 
focused plan that will drive the daily work of the district. 
DMGroup believes that less is more: the most powerful 
strategic plans are not lengthy documents detailing a 

Graduation Rate** 

83.79%
SY2016-17

ACT Scores: 

22.9
compared to 21.8  

for the state

Source: SFSD SY2016-17

Dr. Brian Maher began 
serving as superintendent of 
Sioux Falls School District in 
July 2015. Immediately before 
this, he was superintendent 
of the Kearney Public 
Schools in Nebraska and 
had been named Nebraska’s 
Superintendent of the Year. 
His experience in education 
includes positions as a high 
school principal, an assistant 
principal, an athletic director, 
and a teacher of all levels 

of mathematics as well as high school physics. Dr. Maher 
holds a bachelor’s degree in math education from Midland 
University in Fremont, Nebraska, and master’s and doctorate 
degrees from the University of Nebraska, Omaha.

New to SFSD but aware 
that the district had been 
facing many new challenges 
in recent years, Dr. Maher 
began his tenure by creating 
a new strategic plan for  
the district. The process  
he followed in conjunction 
with DMGroup made for  
a positive entry plan.

**South Dakota Department 
of Education, SY2016-17
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hundred initiatives but rather are concise plans focused 
on a small set (e.g. five or six) of the most important 
levers that can drive improvement. DMGroup laid 
out its detailed, easy-to-follow process for developing 
an effective strategic plan (Exhibit 2), and SFSD and 
DMGroup launched their work. 

PHASE 1: DESIGN 
Forming the Steering Committee
The first step in the strategic planning process is to create 
a Steering Committee to serve as the project owners 
for developing the strategic plan. It is important that  
members of this committee are prepared to invest 
significant time and effort into developing a plan, and  
that all committee members are committed to functioning 
as a cohesive team to create the best plan for the entire 
district, and not for a particular interest group. In 
DMGroup’s experience, a group size of approximately 10  
to 12 members is advised.

Sioux Falls School District created a Steering Committee 
that included a total of 10 leaders and staff including 
central office leaders, school principals, Board of 
Education members, and the teachers’ union president. 
These individuals were selected to bring their unique 
perspectives to ensure that the work would be applicable 
and meaningful to all system stakeholders. In addition, 
the Steering Committee members would play an 
important role in engaging parents, community leaders, 
school employees, students, and others throughout the 
process and fostering thoughtful dialogue about the 
district’s goals and priorities. 

Conducting the Needs Assessment
Beginning with a clear, accurate, and shared 
understanding of the current state of the district is 
critical to a successful process. With myriad opinions 
and theories on what a district could do differently, a 
“fact base” grounded in rigorous research and analysis 

Exhibit 1  DMGROUP’S STRATEGIC PLANNING FRAMEWORK

Mission and Vision

THEORY OF ACTION

Initiatives

Action Steps
(outlining responsibilities and timelines)

Priorities Measurable Goals

Joint School Board and
  

D
istrict Responsibility 

Prim
ary D

istrict  
Responsibility

Mission and Vision: Long-term district aspirations

Theory of Action: Fundamental belief about what will lead to long-term success in the district

Priorities: Broad areas of focus to support the Theory of Action 

Measurable Goals: Specific and measurable targets related to district Priorities

Initiatives: Specific projects related to Priorities that help to achieve the Measurable Goals

Action Steps: An articulation of what steps need to occur, by when, and by whom

DEFINITIONS

Source: District Management Group
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provides common understanding from which to launch 
the strategic planning process. Quantitative data and 
qualitative information are essential to forming a solid 
understanding of the district’s needs.

Gather Quantitative Information

At Sioux Falls School District, this work began with a 
comprehensive and rigorous performance analysis of 
the district’s schools over the previous five-year period, 
including examining student achievement, achievement 
gap data, culture and climate data, budget data, and 
enrollment across grades and schools. However, data 
analysis only reveals part of the story. 

Collect Qualitative Input – Stakeholder 
Engagement, Part I

DMGroup’s process includes stakeholders at the start, as  
it is important to include their perspectives and insights  
early on. Plans created in silos have limited potential for 
success. However, it is important to avoid the common 
mistake of holding a series of open meetings where 
stakeholders share their concerns, hopes, and ideas, only  
to later find that their feedback has seemingly been 
ignored. Targeted stakeholder feedback is therefore  
sought at the beginning, and broader stakeholder 
engagement is incorporated at a later stage in the process.

At SFSD, qualitative data was gathered through 
focus groups and interviews with over 50 different 
stakeholders, including central office leaders, principals, 
staff members, parents, and Board of Education members. 

Needs Assessment: Key Findings

Quantitative and qualitative data were analyzed and 
assembled by DMGroup to provide SFSD’s Steering 
Committee with an in-depth understanding of past 
performance. This provided the committee a fact base 
for assessing what needs Sioux Falls School District 
currently fulfills and what deficiencies or issues need to 
be addressed. High-level trends focused on performance, 
demographics, and behavior: 

• Performance: At the elementary level, there was a 
wide range in reading proficiency across schools, 
with the overall district average slightly below the 
state average. However, at the secondary level, the 
proficiency levels for 8th and 11th graders in math 
and ELA were above the state average. At the high 
school level, the percentage of students taking one 
or more Advanced Placement course had increased, 
but it was noted that only 16% of these students were 
from low-income households. Graduation rates had 
fallen from 82.13% in SY2013-14 to 80.55% in SY2015-
16, which was below the state average.

• Demographics: The Sioux Falls community had 
been experiencing a change in demographics over 
the past few years. In particular, SFSD’s enrollment 
had steadily grown (+1.5% growth each year over the 
past five years) and the needs of students had been 
increasing (e.g., ELL and FRPL populations). 

Exhibit 2  DMGROUP’S STRATEGIC PLANNING PROCESS

Source: District Management Group
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• Behavior: While the total number of suspensions 
at the secondary level had been on the decline over 
the past five years, there had been a significant 
rise in the number of moderate to severe behavior-
related incidents at the elementary level. It was also 
suggested during qualitative focus groups that the 
current services and programs offered for behavior 
supports may not be sufficient to serve growing 
student needs.

Developing the Strategic Plan
Being new to SFSD, Dr. Maher appreciated the in-depth 
quantitative and qualitative analysis of the district. It 
was also helpful that Dr. Maher and all the members 
on the Steering Committee were beginning with a 
shared understanding of the strengths and the needs of  
the district.  

The Steering Committee quickly determined that the 
existing vision and mission for the district continued to 
resonate, and was eager to push forward to detail the path 
to achieving that vision and mission. 

SFSD's Mission

To educate and prepare each student to succeed in a 
changing world.

SFSD's Vision

It is the vision of the Sioux Falls School District 
to provide the opportunities and challenges for 
each student to succeed as a lifelong learner in a 
changing world. The District values a highly trained 
and committed workforce, continually evaluating 
and improving their own and student performance. 
The District recognizes its role as a key contributor 
to the social, civic and economic foundation of this 
community. To achieve this vision, we must ignite 
the hearts and minds of our students, staff, families, 
the business community and citizens.

Developing a Theory of Action
A critical step in the strategic planning process is 
identifying a Theory of Action. A Theory of Action is a  
set of beliefs and underlying assumptions about what 
drives improved student performance. Crafting a clear 
Theory of Action is challenging work; it requires various 
parts of the organization to come together to engage in 
authentic and courageous discussions about the core 
beliefs of the district, what is working well, what needs 
to change, and how the district intends to achieve its 
long-term vision and mission. In other words, the  
district must reflect deeply on the context needed to 
successfully address the root causes of its challenges.

Exhibit 3  SIOUX FALLS SCHOOL DISTRICT’S THEORY OF ACTION

Source: Sioux Falls School District

If SFSD...
• Empowers all staff to successfully 

innovate to meet the unique and 
changing needs of our students

And
• Promotes a culture of excellence 

and continuous improvement 
by measuring and monitoring 
performance across all levels  
of the organization;

Then We Will...

Enable each and every 
student to succeed.
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Because Dr. Maher highly values the contributions of 
every individual in the district, he believes there is much 
to be gained by promoting engagement and ownership. 
And his listening and learning tour further convinced 
him that school autonomy would be key to success for 
SFSD. He felt that each school needed to be empowered 
to make decisions and try new things based on the 
unique needs of its students and its school culture; this 
empowerment, however, had to be within a framework 
of accountability and high standards. It did not take 
very long for Dr. Maher and the Steering Committee 
to reach consensus on a Theory of Action centered on 
empowerment, accountability, and the setting of high 
standards (Exhibit 3). 

Identifying Priorities
With the Theory of Action articulated, the next step was 
to determine Priorities, a short list of broad thematic 
areas of focus that will propel the district to achieve 
its vision and mission. A common challenge with this 
step is getting down to a short list of priorities from 
the lengthy number of items that a district may want 
to pursue. Often a district will start the process with a 
lengthy laundry list of priorities that reflect the varied 
opinions and perceptions of the Steering Committee 
members. The committee needs to work together to 
rise above ideological differences or, at the very least, 

to appreciate those differences and then move to select 
the handful of priorities that align with the Theory of 
Action to achieve the vision.

A review of the qualitative and quantitative data helped 
SFSD’s Steering Committee identify and focus on the key 
challenges facing the district. After multiple discussions, 
the committee ultimately determined a list of the eight  
key priorities grouped into four broad priority areas 
(Exhibit 4). 

Establishing Measurable Goals
To ensure that the strategic plan drives results, 
DMGroup’s approach requires that each specific priority 
be tied to a Measurable Goal. And each measurable 
goal must adhere to the SMART paradigm, meaning 
the goal must be Specific, Measurable, Aggressive yet 
Achievable, Relevant, and Time-bound. The district 
followed DMGroup’s five-step process for establishing 
these measurable goals (Exhibit 5). 

A wide range of potential metrics were researched and 
collected by the Steering Committee, and then analyzed 
and refined to ensure the metrics were both relevant  
and applicable to tracking the key priorities of the 
strategic plan. The list was finalized through a 
collaborative effort of the Steering Committee and 
district leadership.

Exhibit 4  SFSD'S PRIORITY AREAS AND SPECIFIC PRIORITIES

Source: Sioux Falls School District



34          D I ST R I C T  M A N AG E M E N T G RO U P   |   w w w. d m g ro u p K 1 2 . c o m

These measurable goals are highly specific. A few 
examples of SFSD’s measurable goals for each priority 
area are as follows:

Student Outcomes – Measurable Goals:
• By 2019, graduation rates will increase by 5%.

• By 2020, the difference between the district’s 
four-year cohort graduation rate and the four-year 
cohort graduation rate for students eligible for 
FRPL will decrease by five percentage points.

• By 2018, the district’s third-grade reading scores will 
be at the state average.

• By 2020, parents surveyed stating they perceive 
teachers to hold students to high expectations will 
increase 10%.

School Climate & Culture – Measurable Goals:
• By 2020, the number of severe behaviors (Levels 3, 4, 

5, and 6) in elementary schools will decrease by 5%.

• By 2020, the number of K-8 students who did not 
attend school at least 94% of the time will decrease 
by 5%.

• By 2020, the number of students reporting they feel 
safe at school will increase by 10%.

Staff – Measurable Goals:
• By 2020, we will increase the number of racially 

diverse teachers by 25% to more closely match the 
student populations belonging to minority groups.

• By 2020, the percentage of employees surveyed 
indicating by selecting a 4 or a 5 that their opinion 
matters will increase by 10 percentage points.

Community Engagement – Measurable Goals:
• By 2020, 100% of schools in Sioux Falls will have  

a parent and/or community and/or business 
support group.

• By 2020, 90% of SFSD employees will report they 
know how to access information they need to be 
successful in their position.

These measurable goals track performance as opposed  
to processes; completion of tasks does not necessarily 
lead to results. These measurable goals were agreed 
to as part of SFSD’s strategic plan, and the district 
must work together to meet these goals and show 
tangible improvement. DMGroup believes that having  
measurable goals integrated into the strategic plan is 
critically important to keeping the district focused on 
achieving results.

Community Engagement – Stakeholder 
Engagement, Part II
With a draft of the strategic plan in hand, the next step  
was to share it with the community through a series of 
community engagement meetings. Having a draft plan to 
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Exhibit 5  DMGROUP’S FIVE-STEP PROCESS FOR  
SELECTING MEASURABLE GOALS

Source: District Management Group
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share with stakeholders helps to ground the discussion 
and allows for thoughtful, insightful feedback. These 
meetings invite different perspectives, and provide 
an opportunity for feedback and reaction. While such 
community meetings may not create consensus,  
hearing various reactions to the plan cultivates an 
appreciation for the complexities at hand and the trade-
offs involved, and helps to promote some understanding 
among stakeholders.  

Because Dr. Maher and the Steering Committee wanted 
to ensure the district would gain input from a large 
and diverse pool of stakeholders, SFSD scheduled three 
community engagement meetings at different locations 
around the city at different times of day. And they 
launched an aggressive campaign to get the word out 
about these meetings. The district posted announcements 
on its website, Twitter feeds, Facebook pages, and its 
“ParentLink” mobile app. The Sioux Falls School District 
Office of Community Relations also utilized local media 
to inform the public about the strategic planning 
process, including local television stations KDLT, KELO, 
and KSFY; the district’s cable access channel KLRN-TV; 
and the local newspaper Argus Leader.

The Steering Committee was very pleased with the 
turnout at these community engagement sessions, as 
well as with the constructive feedback provided. Over 

100 community partners and members of the public 
attended. The participants included school leaders, 
educators, parents and families, and community 
advocacy and activist organizations, and they provided 
a wide range of perspectives which helped to shape and 
refine the strategic plan.  These meetings also provided 
SFSD leadership and Steering Committee members 
the opportunity to spend valuable time engaging in 
constructive interaction with these stakeholders, which 
will pave the way for further SFSD engagement and 
involvement efforts. 

PHASE 2: IMPLEMENTATION 
Developing a Plan for Implementation  
SFSD’s Strategic Plan was approved by the School Board 
in January 2017, and the challenging work of devising an 
implementation plan began. The implementation plan 
details the actions that need to be taken, by what date, 
and by whom. DMGroup believes it is important that the 
implementation plan be developed by a broader group 
than the Steering Committee; it needs to include many 
of those who will be charged with executing the plan. 
SFSD therefore created an Implementation Steering 
Committee which included members of the original 
Steering Committee as well as more school-based leaders 
and staff to bring more on-the-ground experience to  
the discussion. 

Exhibit 6  DMGROUP’S STRATEGIC PLANNING IMPLEMENTATION PROCESS

Source: District Management Group
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The first step in developing the Implementation Plan 
(Exhibit 6) is to assemble a comprehensive list of all 
current initiatives underway in the district. DMGroup’s 
process seeks to avoid the “out with the old and in with  
the new” approach or the layering of additional  
programs on top of existing programs. Instead,  
DMGroup seeks to leverage and build upon the good  
work being done in the district and to create a 
coherent and aligned approach to moving the work 
forward; therefore, we begin with an objective look 
at existing initiatives. For each initiative at SFSD, an  
Implementation Steering Committee member was 
paired with a partner not within their same area of 
work or expertise. Often districts struggle with this 
phase of the work because staff members are not 
able to objectively review their own initiatives or pet 
projects. This pairing helped not only to increase cross-
departmental collaboration but to ensure the objectivity 
of the fact-finding results. The joint fact-finding pairs 
were charged with collecting detailed data on each 
current initiative, including the amount of resources 
invested, the amount of hours and FTE devoted, the 
length of time each initiative has been underway, the 
number of schools and students impacted, and the 
effectiveness and results of each initiative. 

These findings were then brought to the Implementation 
Steering Committee, which was charged with the most 
difficult task yet—evaluating each initiative based on 
three questions:

1. Should any of these initiatives be modified or 
enhanced to align with the strategic priorities?

2. Should any initiatives be de-emphasized to create 
room for greater focus on the strategic plan?

3. Should any new initiatives be developed to help 
support the strategic plan? New initiatives should 
be created only if there is a gap in what is needed to 
achieve strategic objectives.

Identifying new initiatives is generally easy, but it can 
be difficult to acknowledge that an existing initiative 
isn’t working and should be either modified or removed. 
SFSD’s Implementation Steering Committee found that 
they were having difficulty coming to agreement on 
some of the district’s elementary literacy programs. 
The committee determined that a more detailed  
examination was needed, and decided to pursue an 
Academic Return on Investment (A-ROI) analysis of its 
Literacy in Action program specifically. The district had 
invested heavily in Literacy in Action and had deployed 
many of the district’s strongest reading teachers, but 
its impact was unclear. Working with DMGroup, SFSD’s 
staff learned how to use the A-ROI approach to assess a 
program’s value, and then engaged in an A-ROI study of 
Literacy in Action. After a detailed analysis, the district 
found that this program was not proving effective and 
in some cases even hindered reading achievement. The 
difficult decision was ultimately made to eliminate 
the program; this, however, freed up $1.5 million. Dr. 
Maher points out that this change creates opportunities 
to redirect these resources to programs that will have 
greater impact on raising the district’s reading scores.

Conducting analyses like these helped the district 
determine which initiatives to keep, modify, develop 
further, or eliminate. This approach is helping SFSD’s 
Implementation Steering Committee ensure that their 
resources are being deployed effectively and that all 
their initiatives are aligned to support the strategic plan. 

Once the initiatives were fairly defined, a central office 
leader was assigned to help develop specific action 
steps for each Priority Area. The central office leader is 
also charged with staying engaged, providing support, 
helping to clear barriers, and making adjustments as 
needed to achieve the measurable goals. 

While a full list of the initiatives and all the action steps 
included in the implementation plan is too lengthy 
to enumerate here, below is a listing of initiatives and 
examples of just some of the initial action steps for 
Priority Area 1. This provides some sense of how tightly 
the work in the district is tied to the strategic plan.

C A S E  S T U D Y
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Priority Area 1 – Student Outcomes Initiatives 
and examples of some of the Action Steps:

• Initiative: Develop individualized plans for students at 
risk of not graduating

• Action Step: Each high school will monitor students 
at risk of not graduating and will develop an 
individualized approach for each identified student

• Initiative: Refine and articulate the support model for 
struggling high schoolers

• Action Step: Each high school will articulate their 
pyramid of interventions for struggling students

• Initiative: Implement and evaluate programs for 
struggling elementary readers

• Action Step: Conduct an A-ROI study of selected 
reading interventions (Literacy in Action, Lixia, 
Core 5, Imagine Learning)

• Action Step: Implement and evaluate the CORE 
Literacy Grant

• Initiative: Implement and evaluate the district’s 
Summer Climb Summer School pilot

• Initiative: Build district capacity for data-driven 
decision making

• Action Step: Study full-time elementary 
instructional coach vs. part-time instructional coach

• Action Step: Evaluate the NWEA MAP as a tool to 
measure student academic growth and inform the 
focus of interventions and support

• Initiative: Build a model for consistent and effective 
staff collaboration

• Initiative: Continue to expand and evaluate multiple 
pathways for students

• Action Step: Explore partnership with Computer 
Science Immersion to establish a Coding pathway

• Initiative: Continue rigorous review of existing programs

• Action Step: Review Gifted Education Program

• Action Step: Conduct professional review of the K-12 
Spanish Immersion program

• Initiative: Review and Implement Best In  
Class Curriculum

• Action Step: Evaluate the K-12 Fine and Performing Arts 
curriculum delivery model and assessment options

• Action Step: Evaluate the K-12 World Language 
curriculum delivery model and assessment options

• Action Step: Begin Personal Finance and Business  
curriculum review

Priority Area 2 – School Climate  
& Culture Initiatives:

• Create plan to help increase student attendance

• Evaluate and implement programs designed to 
improve student behaviors  

• Evaluate and select model for culturally  
responsive practices 

• Evaluate supports and services for  
struggling students

• Continuous review of staff and student  
safety protocols

Priority Area 3 –  
Staff Initiatives:

• Recruit a more diverse workforce reflective of our 
student population

• Review the Professional Staff Evaluation system

• Obtain and evaluate district staff feedback

• Develop strategies to increase teacher retention

Priority Area 4 – Community 
Engagement Initiatives:

• Gather feedback from all stakeholders

• Engage community in dialogue about enrollment 
trends and facility needs

• Equip staff with knowledge and tools to support and 
participate in district initiatives

Although the strategic plan was officially completed 
in February 2017, with the priorities, measurable 
goals, and initiatives defined, the teams at SFSD had 
begun implementation work wherever possible at 
the beginning of SY2016-2017. Two examples of how 
SFSD has worked to implement its strategic plan are 
highlighted below.

Diversity of Teaching Force
Within the Priority Area 3 of Staff was a specific  
Initiative to enhance the diversity of the workforce. 
Students of color make up more than one-third of the 
district’s enrollment, but its teacher workforce is 98% 
white, a number that has hardly changed in decades. 
Dr. Maher made narrowing that gap a priority as 
superintendent. Teachers nationwide lack diversity, 
according to the U.S. Department of Education, but  
SFSD lags behind even the marginal national increases 
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in teacher diversity seen in the last three decades.  
Decades of research indicate that students benefit from 
having teachers of color. Students of color score higher 
on tests when they have teachers who look like them, 
and all students benefit from exposure to more diverse 
cultural perspectives. 

The Measurable Goal created was that over the next five 
years, the district aims to increase teacher diversity by 
25%, hiring around 80 new teachers of color.

In order to reach this goal, the district decided they 
needed to do more than participate in college recruiting 
and attend career fairs. They developed an action plan to 
grow their own teachers, and initiated two programs to 
enhance the quality and diversity of the workforce. One 
program was the High School Teacher Pathway program 
and the second was the Teacher Internship program. The 
High School Teacher Pathway program is being designed 
as a yearlong course offered at each of the high schools 
that puts the student on the path to becoming a teacher; 
dual-credit options with local universities are being 
pursued. Dr. Maher is passionate about meeting with 
students and encouraging them to become teachers. He 
explains: “We have students that have survived wars and 
gunshot wounds and come here not speaking English. 
They don’t think it’s possible for them to become a teacher, 
but I tell them, ‘You’ve already overcome so much more 
than I have. Of course you can do it. You can be a teacher!’”   

The Teacher Internship program, launched in SY2016-17, 
is a pilot program that allows college graduates who do 

not currently have a teaching certificate the opportunity 
to experience the classroom for nine weeks alongside a 
highly effective teacher; the objective is to encourage 
these individuals to become certified teachers. In its first 
year of implementation, the Teacher Internship Program 
placed six adult interns in classrooms for a nine-week 
internship; four of the six have enrolled in a university 
master’s program to become certified teachers and two 
are pursuing alternative certification. 

Dr. Maher points out that the district is the fourth-largest 
employer in Sioux Falls, and he is a strong advocate of 
“growing our own” and creating opportunities for the 
students and community. He is particularly proud of 
these two programs, and comments, “These programs 
will benefit the district for years to come.”

Graduation Rate
Within the Priority Area of Student Outcomes was 
a specific initiative to improve graduation rates. In 
SY2015-16, the overall district graduation rate was 80.55%, 
dipping below the state average and reflecting a steady 
decline over the past few years (from 81.35% in SY2014-15 
and 82.13% in SY2013-14). SFSD wanted to reverse this 
trend and developed strategies to individually reach out 
to and target at-risk students. 

The Implementation Steering Committee began by 
conducting a root cause analysis to understand some of 
the main drivers for the steady decrease in their overall 
four-year cohort graduation rate. Interestingly, the 
committee realized that they alone could not uncover 
the answers. Therefore, they expanded their root cause 
exploration by going school by school, and engaging 
each high school principal and assistant principal. 
Through these discussions, they uncovered a root 
cause of the decrease in graduation rates: they were not 
proactively catching and addressing students who were 
at risk of dropping out or not graduating on time. 

Using their cross-functional team of central office 
administrators and school-based principals, they 
developed an action plan to address this issue. The 
team decided that they needed to focus on individual 
students, and therefore they created weekly “graduation 
cohort meetings” at each school where the principal, 
assistant principals, counselors, and social workers 
come together to examine the list of students who are 
at risk of dropping out or not graduating on time. Based 
on the menu of interventions available, the team then 
develops individualized plans for each student to best 
address that particular student’s needs.

There isn’t a board meeting 
that goes by where we are 
not talking about how we are 
addressing our strategic plan. 
We are always referring back 
to our strategic plan. Even 
those who disagree with us 
will refer back to the strategic 
plan in making their point.

—Dr. Maher

C A S E  S T U D Y
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The Steering Committee set a measurable goal of 
increasing graduation rates by 5% by 2019. The district 
is already making headway, having increased four-year 
graduation rates to 83.79% in SY2016-17 from 80.55% the 
prior year. And graduation rates improved in nearly 
every demographic in Sioux Falls during the 2016-17 
school year. Some of the biggest increases were seen 
for students who are Asian, American Indian/Alaskan 
Native, multiracial, English language learners (this 
group’s rate grew more than 16 percentage points in one 
year, from 60% to 76%), and economically disadvantaged. 

Results
SFSD’s Strategic Plan has been serving as the blueprint for 
the work being done in the district. It is more than a bound 
document with a statement of vision and mission; instead, 
it is driving the daily work in the district. This focused work 
is already showing positive impact. In January 2018, the 
district provided an update to the board with highlights of 
the many action steps currently in progress in each of its 
priority areas. In addition, the district provided an update 
on progress from SY2016-17 as follows: 

• The district’s overall four-year graduation rate has 
increased from 80.55% to 83.79%. 

• The district’s overall high school completion rate 
has increased from 86.75% to 87.50%. 

• The four-year cohort graduation rate for each 
subgroup increased. 

• The difference in the district’s four-year cohort 
graduation rate between FRPL students and 
students without economic disadvantages has 
decreased by 5.94 percentage points. 

• Students proficient in math at the eighth-grade 
level increased by 2.32%, outpacing the state 
average by 7.61%. 

• The percentage of students scoring a 3 or higher  
on the AP exam increased from 70.6% to 71.6%. 

• The number of graduates scoring 24 or higher  
on the ACT increased from 46.1% to 47.1%. 

Conclusion
New to Sioux Falls School District but aware that the 
district had been facing many new challenges in recent 
years, Dr. Maher began his tenure by creating a new 
strategic plan for the district. The process he followed 
in conjunction with DMGroup made for a positive entry 

plan. The initial needs assessment allowed Dr. Maher, 
the Strategic Planning Steering Committee, and key 
stakeholders in the district to gain a clear and shared 
view of the state of the district. And the planning process 
allowed Dr. Maher to organize the work of the district 
and rapidly align its efforts around key priorities. Now 
in the third year of his tenure, Dr. Maher is already 
beginning to see positive results.

SFSD’s strategic plan does not sit on a shelf, but instead 
serves as a guiding document for all decisions that are 
made within the district and by the board. “There isn’t 
a board meeting that goes by where we are not talking 
about how we are addressing our strategic plan,” says 
Dr. Maher. “We are always referring back to our strategic 
plan. Even those who disagree with us will refer back 
to the strategic plan in making their point.” Dr. Maher 
points out that the strategic plan and the community 
engagement effort around the strategic plan are also 
helping to set the stage for an upcoming bond election. 
The strategic plan is creating focus and a broad 
understanding in the district and the community about 
the priorities at SFSD. Dr. Maher believes the plan will 
help push the work forward, and is hopeful that it will 
help rally support from the community for the district 
and its students. 
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DMGroup in Action

Raising Achievement and 
Addressing Equity at Bibb 
County School District (GA):
Instructional Guidelines and Effective Scheduling 
Pave the Way
Kathleen Choi and Tess Nicholson

W hen Dr. Curtis Jones Jr. became superintendent 
of Bibb County School District (BCSD) in April 
2015, he was energized to tackle the challenges 

before him. This large, diverse, urban district in Macon, 
Georgia, had been wracked with financial scandal 
during the prior superintendent’s tenure. Dr. Jones was 
intent on putting the district back on solid footing and 
getting back to the district’s work of focusing on the 
needs of its students. BCSD has approximately 25,000 
students, 93% of whom qualify for free or reduced-price 
meals. Academic achievement had been consistently 
lagging the state average, and there was a significant 
gap within the district between its highest- and 
lowest-performing schools. Upon arrival, Dr. Jones  
immediately began formulating a strategic plan  
entitled “Victory in Our Schools,” and Goal #1 was to 
increase academic achievement for all students.

Dr. Jones knew that to have a meaningful impact on 
raising achievement across this large district, he needed 
to create district-wide instructional guidelines to bring 
the practices of all schools in line with best practices. He 
was specifically focused on addressing the significant 

achievement gap that existed between the highest- and 
lowest-performing schools. For example, some schools 
in the district were succeeding academically with state 
Criterion-Related Competency Test (CRCT) scores for ELA 
above 90%, while other schools’ proficiency rates were as 
low as 67% (Exhibit 1). Creating standard guidelines could 
help the district implement best practices district-wide 

BIBB COUNTY SCHOOL 
DISTRICT (GA)     

23,134 students

• 72%    Black or African American

• 19%    White

• 4%       Hispanic or Latino

• 3.0%  Multiracial

• 1.7%   Asian

FAST FACTS

I N S I D E  D M G R O U P

Students Eligible for 
Reduced-Price Meals:

(climbing from 72.8% in FY2008)  

93.3%

Special Education 
Identification:  

10.0%

B
C
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and address equity issues by ensuring that each student 
had access to similar services and instructional practices. 

Superintendent Jones and Dr. Tanzy Kilcrease, assistant 
superintendent of teaching and learning, decided to 
begin their work by focusing on the elementary level. 
At the elementary level alone, there were 22 schools and 
each one had its own way of doing things. Dr. Jones and 
Dr. Kilcrease decided to engage District Management 
Group (DMGroup) to work with the district to examine 
current practices, help define clear district guidelines, 
and assist their 22 elementary schools in implementing 
the guidelines so that BCSD could make the most of 
every minute of every school day for all their students.

The Work Begins
An In-Depth Diagnostic Is the First Step
District Management Group’s approach is to begin with 
an in-depth understanding of district practices and 

district needs. Only once this is achieved can leadership 
have a firm understanding of where the district  
stands, examine the district’s position vis-a-vis best 
practices, and determine the priority of objectives for 
moving forward. 

District leadership and DMGroup therefore began 
with an in-depth diagnostic to understand the service  
delivery models for core subjects and intervention  
efforts. Meeting with the central office team, school 
leaders, classroom teachers, EIP teachers, ELL teachers, 
gifted program teachers, special education teachers, 
and many others, DMGroup conducted a series of 
interviews and focus groups. In addition, DMGroup 
used its proprietary technology to gain details on how 
the work is done by classroom teachers, reading and 
math interventionists, special education teachers, 
paraprofessionals, and others. 

Key Findings:
Analysis of the data and the qualitative information revealed 
the following key insights about the district’s practices:

1. Variation in how time is spent

• Variation between schools in how time is spent 
in the classroom: Analysis of the data revealed a 
significant amount of variation between schools 
in how much time is dedicated to different 
instructional blocks (Exhibit 2).

Per Pupil 
Expenditure:  

$9,451

Four-year 
Graduation Rate:  

77.1%
Total Expenditure:  

$218,643,302

College 
Enrollment:  

57.0%

Classroom 
Teachers: 

1,531
Total Staff:  

3,332
Source: Georgia Department of Education, FY2017

% meets or exceeds standards in ELA, 2014 CRCT 

Exhibit 1  VARIATION IN ACHIEVEMENT  
AMONG BCSD SCHOOLS (2014)
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Source: District Management Group and BCSD

Source: District Management Group and BCSD

Exhibit 2  VARIATION IN USES OF TIME AT BCSD ELEMENTARY 
SCHOOLS BY SCHOOL AND BY ACADEMIC SUBJECT

= range = average
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• Variation between schools in how teachers’ time 
is spent when not with students: The amount of 
teachers’ time spent on collaborative planning, 
administrative meetings, personal prep time, and 
assigned school duties varied significantly by school. 

While variation in how time is spent is not in itself 
good or bad, it is important to ensure that (1) students 
across all schools are receiving high-quality and 
equitable core instruction as well as supports aligned 
with best practices, and (2) all schools have the 
technical know-how to implement a support model 
based on best practices. 

2. Within core subjects, variation in who provides 
academic support to whom and for how long  

• Variation in the time spent on core instruction: 
While almost 100% of the schools were teaching at 
least 60 minutes of math each day, almost half of the 
schools were teaching reading for less than the 90 
minutes a day that is a well-established best practice. 
In addition, a significant number of schools had an 
average intervention block of less than 30 minutes.  

• Variation in how time is spent within each core 
block: Within each core block, there was significant 
variation in instruction across schools and teachers. 
For example, 100 minutes of phonics each week for 
grades K-2 is a best practice, but there was quite a bit 
of variation in time spent on this, and little time 
was spent on phonics after grade 1. 

Central office had been specifying a 90-minute literacy 
block, but there had been no specific guidance on the 
number of minutes required for other subjects. Most 
of the decisions about how to divide instructional time 
had been left to individual principals and teachers.

3. Students who struggle were sometimes not 
working with the most relevant staff or receiving 
services at the appropriate times in the schedule

• Students who struggle were not necessarily matched 
with the right supports: Students who struggle often 
received academic support from staff who were 
not certified or not expert in the relevant content 
area. Struggling readers need to work with teachers 
skilled in the teaching of reading, whereas students 
struggling with academic content need to work 
with staff who are experts in the relevant content 
area. In the district, special education teachers and 
paraprofessionals were often providing academic 
content support and reading support.

• Pull-out support was often delivered instead of, 
not in addition to, core instruction: At BCSD, many 
special education and intervention staff provided 
support using a pull-out model, which can be very 
effective. Analysis of the data, however, showed 
that in many cases pull-out services were being 
provided during reading and math, meaning that 
interventions that were intended to provide extra 
instruction actually replaced the core instruction 
they were intended to supplement.  

I N S I D E  D M G R O U P

DMGROUP'S PROCESS FOR EFFECTIVE SCHEDULING
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Exhibit 3  INSTRUCTIONAL GUIDELINES 
DEVELOPED BY BIBB COUNTY SCHOOL DISTRICT

              Daily Minutes by Grade

Source: Bibb County School District

Exhibit 4  BCSD GUIDELINES INCORPORATED INTO 
DMGROUP’S ELEMENTARY SCHOOL SCHEDULING SOFTWARE

Source: District Management Group

This “District Period Allocation” default table becomes the default 
setting for each new school schedule created in the software.

Although schools and teachers were trying their best, 
the structure of the current elementary schedules  
made it virtually impossible to avoid these situations. 
To provide all required supports to students, students 
had to be pulled out during some core instruction  
blocks and could not easily be matched with the most 
relevant skilled staff.

Codifying District Guidelines
The findings were reviewed and discussed in depth with 
district leadership and a cross-functional group of central 
office and school-based leaders. In addition, DMGroup 
provided best-practice research and recommendations, 
and shared research about districts that have been 
successful in narrowing the achievement gap.

Armed with this information, the BCSD team then 
compared desired practices to their current practices, 
and were able to work with DMGroup to create a clearly 
articulated set of district instructional guidelines. The 
team set guidelines for instructional blocks (Exhibit 3), 
and determined which subjects should be eligible for 
pull-out. They also agreed on a minimum number of 
minutes of each special that a student should receive—
regardless of which school they attend.  

Implementing Guidelines for Impact: Scheduling 
Leads the Way
Because there is not just one best schedule, DMGroup 
used its proprietary elementary school scheduling 
software to generate a variety of master schedules 
for BCSD to consider and review. With DMGroup’s 
scheduling software, central office was able to input 
instructional guidelines as default settings, as shown  
in Exhibit 4, ensuring that any schedule generated 
would meet these requirements. District leadership and 
the cross-functional team then worked with DMGroup 
to discuss the various alternatives and tradeoffs of the 
various master schedules under consideration.  

After many iterations and much discussion, master 
building and classroom schedules were created for each  
of the 22 elementary schools. The schedules ensured 
that each classroom was meeting the newly established 
guidelines that called for increased time for reading 
instruction and math instruction, and included a 
45-minute intervention period for every grade level as well 
as 50 minutes of specials at every grade and every school 
(Exhibit 5). What had formerly seemed impossible could 
now become a reality with the optimized master schedule.
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Guidelines and Scheduling Promise Results  
During the 2016-17 school year, all 22 elementary 
schools successfully implemented the new elementary 
schedules. During each of the four walkthroughs 
conducted per elementary school, 91% of teachers were 
observed to be on schedule. Ensuring that all students 

are receiving the same education across the district 
will increase equity. The daily 45-minute intervention 
time is expected to have the biggest potential impact in  
terms of education achievement.

According to Dr. Kilcrease, principals have been 
complimentary of the changes made to the schedule. 
Teachers and administrators appreciated that they 
had an opportunity to give feedback. Including all 
of their feedback and that of the focus groups was 
instrumental not only in determining final guidelines 
but also in creating support for the work. “I’m excited 
to see the progress taking shape. Moving forward 
this year, I expect our focus on scheduling at the 
elementary level, as well as our continued focus on 
reading support programs and professional learning  
for teachers, to impact our students in a positive way,”  
said Superintendent Jones. The district now has 
consistent guidelines for elementary schedules that 
are aligned to best practices. And the scheduling tool 
ensures that these guidelines are being implemented  
at all 22 of its elementary schools. This is a significant 
step forward for BCSD, and district leadership is 
enthusiastic to see the positive impact this will have  
on student learning and on equity issues in the district 
in the coming years. 

I N S I D E  D M G R O U P

Exhibit 5  USING DMGROUP’S SCHEDULING SOFTWARE, A BCSD ELEMENTARY SCHOOL  
CREATED THIS SCHEDULE THAT MEETS THE DISTRICT’S INSTRUCTIONAL GUIDELINES

The schedules ensured that 
each classroom was meeting 
the newly established 
guidelines that called for 
increased time for reading 
instruction and math 
instruction, and included a 
45-minute intervention period 
for every grade level as well 
as 50 minutes of specials at 
every grade and every school.

Specials sta�’s time is used e�ciently so that
specials sta� can deliver 50 minutes of instruction

to every grade each week and still have opportunities
for grade-level common planning time and PD.

I/E indicator shows opportunities for
pull-out or extra help support and thereby

avoids pull-out from core instruction.
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Join Us
District Leadership Roundtables are half-day regional professional development sessions — often 
hosted by DMCouncil members — for forward-thinking superintendents and their senior staff. 
DMGroup presents our best-practices research, leads discussions of case studies, and promotes 
the sharing of experiences and lessons learned among participants. DMGroup hosted seven District 
Leadership Roundtables in the first quarter of 2018, with several more to follow this fall. 

To find out more about District Leadership Roundtables in your region, visit www.dmgroupK12.com

DMGroup's Leadership Roundtables

CALIFORNIA

Shifting Resources to Fund Strategic 
Priorities / Improving School and Staff 
Scheduling

Hosted by the Napa, Marin, and Solano County 
Offices of Education (CA)

March 20, 2018

CONNECTICUT

Funding District Priorities Despite  
Tight Budgets

Hosted at the Omni New Haven Hotel at Yale (CT)

February 1, 2018

GEORGIA

Funding District Priorities Despite  
Tight Budgets

Hosted by Superintendent Curtis Jones

Bibb County School District (GA) | January 19, 2018

ILLINOIS

Managing Time: Your Scarcest Resource

Hosted by Superintendent David Moyer

Elmhurst CUSD 205 (IL) | March 1, 2018

MASSACHUSETTS

Cost-Effective Strategies for Closing  
the Achievement Gap

Hosted by Superintendent Gordon Smith

East Longmeadow Public Schools (MA)  
February 6, 2018

Innovation with Impact

Hosted by Superintendent Mary Skipper

Somerville Public Schools (MA) | March 22, 2018
Rescheduled to May 10, 2018

MINNESOTA

A Strategic Approach to Scheduling: Making 
the Most of Every Minute in the Day

Hosted at the Hilton Minneapolis (MN)

February 26, 2018

Improving Social, Emotional,  
and Behavioral Supports

Hosted at the Hilton Minneapolis (MN)

February 27, 2018

NEW YORK

Cost-Effective Strategies for Closing  
the Achievement Gap

Hosted by NYC Special Education Collaborative (NY)

March 15, 2018

Many thanks to our DMCouncil members for hosting these recent Leadership Roundtables:
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Member superintendents representing 70 
districts across 16 states gathered in New 
York City for DMGroup’s 15th annual 

Superintendents’ Strategy Summit to explore high-
impact approaches for leading change.

The rapidly changing landscape that district leaders 
now face seems to demand entrepreneurial leadership. 
Financial pressures are mounting: at the federal level, 
entitlements such as healthcare and Social Security are 
consuming an ever greater share of the budget, and the 
recent tax bill is likely to decrease federal funding for 
schools. Meanwhile, at the state and local levels, property 
taxes have already increased significantly, which limits 
the possibility of additional funding; and the new tax 
bill’s modification of state and local tax deductions places 

further strain on the ability of state and local governments 
to fund public education. In addition, district leaders 
are now facing unprecedented teacher shortages, large 
demographic shifts, and rising student needs. District 
leaders must navigate all these challenges while dealing 
with significant constraints including union rules, state 
and federal mandates, compliance issues, rising and 
shifting standards, and increasing accountability. School 
district leaders need new, more nimble approaches to 
effectively activate and lead change to deliver results.

We began our conference by examining the essential 
skills for entrepreneurial leaders (Exhibit 1), and then 
focused on moving ideas into practice. In public 
education, designing and implementing any change or 
initiative is typically a lengthy, often multi-year process. 

LEADING CHANGE DURING  
CHANGING TIMES

I N S I D E  D M G R O U P

DMGroup’s 15th Annual  
Superintendents’ Strategy Summit

Source: Adapted from Rosabeth Moss Kanter's Principals as Innovators: Identifying Fundamental Skills for Leadership  
of Change in Public Schools, Public Education Leadership Project at Harvard University, December 13, 2016.

Exhibit 1  SEVEN ESSENTIAL SKILLS FOR ENTREPRENEURIAL INNOVATIVE LEADERS
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Drawing upon lessons from other sectors, we explored 
ways of iterating and implementing rapid change. 
We examined techniques used by the technology, 
manufacturing, and government sectors to create and 
implement innovative, results-oriented solutions. 

We shared examples of an approach DMGroup has been 
using with districts to deliver results while building 
leadership capacity. The Breakthrough or performance 
challenge approach asks district teams to identify a 
performance challenge, develop a solution, and then 
rapidly implement it to achieve results within a ten-
week period. These short, iterative cycles allow for rapid 
innovation, and the short timeline creates an urgency to 
make progress toward goals.

We also heard from guest speaker Todd Rogers, a  
behavioral scientist and Harvard Kennedy School of 
Government professor who leads the Student Social 
Support Research and Development Lab at Harvard 
and is a co-founder of In Class Today. Rogers spoke 
about harnessing behavioral psychology to mobilize 
parents and families to improve academic outcomes. 
For example, Rogers described his success in reducing 

absences at scale 
by sending home 
“nudge” letters that 
motivate families 
to improve their 
student’s attendance. 
This solution can be 
implemented easily 
and quickly, and has 
been proven to reduce 
chronic absenteeism 
by up to 15% within 
one academic year.

Throughout the conference, superintendents were 
encouraged to be entrepreneurial as well as to foster 
creativity and a results-oriented focus among their 
leadership teams. Bold leadership and new ideas will be 
needed to respond to the many challenges in the sector. 
We hope you and your district teams will join us at our 
Leadership Development Meetings to be held in Chicago 
and Boston to explore how you can innovate and iterate 
in your districts to achieve results.

JOIN US at DMGroup Leadership Development Meetings  
to learn more about this topic

• Chicago, April 26 & 27, 2018

• Boston, November 8 & 9, 2018

What is a DMGroup Leadership Development Meeting?

DMGroup’s Leadership Development Meetings (LDMs) are professional development 
conferences that empower cross-functional district leadership teams to collaboratively 
tackle the topic discussed at our Superintendents’ Strategy Summit.

District teams have a unique opportunity to learn about the topic together, work  
through problem-solving sessions and facilitated discussions, and tackle applying  
these ideas to their districts.

To register, visit www.dmgroupK12.com/CHI2018  
or www.dmgroupK12.com/BOS2018

Todd Rogers

Professor, Harvard Kennedy School of  
Government, and Co-founder of In Class Today
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DMGroup’s Superintendents' Strategy Summit

I N S I D E  D M G R O U P
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I N S I D E  D M G R O U P

Page 48: Top left: Dr. T. Lamar Goree, Superintendent, Caddo Parish 
School District (LA), and Dr. Tim Culver, Superintendent, Oak Creek-
Franklin Joint School District (WI). Top right: Dr. Earl Kim, 
Superintendent, Stamford Public Schools (CT), and Colleen Jermain, 
Superintendent, Newport Public Schools (RI). Center: Todd Rogers, 
Professor of Public Policy, Harvard Kennedy School, presents a session 
on how to harness behavioral science to mobilize and empower parents.  
Bottom left: Renee Noll, Account Executive, DMGroup, and Dr. Ed 
Pratt-Dannals, Senior Advisor, DMGroup. Bottom right: Jeffrey Newton, 
Superintendent, East Lyme Public Schools (CT); Jason Hartling, 
Superintendent, Ledyard Public School District (CT); and Dr. Patricia 
Cosentino, Superintendent, Regional School District 12 (CT).

Page 49: Top: John Kim, Founder and CEO, DMGroup, presents a session 
on accelerating the pace of change with entrepreneurial leadership. 
Center left: Gordon Smith, Superintendent, East Longmeadow Public 
Schools (MA), and Dr. Daniel Curry, Superintendent, Calvert County 
Public Schools (MD). Center right: John Kim, Founder and CEO, 

DMGroup, displays the results of a group activity on meeting the social, 
emotional, and behavioral needs of students. Bottom left: Jeffrey 
Schoonover, Superintendent, Somerset Berkley Regional School District 
(MA), and Dr. Regina Speaker Palubinsky, Superintendent, Great Valley 
School District (PA). Bottom right: Dr. Karen Sullivan, Superintendent, 
Indian Prairie School District 204 (IL), and Dr. Ehren Jarrett, 
Superintendent, Rockford School District 205 (IL).

Page 50: Top left: Dr. Dana West, Superintendent, Amarillo ISD (TX);  
Dr. Jason Pearson, Superintendent, St. Charles CUSD 303 (IL); Dr. Karen 
Sullivan, Superintendent, Indian Prairie School District 204 (IL); and 
Colleen Jermain, Superintendent, Newport Public Schools (RI). Top right: 
Dr. Brian Levesque, Superintendent, Montville Public Schools (CT). 
Bottom: Dr. Curtis Jones, Superintendent, Bibb County School District 
(GA); Dr. David Moyer, Superintendent, Elmhurst CUSD 205 (IL); Jim 
McKay, Superintendent, CHSD 117 (IL); Chuck Bell, Superintendent,  
Elbert County School District (GA); and Dr. Ann Levett, Superintendent, 
Savannah-Chatham County Public School System (GA).

NYC
JANUARY  

2018

Member superintendents representing nearly 80 districts across 17 states attended DMGroup's 2018 Superintendents' Strategy Summit.  
We hope you will join us at upcoming LDMs in Chicago and Boston!
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Improve outcomes for
struggling students

DMGroup can help implement proven
strategies that raise achievement for
students with and without IEPs

specialed@dmgroupK12.com

877-362-3500

www.dmgroupK12.com

Talk to an expert
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I N S I D E  D M G R O U P

Welcome to DMGroup  
Senior Advisor

DMGroup is pleased to welcome Dr. Carol Johnson as a senior advisor. 
Dr. Johnson is currently a visiting professor at Vanderbilt University’s 
Peabody College of Education and Human Development in its 
Department of Leadership, Policy, and Organizations. She also serves 
on the Spencer Foundation Board, the national board of City Year, 

 and the Memphis Advisory Board for Facing History and Ourselves.

Dr. Johnson brings to DMGroup a wealth of experience with large 
urban districts and school reform. She served as superintendent 
of Boston Public Schools (BPS), the largest school district in 
Massachusetts, from 2007 to 2013. In 2010, BPS was recognized as  
one of the most improved school districts by McKinsey and Company, 

and in 2012, Dr. Johnson received the Richard R. Green Award presented by the Council of the 
Great City Schools. Prior to her appointment at Boston Public Schools, Dr. Johnson served as 
superintendent in Memphis (TN) from 2003 to 2007 and in Minneapolis (MN) from 1997 to 2003, 
where she was named Minnesota Superintendent of the Year. During her career, Dr. Johnson has 
focused on improving the lowest-performing schools, increasing graduation rates, expanding 
access to quality education, encouraging professional development, and promoting learning  
in the arts.  

Dr. Johnson earned a bachelor’s degree in elementary education from Fisk University in 
Nashville, and a master’s and doctorate degrees from the University of Minnesota. In 2014,  
she was a Harvard Advanced Leadership Fellow.

What is a DMGroup Senior Advisor? 

With backgrounds in education, education management, academia, and the private sector, 
DMGroup senior advisors bring a wealth of experience and insights to help DMGroup shape 
the best solutions for our members and clients. Senior advisors are involved in consulting 
engagements and professional development programs as appropriate.

Dr. Carol Johnson
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Welcome to Our New Members

Christine Sefcik 
Grant Community High School 

District 124 (IL)

Ron Hargrave 
Scotland County Schools (NC)

Michael Conner 
Middletown Public Schools (CT) 

Ann Levett 
Savannah-Chatham County 
Public School System (GA)

Robert Cronin 
North Haven Public Schools (CT)

Steve Gerhard 
Governor Mifflin School 

District (PA)

Melinda Boone 
Norfolk Public Schools (VA)

Kenneth Salim 
Cambridge Public Schools (MA)

Welcome to Our New Members
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Congratulations to Our 
Members on the Move

I N S I D E  D M G R O U P

Patricia Cosentino
Patricia Cosentino has announced her 
resignation as superintendent of 
Regional School District 12 (CT), a 
position she has held since 2012. She will 
assume the superintendency at New 
Fairfield Public Schools (CT) this July.

Pia Durkin
Pia Durkin has resigned from her 
position as superintendent of New 
Bedford Public Schools (MA), effective 
June 30, 2018. She has been serving as 
superintendent since 2013, and is credited 
with leading a turnaround effort that 
resulted in the district’s being released 
from state monitoring.

Isaac Joseph
Isaac Joseph has resigned as superintendent of 
Jefferson Parish Public School System (LA). He has 
led Jefferson Parish, the largest school district in 
Louisiana, since April 2015.

Elizabeth Feser
Elizabeth Feser is retiring effective July 31, 2018, 
after seven years as superintendent of Milford Public 
Schools (CT). She was named Superintendent of the 
Year by the Connecticut Association of Public 
School Superintendents for 2015.

Peggy Flathmann
Peggy Flathmann is retiring as superintendent of 
Fridley Public Schools (MN), effective the end of the 
school year. She has served as superintendent since 
2009 and has been with the district for 13 years.

Brian Benigni
Brian Benigni has been named 
superintendent of Berlin Public Schools 
(CT). He has been with the district for 
almost 25 years, serving as a teacher, 
assistant principal, principal, and most 
recently as assistant superintendent.

David Erwin
After serving as superintendent of Berlin Public 
Schools (CT) since 2010, David Erwin has retired. 
Over the course of his career, he has served as 
superintendent of five different Connecticut school 
districts for a total of 23 years.
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Brian Nichols
Brian Nichols has been named acting 
superintendent of Newport News Public 
Schools (VA) following the retirement  
of Ashby Kilgore. He has been with  
the district for 20 years, most recently  
as Chief Academic Officer. He will  
serve in this role until a permanent 
superintendent is appointed.

Michael Patton
Michael Patton has been appointed superintendent 
of Saratoga Springs City School District (NY). Prior 
to this, he worked in the South Glens Falls Central 
School District (NY) since 2011. From 2004 to 2011, he 
served as principal at Queensbury High School (NY).

Michael Piccirillo
Michael Piccirillo has retired as superintendent  
of Saratoga Springs City School District (NY). He 
served as superintendent since 2012 and was the 
district’s assistant superintendent for the five 
years prior.

Ashby Kilgore
Ashby Kilgore has retired as 
superintendent of Newport News Public 
Schools (VA) after a 45-year career in 
education. She became superintendent  
in May 2007 and is both the first woman 
and the longest-tenured superintendent 
in the school district’s history.

Alicia Roy 
Alicia Roy is leaving her position as superintendent 
of New Fairfield Public Schools (CT), effective June 
30, 2018. She has served as superintendent since 
2010 and has been with New Fairfield Public 
Schools in various capacities since 2002.

Jeffrey Schatz
Jeffrey Schatz is retiring as superintendent of the 
Fargo Public School District (ND), effective June 30, 
2018. He became superintendent in July 2012, and 
previously served as a principal in  
the district for three years.

Robert Laney
Robert Laney is retiring as superintendent 
of St. Anthony–New Brighton Independent 
School District (MN), effective June 30, 
2018. He has served as the district’s 
superintendent since 2012, and prior to  
that was a district-level administrator at St. 
Louis Park Public Schools (MN) for 22 years.
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I N S I D E  D M G R O U P

When: The Scientific Secrets of Perfect Timing
Daniel H. Pink

“Perfect timing” is often attributed to luck or 
intuition, but Daniel Pink shows us that timing is 
actually a science. Drawing on hundreds of studies 
from fields ranging from psychology, chrono-biology, 
economics, and neuroscience, Pink reveals how to 
leverage the hidden pattern of the day to achieve our 
best and to elicit the best from others. Pink describes 
how to use the power of timing to hold meetings  
with more positive energy, to be more creative, to 
counter a midpoint slump, and to improve student 
test scores (morning scores are higher, but a break 
before administering a test also raises scores). Full 
of practical tips, from when you should eat the most 
important meal of the day (it’s not breakfast!) and 
when you should have your second cup of coffee, to 
when you should switch jobs and when you should 
get married, When is sure to get you thinking about 
applying the science of timing to enhance your life 
and work.

Collaboration: How Leaders Avoid the Traps, 
Create Unity, and Reap Big Results 
Morten T. Hansen

Collaboration is generally assumed to be essential to 
success, but Hansen has a counterintuitive message: 
bad collaboration is worse than no collaboration at all. 
While some collaborative efforts achieve spectacular 
results, many actually backfire—wasting time, money, 
and resources. Leaders often became so intent on 
promoting collaboration that collaboration seems to 
become the goal itself. The focus of collaboration needs 
to be on achieving greater results, and leaders need 
to employ what Hansen calls disciplined collaboration. 
Through research that spans business, politics, and 
history, Hansen identifies for us when to collaborate 
and when not to, and highlights common collaboration 
traps managers must avoid. He identifies four major 
barriers to successful collaboration and outlines 
strategies to tear down these barriers. Hansen shows 
us how to exercise disciplined collaboration so that we 
can get collaboration right and deliver results.

Member Bookshelf



Build a better schedule
DMGroup can help you create school schedules that improve

equity and achieve learning best practices for students

info@dmgroupK12.com

877-362-3500

www.dmgroupK12.com

Learn more



DAY 2
SPECIAL FOCUS: 

Improving and Expanding 

Social, Emotional, and 

Behavioral Supports

DMGroup's 2018 Leadership Development Meetings

Leading Change During 
Changing Times

Explore how entrepreneurial leadership can 
help you navigate headwinds, accelerate 
change and build lasting improvement

CHICAGO
April 26-27, 2018

BOSTON
November 8-9, 2018

877-362-3500

www.dmgroupK12.com/CHI2018

info@dmgroupK12.com

www.dmgroupK12.com/BOS2018

Register to attend


