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Source: Lueck; Bruce Joyce and Beverly Showers, “The Coaching of Teaching,” Educational Leadership 40, no. 1 (October 1982); DMGroup analysis.

Exhibit 13  LEARNING AND RETENTION RATES: THE IMPACT OF COACHING

effectiveness. Coaching is more than a role—it is a profession 
that requires a thorough and structured approach. Coaches 
provide identified high-potential individuals with the 
support required to target their specific needs, reinforce 
their learning, and achieve success. Coaching involves a 
continuous cycle that includes identifying needs, planning 
development goals and strategy, coaching to break down 
steps to success, observation and assessment to provide 
feedback, and reflection in order to review outcomes and 
identify next development steps. 

Tapping into the Experiences of Others

While job enlargement, enrichment, or rotation can 
accelerate the process for high-potential leaders to gain 
relevant experience, it is impossible to learn everything 
from firsthand experience, and so growth-minded 
individuals often tap into the experiences of others. 
This process involves learning from the successes and 
failures of others; inquiring how to think, not what to 
think; building and strengthening analytical pattern-
recognition skills; and enhancing cultural awareness 
and broadening horizons with different perspectives. 
Learning from others can include learning from 
the experiences of mentors and others whom the 

individual knows personally or professionally. It can 
also encompass learning from strangers—for example, 
by reading memoirs or crowdsourcing wisdom.

Systematizing the High-Potential 
Leaders Development Pipeline 
Once districts have established systems to identify high-
potential leaders and created a dedicated development 
path to accelerate their growth, the final step is to create 
systems to maintain and improve upon the program. 
Districts must put in place metrics to measure the impact 
and success of their efforts. Too many organizations, 
including those in the private and not-for-profit 
sectors, fail to gather important data needed to track 
effectiveness and improve their talent management 
systems: 25% of organizations do not measure and 
assess their high-potential programs by closely tracking 
promotion rates, checking with employees to gauge their 
levels of engagement, or gathering data on retention and 
turnover rates. Tracking and analyzing such information 
to improve HR and talent management processes and 
systems is important not just for developing high-
potential leaders, but for effectively managing the 
talented individuals throughout the organization.



D I S T R I C T  M A N A G E M E N T  J O U R N A L   |   S P R I N G  2 0 19          23

NOTES

1. Richard M. Ingersoll, Elizabeth Merrill, Daniel Stuckey, and Gregory Collins, 
“Seven Trends: The Transformation of the Teaching Force, Updated October 2018,” 

Research Report (#RR 2018–2), Consortium for Policy Research in Education, 
University of Pennsylvania, October 2018, update to report previously published 
April 2014, https://bit.ly/2G2b0KO.

2. Tomas Chamorro-Premuzic, Seymour Adler, and Robert B. Kaiser, “What Science 
Says About Identifying High-Potential Employees,” Harvard Business Review, 
October 3, 2017, https://bit.ly/2xWFrwN.

3. Jason A. Grissom and Brendan Bartanen, “Strategic Retention: Principal 
Effectiveness and Teacher Turnover in Multiple-Measure Teacher Evaluation 
Systems,” American Educational Research Journal (September 27, 2018).

4. William C. Byham and Paul R. Bernthal, “The Case for Internal Promotions,” 
Development Dimensions International white paper, undated, https://bit.
ly/2JZKIeK.

5. Michael Campbell and Roland Smith, “High-Potential Talent: A View from Inside 
the Leadership Pipeline,” Center for Creative Leadership white paper, 2014, https://
bit.ly/2Vapz2Z.

6. How to Reduce Risk and Realize More Value from Your HIPO Program, SHL ebook, 2018, 
https://bit.ly/2WsFDNq.

7. Daniel Weisberg, Susan Sexton, Jennifer Mulhern, and David Keeling, The Widget 
Effect (Washington, DC: The New Teacher Project, 2009); Matthew A. Kraft and 
Allison F. Gilmour, “Revisiting the Widget Effect: Teacher Evaluations and the 
Distribution of Teacher Effectiveness,” Educational Researcher 46, no. 5 (2017).

8. See, for example, Ron Rabin, “Blended Learning for Leadership: The CCL 
Approach,” Center for Creative Leadership white paper, 2014, https://bit.ly/2ofm64t.

9. Shane Lueck, “Hijack Learning Retention Rates by Teaching Learners to Fish,” 
eLearning blog, Dashe & Thomson, June 27, 2017, https://bit.ly/2WzRWHX.

DMGroup’s
Breakthrough Team Approach: 
Building Leadership Capacity and Getting Results

DMGroup’s Breakthrough Team Approach is a fast-paced 
way to activate on-the-job learning and build leadership 
capacity while making measurable progress on pressing 
district challenges. 

How the Breakthrough Team Approach works:

• Districts or schools typically launch multiple teams 
simultaneously, with each team composed of a 
cross-functional group of ¥ve to seven members.

• Each breakthrough team identi¥es a performance 
objective to achieve within a short time frame of 
approximately 10 weeks.

• Based on the performance objective, teams 
formulate SMART goals (Speci¥c, Measurable, 
Aggressive yet Attainable, Relevant, and Time-
Bound) that are highly speci¥c and relevant to the 
team members.

• Teams then test innovative strategies, track 
weekly progress, learn quickly from successes and 
failures, and iterate in rapid cycles to achieve 
results.

• Just-in-time performance coaching and targeted 
professional development help team members 
develop the skills needed to address challenges and 
overcome obstacles.

Breakthrough Teams achieve results for the district while 
building skills and leadership capacity.  Participating in 
the Breakthrough Team Approach provides on-the-job 
experience, targeted professional development, and 
coaching to build meaningful and enduring skills.

For a more in-depth look at the Breakthrough 
Team Approach, see “Unlocking Leadership 
Capacity: The Breakthrough Team Approach”  
in District Management Journal 24 (Fall 2018). 
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After all, without the passion, dedication, and talent of 
its teachers, staff, and administrators, a school district 
cannot thrive and perform at a high level to deliver 
positive outcomes for students. It is therefore vital that 
districts have robust talent management strategies 
that align with and support the overall district strategy, 
including the theory of action—the beliefs that underlie 
how the district will tackle goals and accomplish 
priorities. Ultimately, the ability to execute the district 
strategy depends on the performance of the district’s 
people. In order to ensure its people perform at their 
best and to their full potential, a district must ensure 
it has high-quality leadership at the top, both in the 
present moment and available to continue the district’s 
efforts in the future. For that reason, developing high-
potential leaders is an essential component of a robust 
talent strategy that supports staff and enables them to 
successfully deliver on the district’s vision.
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Building a strong pipeline of high-potential leaders—those special 
teachers, sta�, and administrators who perform at a high level and 
display the potential to grow and take on responsibility—is essential to 
district success. To do this e�ectively, districts must adopt strategies 
for identifying and developing these individuals and must systematize 
a cohesive approach. Keep these lessons in mind:

Developing High-Potential Leaders

Don’t underestimate the 
impact your top people and 
leaders have on results.

A district’s top performers are responsible 
for an outsized share of results. To 
maximize results for the district, it is worth 
identifying high-potential teachers and 
leaders early on and creating a separate 
track to allow them to develop their skills. 

Don’t rely on external hiring.

External hires may have the skills and 
experience to fill openings immediately, 
but they are less likely to succeed in 
leadership positions than internal 
promotions. Cultivating internal high-
performers allows districts to target 
development to meet district needs as well 
as to support strong and stable leadership.

Don’t confuse past or current 
performance with future 
potential. 

Many amazing staff are exactly right for 
their current position, but that does not 
mean they necessarily have the potential 
to become one of your district’s future 
leaders. Look at factors beyond current 
performance in order to ensure you are 
developing the right people to lead the 
district forward. 

S P O T L I G H T

10 Mistakes to Avoid

Don’t forget to emphasize 
talent management.

Many districts’ human resources (HR) 
functions focus on compensation, 
performance reviews, benefits, and 
similar compliance-related domains. 
Robust talent management goes further 
by strategically managing recruiting, 
staffing, and developing talented people 
to advance district goals.



D I S T R I C T  M A N A G E M E N T  J O U R N A L   |   S P R I N G  2 0 19          25

Don’t forget to measure 
your results.

Don’t forget to track and analyze 
promotion, retention, and turnover 
rates and levels of engagement. 
Districts that define the correct 
metrics and establish systems to 
measure them are better able to make 
adjustments and ensure continued 
alignment with district priorities.

Don’t forget the power 
of coaching.

Performance coaching has proven to be 
a strong tool for improving the learning 
of critical lessons, with 90% retention 
even weeks later. And yet, coaching is 
underutilized as a form of professional 
development by the majority of districts.  

Don’t leave talent development 
to formal PD programs.

Over-relying on formal training makes 
it hard to target specific development 
needs. Instead of counting on 
mandatory, undifferentiated PD sessions, 
systematically provide opportunities 
for on-the-job learning experiences, 
coaching, and learning from others.

Don’t forget to tell them.

Telling high-potential individuals 
that they have what it takes to become 
leaders and that they will receive 
targeted development increases their 
motivation and decreases the chances 
they will leave the district. Research 
shows that it is better not to let this go 
unsaid.

Don’t forget to leverage the 
power of on-the-job learning. 

Accelerate the development curve for 
high-potential leaders and help them 
gain the experience they need by 
enlarging and enriching their jobs with 
new projects and responsibilities that 
require them to learn additional skills, 
or by rotating them through different 
positions when appropriate. 

Don’t forget what 
potential looks like.

Assessing future potential means looking 
for those top performers who have the 
ability to think and learn new skills, the 
aspiration to take on new responsibilities 
and become leaders, and the engagement 
to work well with and inspire others 
throughout the district.
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Manager's Toolkit

Do Your Top Performers Have What It 
Takes to Be High-Potential Leaders?

Indicators of Ability – Can the individual think and learn?

Strong performers are often assumed to have high potential, but, in fact, research 
indicates that generally only one in seven high-performing individuals actually is 
a high-potential leader. To identify high-potential leaders, it is helpful to consider 
the following qualities: ability, aspiration, and engagement. Consider the following 
questions and re¦ect on whether each of your strongest performers has what it 
takes to be a high-potential leader.



D I S T R I C T  M A N A G E M E N T  J O U R N A L   |   S P R I N G  2 0 19          27

Indicators of Aspiration – Does the individual want it?

Indicators of Engagement – Can the individual relate to and motivate others?

Learning Skills Yes To Some 
Degree

No/Don't 
Know

Possesses strong work ethic

Demonstrates resilience

Is ambitious to advance higher in the district, seeking 
opportunities to influence and shape how things get done

Enjoys working in fast-paced, multi-tasking environments

Desires increased autonomy and is eager for more 
responsibility

Willing and motivated to do whatever it takes to get the job 
done – willingness to sacrifice

Learning Skills Yes To Some 
Degree

No/Don't 
Know

Possesses strong interpersonal and social skills

Able to build and maintain strong network of contacts and 
alliances

Able to be influential and persuasive with a range of different 
stakeholders

Has strong EQ and understanding of what drives other 
individuals

Demonstrates humility

Possesses cultural competency skills

Possesses ability to relate to the district more broadly and has 
demonstrated healthy engagement with the district to date

Is committed to the future of the district and aligned with the 
mission, values, and direction of the district
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Creating a Performance-Based 
Teacher Compensation System at 
Gwinnett County Public Schools (GA)
John J-H Kim, Mark Wiernusz, and Christopher Cleveland

J. Alvin Wilbanks, CEO and superintendent of 
Gwinnett County Public Schools, stood before 
a crowd of teachers and administrators in July 

2015 and, with the above words, announced that the district 
would embark on a three-year process to implement a 
fair, flexible compensation system that would reward and 
recognize employees for exceptional performance. 

Gwinnett County Public Schools (GCPS), located in the 
Atlanta metro area, is the largest school system in Georgia. 
Under Wilbanks’ continuous leadership since 1996, GCPS 
has achieved a level of academic success rare for a large, 
diverse urban school district. The district twice was awarded 
the prestigious Broad Prize for Urban Education for its 
progress in raising student achievement and reducing 

I remember when I was young, my father told 
me that everyone deserves a fair wage, and 
that those individuals who perform at the 
highest levels deserve to be rewarded for their 
performance. Nothing is more important for 
student success than having quality teachers 
in the classroom, and our work to improve our 
compensation system will help ensure Gwinnett 
can attract and retain the teachers it needs.

— J. Alvin Wilbanks
CEO/Superintendent 

Total
Schools:

140

Total
Employees:

24,300
180,000 students

• 31.8%  Black

• 30.3%  Hispanic

• 23.0%  White

• 10.4%  Asian

• 3.8%   Mixed Race

• 0.2%   Native American

FAST FACTS
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achievement gaps, and in 2018, Wilbanks and the Gwinnett 
County Board of Education were named Governance Team 
of the Year by the Georgia School Boards Association. 

Wilbanks and his team have long believed that attracting, 
developing, and supporting a high-quality teaching 
force was critical to continuing the district’s trajectory of 
improvement and high performance—and that revising 
GCPS’ compensation system was a key part of that effort. 
Following the July 2015 announcement, Wilbanks and GCPS 
leadership immediately set to work to craft a compensation 
plan to reward performance rather than just years of service. 
During Wilbanks’ long tenure, many key building blocks 
already had been put in place that allowed the Gwinnett 
team to move quickly and methodically. 

The new teacher compensation system Wilbanks and his 
team designed was approved by the Gwinnett County 
Board of Education on February 16, 2017. It features 
two components designed to be phased in separately: 
a performance-based salary schedule implemented in 
SY2017-18, and a performance-based awards program 
implemented in SY2018-19.

While GCPS is still in the midst of implementing its 
performance-based compensation system and recognizes 
that much work still lies ahead, Wilbanks and his leadership 
team are engaged in transformational work that few 
districts have even attempted. The new compensation 
system has the power to further strengthen the district’s 
ability to attract and retain the best teachers and to deliver 
positive results for its students. GCPS’ work will likely 
serve as a model for other districts, not only in the state, 
but across the nation. 

Developing a New Compensation 
System: Setting the Stage
Wilbanks and his team believe that GCPS is engaged in 
a never-ending competition for the brightest and best 
teachers, and that a performance-based compensation 
plan is essential to attracting, developing, and supporting 
the high-quality teaching force necessary to continue the 
district’s trajectory of improvement and performance. 
GCPS had started investigating teacher compensation 

systems as early as 2007. These specific discussions were 
put on hold in 2010 when, as a designated Race to the Top 
(RT3) district, GCPS shifted its focus to teacher and leader 
effectiveness and evaluation.

In fact, defining teacher and leader effectiveness was 
an essential precursor to implementing a performance-
based compensation system. From 2010 to 2014, GCPS took 
advantage of RT3 grant funding to implement long-planned 
improvements to its teacher and leader evaluation systems. 
RT3’s focus areas prioritized great teachers and leaders, 
turning around low-achieving schools, building data 
systems to support instruction, and adopting standards 
and assessments that prepare students to succeed.

These areas of focus were well-aligned with the district’s 
goals to expand leadership development programs, focus 
personnel evaluation on performance rather than behaviors 
or attributes, continue to focus on student achievement, 
improve technology for teaching and learning, and 
align with Common Core standards. In addition, the RT3 
partnership allowed GCPS to be at the table as state and 
federal policy were made. As part of the state’s RT3 efforts, 
26 of Georgia’s 180 local school districts, including GCPS, 
participated in a one-year pilot of performance pay 

A performance-based 
compensation plan is  
essential to attracting, 
developing, and supporting 
the high-quality teaching 
force necessary to continue 
the district’s trajectory of  
improvement and high 
performance.

Source: The Promise of Gwinnett, Gwinnett County Public Schools Fast Facts, November 2018.

Total
Operating Budget:

$2.193b

Per Pupil
Expenditure:

$9,463

FRPL 
Population:

55%

2010 & 2014
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BROAD PRIZE  
for Urban Education

Governance 
Team of the Year:

2018 
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Exhibit 1  DEVELOPING A NEW COMPENSATION SYSTEM AT GCPS

1. Convene working teams and 
establish goals

2. Perform a diagnostic analysis of the 
existing evaluation systems

3. Conduct external research to 
identify compensation system 
innovations and best practices 
across other districts 

4. Gather input and engage sta¤ in 
the work

5. Develop performance pay 
compensation system con¥gurations 
that GCPS district leadership can 
evaluate and pursue

6. Incorporate Georgia Teacher 
Evaluation Legislation and Student 
Assessment Changes

7. Prioritize and select the optimal 
performance pay compensation 
system

8. Strengthen existing systems and 
engage stakeholders on the 
proposed performance pay 
compensation system

9. Implement the performance-based 
salary schedule (2017-2018)

10. Implement performance-based 
awards (2018-2019)

Source: District Management Group.

models, none of which was adopted by the state. With all 
of this work, GCPS had been putting in place important 
building blocks for establishing a performance-based 
compensation system.

In January 2015, Wilbanks and his team saw an opportunity 
to resume the district’s work on performance-based 
compensation when Georgia Governor Nathan Deal 
established an Education Reform Commission to conduct 
a statewide review of education funding and explore 
the implementation of new local compensation models 
to replace the state teacher salary scale. In the summer 
of 2015, months before the commission issued its 
recommendations, Wilbanks and the Gwinnett Board of 
Education began work to develop a new compensation 
model, which they hoped would inform the state’s work 
and be adopted by other districts in Georgia.

Launching a Three-Year Process
Wilbanks and his leadership team engaged District 
Management Group (DMGroup) to assist in their research 
and development of the new model. Together, the GCPS 
team and DMGroup designed a methodical three-year 
process to develop and implement a new compensation 
model (Exhibit 1). While many important building blocks 
were already in place, GCPS decided to dedicate two years to 
researching and designing the new compensation model, 

placing priority on research, planning, stakeholder input, 
and communication. Implementing the new compensation 
model across the district would begin in the third year, with 
further refinements continuing thereafter.

Leveraging the District’s Strengths: 
Project Leadership and Stakeholder 
Engagement
At the helm since 1996, Wilbanks provided strong, stable 
leadership for the district. During his long tenure, Wilbanks 
had cultivated a cadre of strong and capable leaders within 
the district upon whom to draw for this challenging work. 
He also had forged a strong working relationship with 
Gwinnett’s five-member Board of Education; in fact, 
when the board and superintendent received the 2018 
Governance Team of the Year, the Georgia School Boards 
Association noted that the GCPS district leaders “have 
exemplified what a high-functioning board of education 
and superintendent look like.”   

To lead the work on the new compensation model, 
Wilbanks formed three project teams to engage district 
and school-level leadership and teaching staff: 

• Core Project Team: Wilbanks, the Associate 
Superintendent of Human Resources, the Chief 



Financial Officer, the Assistant Superintendent of 
Leadership Development, and the Chief Strategy 
and Performance Officer.

• Project Leadership Team: The Core Project Team 
plus the executive directors for HR Staffing, 
Accountability, and Assessment, Research and 
Evaluation, and HR Systems; the directors 
of HR Staffing and Evaluations; an assistant 
superintendent; and a Georgia education expert 
and consultant. This team provided content 
expertise to aid model-design decisions and to 
provide input and support in organizing project 
activities. 

• Steering Committee: The Core Project and Project 
Leadership teams plus individuals recognized 
in the district for their leadership, including 
the Chief Information Officer, the Chief of 
Staff, the associate superintendents of School 
Improvement and Operations and of Curriculum 
and Instruction, three assistant superintendents, 
one elementary principal, one middle school 
principal, one high school principal, two 
elementary teachers, one middle school teacher, 
and one high school teacher.

To make sure that the voices of staff across the district 
were heard, Wilbanks and the teams leveraged the 
district’s robust internal communications capabilities, 
which they had built over many years. For example, the 
district has established leadership groups to identify and 
communicate with stakeholder groups when developing, 
rolling out, and refining significant new initiatives and 
programs. These include GCPS principal groups, which 
have over 130 participants; another leadership group 
comprising assistant principals; and the Teacher Advisory 
Council, which includes a teacher representative from 
each school. This highly structured communications 
infrastructure allows the district to deliver consistent 
communications across all schools. 

Creating Focus Through a Clear Articulation 
of a Theory of Action

Wilbanks and the project teams developed a clear theory 
of action to guide the work. The theory of action reflected 
three primary objectives and outcomes for instituting the 
new compensation system:

If Gwinnett County Public Schools, with the intention 
of continuing to improve student outcomes, institutes a 
compensation system that

• compensates every teacher based on fair measures of 
their effectiveness and exemplary student outcomes,

• creates an environment that facilitates effective 
collaboration within schools, and

• ensures the application of effective innovation and 
transformation,

then GCPS will be able to

• advance the district’s work toward instituting a teacher 
effectiveness system based on performance,

• increase the district’s capacity to recruit and retain 
effective teachers, and

• build the capacity of teachers by emphasizing 
professional development and preparation.

Year 1 (SY2015-16): Research and 
Design
The project teams and DMGroup quickly began the 
research-and-design phase of the revised compensation 
system, with a focus on several key strategic questions: 

• What performance measures should be used to 
evaluate individual performance? 

• Are the existing evaluation systems robust 
enough for the new compensation system?

• Who should be part of this new compensation 
system, e.g., only classroom teachers or everyone 
in the school?
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GCPS is engaged in a 
never-ending competition 
for the brightest and best 
teachers.
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• How will this new compensation system 
promote individual excellence as well as group 
collaboration?

• What should be done to help teachers embrace 
a performance-based system, given the 
longstanding practice of compensating teachers 
based on experience and degrees earned?

• How can Gwinnett ensure the long-term financial 
sustainability of this new system?

Key First Step: Analyzing What Is in Place

GCPS and DMGroup began by conducting a detailed 
assessment of the district’s current compensation and 
evaluation systems to understand what could be leveraged, 
what might need adjustment, and what might be lacking.

Existing Compensation System: Like many districts in the 
United States, GCPS based its existing salary schedule for 
teachers on level of educational attainment and number 
of years of experience–commonly called “steps and lanes.” 
At GCPS, there were 10 lanes determined by certifications 
and advanced degrees and 29 steps determined by years 
of teaching experience. Under the step-and-lane salary 
schedule, teachers saw automatic increases in pay based on 
longevity, regardless of performance, with a few exceptions 
as required by the state.

Existing Evaluation System: The existing five-part teacher 
evaluation system at GCPS covered approximately 11,000 
teachers. Over the years, GCPS had invested significant 
work into its evaluation system, which was considered by 
observers and other districts to be comprehensive and well 
designed. Its measures included:

• Teacher Assessment on Performance Standards 
(TAPS): An observation-based evaluation system 
that assessed research-based teacher-practice 
performance standards. TAPS was developed by 
the state with some implementation components 
unique to GCPS. Most district staff believed 
TAPS was clear and easy to understand, and that 
evaluators were effective.

• Student Growth Percentile (SGP) scores: Annual 
student achievement data from state assessments 
generated SGP scores that measured relative, as 
opposed to standards-based, rankings. The state-
assessed SGP scores were perceived as reliable, 
given that they were pulled from a large data set.

• Student Performance Goals (SPG) scores: 
Developed by GCPS in SY2013-14, SPG was the 
district’s own district-level proprietary student 
performance measure. This system covered many 
more teachers than SGP, including high school 
elective teachers, elementary specials teachers, and 
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some special education teachers. With piloting 
completed, the reliability and accuracy of the 
assessments had been improving.

• District Assessment (DA) scores: DA scores were 
internal assessments developed by the district 
that had been in place for several years. They were 
used to assess student growth in courses for which 
no state test or SPG assessment was available.

• Weighted School Assessment (WSA): WSA was a 
summative assessment at the school level that 
combined measures of student achievement, 
customer satisfaction, and school management. 
WSA contained four weighted categories of 
standards: student achievement (70% of score); 
school improvement (12%); school climate (8%); 
and school management (10%). Schools with high 
poverty rates earned additional points. WSA was 
a component of Results-Based Evaluation System 
(RBES), an accountability system developed by 
GCPS for improving schools. RBES fairly and 
systematically measured a school’s progress, 
providing a process that clearly communicated 
expectations; reviewed, monitored, and supported 
school performance; and evaluated that 
performance.

GCPS and DMGroup performed close analyses of 
these existing systems to assess their effectiveness in 
providing an accurate reflection of teacher performance 
and their suitability for use in a compensation system. 
Although GCPS had developed a robust, thoughtful, and 
comprehensive teacher evaluation system, the Project 
Leadership Team’s deep analysis of the data, combined 
with stakeholder feedback from focus groups and a January 
2016 staff survey, led the team to raise several concerns.

For example, although TAPS was tied to an established 
feedback process, there was substantial variation in how 
evaluators determined ratings for teachers at each school. 
Overall, 99% of teachers were assessed as “Proficient” 
or “Exemplary,” but evaluators in higher-performing 
schools were more likely to give “Exemplary” ratings 
than evaluators at lower-performing schools. Staff 
survey responses and feedback heard during focus 
groups confirmed concerns about inter-rater reliability. 
The Project Leadership Team determined that principals 
and other observers needed more training to ensure that 
teachers considered observation data to be reliable.

Similar challenges arose in the measurement of student 
growth. The district’s efforts at engaging stakeholders 
revealed that many did not understand the methodology 
for calculating growth measures. DMGroup analysis 
suggested it was difficult to compare and understand 
SGP scores across years because state tests had changed 
frequently. In addition, SGP measured growth differently 
from WSA, one of GCPS’ key measures, and assessment data 
were not available until November of the following year. 
Meanwhile, the district’s own SPG scores lacked clarity 
regarding how tests should be administered and reviewed. 
Some teachers perceived that they were disadvantaged in 
both SGP and SPG scoring because they taught students 
with more needs, and results for teachers who had fewer 
students were not reliable using either measure. Analysis 
revealed that the state-assessed SGP was much more likely 
to consider a teacher “Proficient” or “Exemplary” than the 
district-assessed SPG.

WSA—the district’s oldest performance metric, which 
enjoyed a long record of accomplishment—also had 
drawbacks. WSA was designed to evaluate schools and 
not the performance of individual teachers. In addition, 
WSA could unintentionally provide a higher score to 
schools with less poverty. For the Core Project and Project 
Leadership teams, ensuring that all staff were given an 
equal chance to demonstrate excellence was important. 
The team determined that WSA, already undergoing 
updates to reflect changing guidance from the state, could 
require further adjustments to avoid bias against higher-
poverty schools.

Learning from Others: Researching Lessons 
Learned and Best Practices

While evaluating GCPS’ existing systems, the Steering 
Committee also wanted to research national best practices 
and innovations related to performance-pay systems. 
DMGroup conducted a thorough review of compensation 
models across different types of school systems nationwide 
and interviewed superintendents and district leaders 
from these systems. Research focused on the following 
dimensions: (1) identifying award recipients, (2) defining 
performance pay metrics and weights, and (3) designing 
the pay amount and distribution.

Compensation models examined included those of 
Denver Public Schools (CO), which began its performance 
pay system in 2005 and provides awards for numerous 
different metrics; Houston Independent School District 
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(TX), whose program was implemented in 2007 and is 
notable for its focus on student assessment data; Baltimore 
City Public Schools (MD), which implemented its model in 
2010 and distinguishes itself for its differentiated teacher 
career pathways; and Dallas Independent School District 
(TX), which implemented its program in 2015 and bases 
teachers’ entire salary on performance. 

GCPS and DMGroup also examined how these systems 
communicated and implemented change in order to benefit 
from lessons learned. Findings confirmed and fleshed 
out many of the issues the Project Leadership Team and 
stakeholder engagement efforts had already identified: 

• Connecting performance pay to existing human 
capital structures can result in improved recruiting 
and retention efforts. Several of the other districts 
increased retention among their highest-performing 
and most-valued teachers. 

• Strengthening the training and monitoring of 
evaluators and the evaluation of teacher observations 
builds trust as a new system is rolled out. Baltimore 
and Denver consider improving reliability across 
evaluators to be the most important stream of work.

• Several districts note the difficulty of designing one 
system for both teachers and non-teaching staff, 
such as related service providers, who often have 
different market salary rates. Districts cited the large 
amount of attention non-teachers demanded despite 
comprising a relatively low number of FTEs. 

• Running extensive scenarios helps identify 
unintended incentives. For example, several 
districts found that initial drafts of their respective 
compensation systems inadvertently advantaged 
teachers in high-performing schools, teachers of 
certain tenure levels, or other groups. 

• Communicating early and extensively with internal 
stakeholders is critical. Nearly every district wishes it 
had communicated about the ongoing compensation 
work with stakeholders even more often, and earlier 
in the process. 

• Embedding the new system and building acceptance 
requires understanding that implementation is 
an ongoing improvement process rather than a 
one-time effort. Denver has continually refined its 
system through renegotiations with the union and 
by improving implementation of component pieces 
(outside of negotiations). 

Wilbanks and his team incorporated the lessons learned 
from other districts as they proceeded to design GCPS’ 
compensation system and make plans for implementation. 
Based on these findings, they decided to invest even 
more effort into extensive stakeholder involvement and 
communication planning. 

Allaying Fears and Seeking Engagement
One of the challenges other districts had run into—and that 
critics of pay-for-performance systems often raised—was 
that some staff ended up with lower compensation under 
the new scheme. To preserve fairness and avoid turmoil, 
Wilbanks early in the process articulated a critical design 
feature: all staff would be held “harmless,” meaning no 
one’s compensation would go down as a result of the new 
performance-based plan. This declaration helped to allay 
some potential concerns and encouraged engagement.

The project teams actively pursued engaging stakeholders 
and soliciting input. Starting in August 2015, the Project 
Leadership Team met with district-level leadership 
groups, principal groups, assistant principal groups, and 
the Teacher Advisory Council. GCPS also launched an 
informational webpage to provide all district staff with 
an overview of the process.

As the process moved forward during SY2015-16, the 
Steering Committee invested in broadening and deepening 
engagement with staff through multiple focus groups and 
an online survey. The 35 focus groups included over 245 
participants comprising randomly selected classroom 
teachers, special education teachers, ELL teachers, 
reading teachers, testing coordinators, counselors, media 
specialists, coaches, and other staff from across the district’s 
19 school clusters. Focus-group participants were asked 
about their perceptions of the district’s current evaluation 
systems and about the potential of a new compensation 
system based upon these evaluation systems. In January 
2016, GCPS launched an online survey to gather feedback 
from every category of instructional staff; the survey was 
distributed to 12,259 staff and received a 70% response rate. 
These efforts resulted in a general feeling that the district 
was invested in hearing from its staff.

Guiding the Design of the New Compensation 
System
Starting in the spring of 2016, the Project Leadership 
Team turned its attention to designing and developing 
performance-pay-system options for GCPS. The team 
began to wrestle with key issues identified during its 
research phase: 
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J. Alvin Wilbanks
CEO/Superintendent

Since March 1996, J. Alvin Wilbanks has been serving 
continuously as chief executive oªcer and superin- 
tendent of Gwinnett County Public Schools. Under 
his leadership, Gwinnett County Public Schools has 
earned a reputation as one of the most successful 
school districts in the country. Wilbanks was named 
Georgia’s Superintendent of the Year in 2005 and, 
under his leadership, the district won the prestigious 
Broad Prize for Urban Education in both 2010 and 
2014. GCPS has also garnered other national 
attention: under Wilbanks’ leadership, the district 
was one of the ¥rst school systems to join the Large 
Countywide and Suburban District Consortium, 
which seeks to signi¥cantly advance systemic 
education improvement and innovation in policy and 
practice to bene¥t all students. Wilbanks has served 
as co-chair of the Consortium, which includes 16 of 
the most successful school systems in the nation.

Since 2000, two Georgia governors and the United 
States Secretary of Education have called on 
Wilbanks' expertise in crafting signi¥cant education 
reform legislation at the state and federal levels. 
Wilbanks serves as chairman of the Board of Trustees 
for the Georgia Teacher Retirement System and was 
elected the ¥rst chairman of the Georgia Education 
Coalition, formed in 2006 to give school districts a 
uni¥ed voice with the state’s legislature on funding 
and educational policy issues. Wilbanks and the 
Board of Education were named 2018 Governance 
Team of the Year by the Georgia School Boards 
Association for exemplifying “what a high-functioning 
board of education and superintendent look like.”

• Award recipients: Which teachers (core classroom 
teachers, elective classroom teachers, special 
education teachers, intervention teachers) will be 
included in the new schedule and awards?

• Pay type: Will the pay be in the form of salary or 
additional compensation?

• Metrics and weights: Which metrics will be 
included, and for which years? How will each 
metric (Training, Experience, Observations, Student 
Growth, School Performance, Teacher Attendance, 
Hard-to-Staff Positions, High Needs Schools, etc.) be 
weighted? Which roles will have different weights 
because available metrics differ? 

• Pay distribution: How much money will be distrib-
uted? What percentage of staff will be paid at each 
compensation level?

DMGroup presented GCPS with nine distinct models for 
meeting the district’s needs. In many respects, the models 
were similar—their differences lay more in their emphasis 
than in their goals. For example, one model placed greater 
emphasis on collaboration by heavily weighting WSA. 
Another option set a predetermined performance level and 
had modest rewards for a large number of staff. Yet another 
had a higher predetermined performance level and granted 
larger awards to a smaller number of staff. Some models 
prioritized student growth scores, while others rewarded 
staff for working in hard-to-staff positions and/or high-
needs schools. 

Selecting and Tailoring the Model
GCPS had three design criteria that it kept at the forefront 
to help it decide upon a model:

• Ensure that compensation model options support the 
district’s objectives as stated in its theory of action: 
to advance the district’s work toward instituting a 
teacher effectiveness system based on performance, 
increase the district’s capacity to recruit and retain 
effective teachers, and build the capacity of teachers 
by emphasizing professional development and 
preparation;

• Leverage current structures, e.g., existing evaluation 
structures, state guidelines, and staff perceptions; and

• Ensure that the new model is easily understood by all 
staff members.

The Core Project Team reviewed each of the nine options 
developed by DMGroup to determine which ones were most 
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compatible with the prevailing views expressed in focus 
groups and surveys, provided a transitional foundation, 
and offered transformational compensation opportunities. 
Two of the options, taken together, provided the full 
scope of components that the team considered essential 
for the development of a viable compensation system. 
Other options were ruled out for a variety of reasons. For 
example, the team did not wish to include metrics relating 
to attendance, which is an expectation for all teachers, nor 
hard-to-staff positions or high-needs schools, which are 
not measures of performance but rather are matters of 
securing qualified teachers to fill the positions. 

GCPS crafted a hybrid of two of the options presented. The 
following components were included:

• A performance-based teacher salary schedule with 
steps and lanes; 

• Performance-based awards in addition to the 
salary schedule;

• Metrics for awards that include professional 
growth, teacher evaluation, student growth, and 
whole-school assessment of effectiveness;

• Weights that place greatest emphasis on teacher 
evaluation and student growth metrics;

• Performance-based awards for 20–30% of eligible 
teachers; and

• Awards in the range of $1,000 to $5,000 or higher.

External Complications
While the Project Leadership Team had been evaluating 
various compensation models, the Georgia State Legislature 

passed Senate Bill 364, which would become effective July 
1, 2016.1  The bill introduced a new professional growth 
performance measure for teachers; modified the state’s 
annual student assessments so that the teacher’s student 
growth performance data included only test scores of 
students who attended at least 90% of days in the teacher’s 
course; and changed science and social studies annual 
testing from grades 3 through 5 to grades 5 and 8.

At the same time, the Georgia Department of Education 
was discontinuing the practice of calculating teacher 
assessment data for all subject areas. Instead, individual 
districts would be accountable for calculating assessment 
data beginning in SY2015-16. Collectively, these changes 
increased the administrative burden on the GCPS team 
to evaluate teachers’ performance and caused concern 
among teachers because measures were changing 
amid simultaneous conversations about changes to 
compensation. In addition to facing these new hurdles, 
GCPS had to add to its to-do list the task of calculating 
assessment data.

Year 2 (SY2016-17): A New 
Compensation System for GCPS
In August 2016, Wilbanks and his team proceeded to 
develop the initial framework for the compensation 
system. To ease adjustment to the new compensation 
model, the team decided to proceed with a two-phase 
implementation plan:

• The first phase would be to implement a 
performance-based teacher salary schedule 
in SY2017-18. This new salary schedule would 
acknowledge performance—not just years on 
the job—as a criterion for advancement. Under 
the new schedule, employees advance one 
“performance step” for the next contract year upon 
achieving a rating of “Proficient” or higher on the 
TAPS or equivalent annual evaluation tool. 

• The second phase would be a performance-
based awards system, which would provide top 
performers with financial awards. This system, 
to be implemented in SY2018-19, would require 
eligible teachers to have scores on four metrics 
(Professional Growth, TAPS, Student Growth, and 
WSA). In the first year of implementation, teachers 
with scores on all metrics except Student Growth 
would be eligible for the same level of awards 
on a separate path (i.e., a three-metric path). The 
first iteration of the performance-based awards 
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30%
of teachers are likely to 
receive awards annually
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Gwinnett district leaders discuss the performance-based awards system

initially would apply only to classroom teachers 
and would exclude staff such as speech language 
therapists, coaches, and others.

The extra time for the second phase would allow the Project 
Leadership Team and Steering Committee to review and 
refine the district’s performance metrics, particularly 
relating to student growth data. 

Throughout SY2016-17, the Project Leadership Team 
was organized into discrete working groups to identify 
outstanding issues and risks for each component metric 
(Professional Growth, TAPS, Student Growth, and WSA) 
and to propose recommendations for improvement. These 
working groups held weekly conference calls to share 
updates, troubleshoot issues, and develop recommendations. 
Principal and teacher leadership groups that had been 
involved from the start responded favorably enough 
that the project leadership felt comfortable moving its 
recommendations forward to the Gwinnett County Board 
of Education.

Transformational Change Ahead: Proposed 
Compensation Model Approved

The new proposed compensation model was approved 
on February 16, 2017, by the Gwinnett County Board 
of Education. “Our move to a performance-based 
compensation system has been years in the making,” said 
Wilbanks. “We’re excited about the progress we’ve made 

and the favorable reactions from our teachers and leaders. 
One of the most exciting aspects of this new system is 
that it will allow us to reward those who have proven to 
be our most effective teachers. That will give us a distinct 
advantage both in recruiting great teachers and in retaining 
the very best in Gwinnett County Public Schools.”

Year 3 (SY2017-18): Salary Schedule 
Implementation and Refining 
Performance-Based Awards 
In August 2017, GCPS transitioned all teachers and 
certified staff compensated on the district’s teacher 
salary schedule to a performance-based teacher salary 
schedule. The new schedule acknowledges a teacher’s 
current education level and advanced degrees as they are 
earned. Like the previous schedule, the new schedule has 
29 steps, but annual performance as opposed to time on 
the job determines movement to the next step. A teacher 
advances one performance step for the next contract year 
upon achieving a rating of “Proficient” or higher on TAPS 
or an equivalent evaluation tool. An employee earning 
a TAPS rating of “Needs Development” or “Ineffective” 
remains on the current step for the next contract year 
instead of advancing a step. The amount associated with 
a step increase can change from year to year, based on 
the budget, but the amount would be the same for each 
step within a level. As with the current salary schedule, a 
teacher could move only one step per year.
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Exhibit 2  TRANSITION GUIDE TO NEW SALARY SCHEDULE

Source: GCPS.

Exhibit 2 is the transition guide to the performance-based 
teacher salary schedule that was provided by the 
district to all affected staff. The guide reflects, for example, 
that a teacher in the “T4” certification level who is earning 
$42,690 annually in FY2017 under the salary schedule for 
that year would be considered a “Level 1” teacher for whom 
the base salary would be $43,493 if the performance-based 
teacher salary schedule were in effect for FY2017. In the 
first year of implementation, FY2018, the teacher’s salary 
would be $44,364 if they remained in Level 1 but did not 
advance a performance step. 

Each “performance step” in Level 1 includes an increase in 
base salary of about $900 per year, provided the teacher 
receives a “Proficient” rating or higher on TAPS. Previously, 
the same teacher would have automatically received a 
raise of about $500 for staying on the job, regardless of 
evaluation results. 

The first phase of the plan (the performance-based teacher 
salary schedule) included approximately 12,300 certificated 
staff paid on the teacher salary schedule (more than 10,000 
classroom teachers as well as other instructional support 
staff). As a result, even a small change in the salary schedule 
could have significant financial impact. 

The Project Leadership Team and the district’s finance team 
calculated that moving from its traditional salary schedule 

to the performance-based salary schedule would cost the 
district an additional one-time amount of $9 million to 
ensure that no staff would receive a lower base salary under 
the new schedule. GCPS planned to fund this one-time 
increase from departmental budget savings accumulated 
over multiple years, which were earmarked for this specific 
purpose. The finance team also ran multiple scenarios to 
ensure that total annual performance-based step increases 
would be within the regular budgeted amounts. 

The rollout of the performance-based teacher salary 
schedule went smoothly. The district clearly communicated 
information about the new schedule, and the program was 
well received because every teacher was held harmless and 
given an initial increase in pay. 

Developing the Performance-Based Award 
System
With implementation of Phase 1 underway, the district 
intensified its work on Phase 2. The cornerstone of the 
work is built upon five key messages that the district 
believes in and adopted early in the process. These key 
messages are:

1. There are great teachers in every school in the 
district.

C A S E  S T U D Y
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2. Schools have different characteristics and 
clientele that make them unique.

3. Recognizing the top-performing teachers at 
every school acknowledges that, despite their 
differences, all schools have teachers who deserve 
to be celebrated.

4. Rewarding outstanding teachers will help us with 
teacher recruitment, retention, and morale, all of 
which impact student achievement.

5. Incentivizing top performance in every school 
will go a long way in helping us improve the 
education we provide across the district.

With these key messages in mind, the GCPS team 
critically reviewed and revised each component of the 
performance-based awards program before adopting it 
for implementation in SY2018-19. 

Performance Metrics
Four performance metrics are included in determining 
teacher effectiveness and deriving a score for each teacher. 
They are:

1. Professional growth: The teacher shall participate 
annually in a minimum of 20 hours of approved 
staff development that align with the district’s 
vision, mission, and goals. Validation of this 
requirement is an integral part of the teacher 
evaluation system (TAPS).

2. Annual performance evaluation: The teacher must 
complete the Teacher Assessment on Performance 
Standards (TAPS), which is conducted by evaluators 
to measure the teacher’s performance on 10 
standards.

3. Student growth: The teacher must administer 
pre- and post-tests for all courses taught. One 
of two tests developed by the district is used to 
determine growth: either Student Performance 
Goal (SPG) assessments or District Assessments 
(DA). The following steps represent the process for 
determining teachers’ student growth metric scores.

a. Pre-test scores from each assessment are 
organized by course number into quartiles 
ranked from lowest to highest.

b. The change in each individual student score 
from pre-test to post-test is calculated.

c. In each quartile, the district median change 
from pre-test to post-test is calculated.

d. The change in each individual student score 
is compared to the district median change for 
the student’s quartile.

e. For each teacher, the percentage of student 
score changes (identified in Step b) that are 
equal to or greater than the district median 
score change (Step d) is calculated. This 
percentage is the teacher’s student growth 
metric score.

“One of the most exciting aspects of this new system is 
that it will allow us to reward those who have proven to 
be our most e£ective teachers. That will give us a distinct 
advantage both in recruiting great teachers and in retaining 
the very best in Gwinnett County Public Schools.”

— J. Alvin Wilbanks
      CEO/Superintendent
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To strengthen validity and reliability, teachers must 
have a minimum of 15 matching pre- and post-test 
scores to receive a student growth score and be 
eligible for a four-metric path award.

4. Weighted School Assessment (WSA): WSA is 
a summative assessment of a school’s annual 
performance. Teachers are the critical element in 
determining the school’s effectiveness and must 
work collaboratively to ensure the school’s success.

Weights

Wilbanks and his team extensively discussed and debated 
the relative weighting of each measure, as the weighting 
reflects and communicates the district’s priorities. For 
example, whether the district more heavily weights 
WSA than TAPS in the compensation system is seen to 
communicate the relative importance the district places 
on school-level performance over individual teacher 
performance and effectiveness. After much consideration, 
the following weights were adopted:

-  Professional Growth: 15%

- TAPS Evaluation: 40% 

- Student Growth: 35%

- WSA: 10%

Teacher Eligibility

A key question in designing a performance-based teacher 
compensation system is determining which types of 
teachers are included in the plan. After much discussion 
and analysis, GCPS defined eligible teachers as classroom 

teachers who provide direct instruction to students and 
who meet the following requirements:

• Teacher must be an employee of the district and 
paid on the GCPS teacher salary schedule;

• Teacher must complete the TAPS evaluation 
process and receive a score;

• Teacher must have course sections scheduled for 
at least 50% of the school day;

• Teacher must be employed full-time;

• Teacher must be in “non-leave” employment 
status for a minimum of 120 of 190 contract days 
in the school year; and

• Teacher must administer all required designated 
student assessments.

However, this definition meant that teachers with fewer 
than 15 students, such as special education teachers, had 
no student growth assessment metrics. Wanting to ensure 
more teachers had the opportunity to be eligible for the 
performance-based award, GCPS had to devise a solution.

Creating Two Award Paths

To ensure that more teachers would be eligible for the new 
compensation system, GCPS came up with the solution of 
creating two paths for the first year of implementation:

• The Four-Metric Path is for eligible teachers who 
have scores on the four metrics (Professional 
Growth, TAPS Evaluation, Student Growth, and WSA). 

• The Three-Metric Path is for eligible teachers with 
scores on all performance metrics except Student 
Growth. Teachers with pre- and post-test scores 
for fewer than 15 students were excluded from 
consideration for the Four-Metric Path. Many of 
these teachers are special education teachers who 
serve fewer than 15 students or who have no Student 
Growth assessments. The Three-Metric Path is 
temporary, with adjustments anticipated after 
SY2018-19. A much smaller number of teachers is 
expected to be on the Three-Metric Path districtwide, 
and the numbers will vary greatly from school to 
school. Therefore, the awards in this path will go to 
the top 30% of teachers at the elementary, middle, 
and high school levels. Every school will have 
teachers awarded on the Four-Metric Path, but not 
necessarily on the Three-Metric Path. 

C A S E  S T U D Y

Performance pay
was weighted

 75%
toward student growth 

and assessment on 
performance standards
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Whether assessing teachers using the Four-Metric Path or 
the Three-Metric Path, the underlying rubrics are scaled 
and weighted into a single summative number.

Throughout the year, district leaders made sure to commu-
nicate about the progress being made and shared general 
information about eligibility and the metrics for determining 
the awards. Presentation materials and FAQs were provided 
to principals for them to share with teachers and staff. 
This information also was placed on the school district’s 
webpage for others who were interested in learning more 
about Gwinnett’s performance-based compensation 
system.

Performance Categories: District-Level or School-Level 
Awards, the Award Amount, and the Number of Awards?

As the GCPS team and DMGroup previewed the plan with 
various stakeholders, many groups expressed lingering 
concerns about whether the compensation model would 
favor the already highest-performing schools and inhibit 
collaboration within schools if only top teachers across 
the district were to receive awards. This feedback, along 
with the core beliefs that there are great teachers in 
every school and that individual schools have different 
characteristics and clientele that make them unique, 
convinced Wilbanks to structure the performance-based 
awards to recognize not only the district’s top performers, 
but also the top performers in each school. He and his 
team proposed establishing three categories of teacher 
performance. Category 1 targets district-level awards, 
while Categories 2 and 3 are specifically designed to 
provide awards for at least 20% of eligible Four-Metric 
Path teachers at each school.

Category 1: District-Level Awards

Among eligible teachers, the top 10% at each level 
(i.e., elementary, middle, and high school)—as   
determined by the total score on the metrics—
will receive a district-level award. The Category 
1 award will equal 10% of the average GCPS 
teacher salary for the fiscal year in which it was 
earned. Teachers on both the Three-Metric and 
Four-Metric paths are eligible for the Category 
1 district-level awards. Award recipients are 
calculated separately by path.

Categories 2 and 3: School-Level Awards for Four-
Metric Path Recipients and District-Level Awards 
for Three-Metric Path Recipients

Category 2 recognizes eligible teachers who score 
in the highest 10% at each school (excluding those 
in Category 1) for teachers in the Four-Metric Path 
and the second-highest 10% at each school level 
for those in the Three-Metric Path. The teachers 
in Category 2 will receive an award equal to 6% of 
the average GCPS teacher salary.

Category 3 recognizes eligible teachers with 
the second-highest 10% of scores at each school 
(excluding those in Category 1) for those in the 
Four-Metric Path and the third-highest 10% at 
each level in the Three-Metric Path. The monetary 
award for teachers in Category 3 will equal 3% of 
the average GCPS teacher salary.

With this structure, top performers in the district and 
in each school would receive recognition. And, it met 
Wilbanks’ and the team’s desire that a significant portion 
of classroom teachers receive performance-based awards: 
30% of teachers were likely to receive awards annually. 
The team wished to establish awards that would be 
large enough to provide an incentive to teachers and 
determined that 10%, 6%, and 3% of the average district 
teacher salary would meet the test at the three award levels 
(the average district teacher salary for FY2019 is $61,627). 
Exhibit 3 contains the model for Phases 1 and 2 of the 
performance-based teacher compensation system.

Financial Sustainability

Throughout the development process, the district’s 
finance team examined the cost and sustainability of 
the compensation model. The Project Leadership Team, 
working with DMGroup, created a financial model to 
test several alternatives and tradeoffs for each option. 
Extensive scenario analyses were run regarding the second 

Performance-based 
awards recognize not 
only the district’s top 
performers, but also 
the top performers in 
each school.
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Exhibit 3  PERFORMANCE-BASED TEACHER COMPENSATION SYSTEM

Source:  GCPS.
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phase of the plan (the performance-based awards). Under 
the plan, the district expected to award approximately 
3,000 teachers per year for their outstanding work, 
and the award size would be in the range of $3,000 to 
$5,000 per teacher per year, which GCPS expected to cost 
a maximum of $12 million dollars annually. GCPS was 
able to accumulate and reserve this amount annually 
over the three-year implementation period. Savings 
of budgeted salary dollars from unfilled positions and 
employee turnover allowed them not only to accrue 
the annual amount required to fund the performance-
based awards within the current operating budget, but 
also to accumulate a small reserve earmarked for future 
sustainability of the awards program.

As the GCPS team developed the model, they also considered 
how they would respond in the event of a severe economic 
downturn. Wilbanks pointed to the district’s long-term 
planning process, which includes a three-year rolling 
budget as a means for projecting sustainability. Should 
state appropriations and local revenue in any given year 
not be sufficient to maintain the performance-based 
compensation system, consideration could be given to 
reducing the scale of the program.

Year 4 (SY2018-19): Phase 2 – 
Performance-Based Awards  
Implementation

Wilbanks is pleased that he and his team decided to phase 
in the new compensation system over two years. Taking 
the time to phase in the new program and to work with 
stakeholders has facilitated its implementation and 
enhanced the level of support for the program. Wilbanks 
is intent on ensuring that the performance-based salary 
and awards create the right incentives to achieve the goals 
established for the system: advancing the district’s work 
toward instituting a teacher evaluation system based on 
performance, increasing the district’s capacity to recruit 
and retain effective teachers, and building the capacity 
of teachers by emphasizing professional development 
and preparation. While much work must still be done and 
there are many more questions to be answered, Wilbanks 
is excited to be implementing the performance-based 
awards during this school year.

To launch the performance-based awards in SY2018-
19, the district is going to great lengths to ensure that 
each of the tasks associated with implementation is 
initiated effectively and in a timely manner. For the fall 

of 2018, a procedure was established for ensuring that 
all front-end activities were completed on time. These 
included the initial requirements related to annual TAPS 
evaluations, assurances that teacher course assignments
were accurate, and assurances that student pre-tests 
were administered within the test windows established. 
The approximate number and teaching assignments of 
teachers on the Three-Metric Path for SY2018-19 were 
determined with the goal of migrating as many as 
possible to the Four-Metric Path and providing alternative 
qualifying criteria for those who remain without an 
adequate number of student growth scores to migrate. 
Job codes for teachers are under review with the goal of 
ensuring that all teachers are assigned appropriate codes.

GCPS, in collaboration with IBM, began development 
of an application that will create the business rules and 
calculation methodology for processing all data related 
to the performance-based awards program and preparing 
award information for payroll at the end of the year. All 
work must be completed in time to make the awards in 
December 2019 based on performance in the classroom 
in SY2018-19. The district estimates that approximately 
3,000 Gwinnett teachers will be rewarded this year and 
every following year for their outstanding work.

The Core Team continues its work to refine the compen-
sation system, conducting bi-weekly conference calls 
with DMGroup to identify and resolve issues as they 
arise and to use newly acquired data to make decisions 
about potential modifications to the awards program 

The district expected  
to award approximately

3,000 
teachers per year

$3,000 - $5,000 
for their outstanding work.
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Recognizing strong teachers and compensating them 
for their work has the power to deliver results for students 
and transform the way public education functions. 

“What we are doing in the area of teacher compensation 
is revolutionary...and few districts have the capacity to 
do revolutionary work.”

—J. Alvin Wilbanks
    CEO/Superintendent

for future years. The team also meets weekly to address 
issues and to assist in development of FAQs for staff. It is 
a work in progress, but GCPS is excited to be doing such 
transformational work.

Looking to the Future
Wilbanks and his team are still in the midst of implement-
ing the performance-based awards program this year and 
know that much work remains. As is best practice, the 
GCPS team has a mindset of continuous improvement 
and will continue to make refinements to the system. 
In addition, they know that for this new compensation 
system to be a success, those in the district must have a 
good understanding of how the system works and have 
confidence in it. Stakeholder engagement and communi-
cation efforts, therefore, will remain a priority.

In designing and implementing a performance-based 
compensation system, GCPS has achieved what few 
districts in the country have even attempted. While the 
work is ongoing, Wilbanks and his team at GCPS have 
reason to be proud. With a belief in the power of good 
teachers and a passion for improving outcomes for 
students, Wilbanks and the team took on a tremendous 
challenge. The performance-based compensation model 
has the power to be transformative for the district and 
will likely be a model for others in the state and beyond. 
Recognizing strong teachers and compensating them for 
their work has the power to deliver results for students 
and transform the way public education functions. 

“What we are doing in the area of teacher compensation 
is revolutionary and few districts have the capacity to do 
revolutionary work,” says Wilbanks.  “I believe we can in 
Gwinnett County Public Schools, because we have great 
teachers and leaders who are not afraid to give such an 
innovative idea a try, and a chance to succeed. We will 
continue to make improvements to our compensation 
system as we implement it in the years ahead. But we must 
start sometime, and now is the time.”

NOTES

1. Georgia General Assembly, “2015-2016 Regular Session — SB 364 ‘Quality Basic 
Education Act’; Annual Teacher, Principal, and Assistant Principal Evaluations; 
Revise Provisions,” 2016, accessed March 1, 2019, http://www.legis.ga.gov/ 
legislation/en-US/Display/20152016/SB/364.
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DMGroup in Action

LAUSD Tackles Chronic  
Absenteeism with 
InClassToday
Leveraging Behavioral 
Science to Drive Results
 
 
Kathleen Choi

The Challenge

Improving attendance is a top priority for Los Angeles 
Unified School District (LAUSD). In SY2016-17, more than 
80,000 students—14% of the district’s student population—
were chronically absent, missing 15 school days or more; 
another 96,400 students missed between 8 and 14 days 
per year. High rates of chronic absenteeism jeopardize 
educational outcomes for these students. For the district, 
absenteeism creates a challenge to serving all students 
due to the significant financial cost of absenteeism, which 
last year amounted to over $600 million in lost revenue.

Piloting a Simple Solution 

In SY2017-18, LAUSD engaged InClassToday to launch a 
pilot program to raise attendance among 24,000 students 
in grades K-12.  Leveraging behavioral science research by 
the Student Social Support Research and Development Lab 
at Harvard University, InClassToday implements targeted 
programs that motivate families to reduce school absences. 

LAUSD provided InClassToday with student attendance 
data and address information. InClassToday used this 
data to identify students at risk of becoming chronically  
absent and then created and mailed a series of individu-
alized “Absence Reports” to these  students’ households. 
These Absence Reports reinforced the importance of 
attendance, informed families how many days their 
children had been absent, and put the information into 
context by comparing the students’ absences to those 
of their classmates. Families received up to five rounds 
of Absence Reports, which were delivered in English or 
Spanish, as appropriate.  

InClassToday’s approach is based on research by the  Student 
Social Support R&D Lab, which shows that parents frequently 
have misconceptions about their child’s school attendance. 
For example, parents routinely underestimate how many 
days their children have missed and tend to believe that 

Cost-e£ective, scalable, 
and easy to implement, 
InClassToday is a proven 
method to reduce 
absenteeism.
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their children miss about as many days as other students, 
or even fewer days. Some parents also believe that missing 
a few days of school is not that important. InClassToday’s 
Absence Reports directly address these misconceptions 
in simple language and with frequency, keeping parents’ 
attention focused on attendance throughout the year.

Getting Results

As a result of the pilot program, LAUSD successfully 
reduced chronic absenteeism in SY2017-18: 

• For students who received a full course of five 
Absence Reports, chronic absenteeism went down 
from 29.5% to 26.2%, an 11% reduction.

• LAUSD recaptured 24,000 days of instruction the 
students otherwise were likely to have missed, 
generating an additional $1.5 million in average 
daily attendance (ADA) revenue—more than nine 
times the cost of the program.

Given the success of the pilot program, LAUSD expanded 
the InClassToday program across the district in SY2018-19.

InClassToday is a strategic partner of 
the District Management Group.

24,000 days
of instruction recaptured,

generating

$1.5m
in ADA revenue.

An example of an individualized Absence Report delivered in Spanish
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Improving Supports for Struggling Students 
at Indian Prairie School District 204 (IL)
Strategic Scheduling Paves the Way
Amram Migdal, Marissa Silapaswan, and Carolyn Schoen

I ndian Prairie School District 204 (IL) Superintendent 
Karen Sullivan was focused on improving supports 
for struggling students. Located outside of Chicago, 

Indian Prairie School District (IPSD) is a relatively high-
achieving suburban district of 28,000 students, boasting 
high graduation rates along with ELA, Math, and SAT 
scores above state averages. Yet, the district faced persistent 
achievement gaps for struggling students,1  including 
those with and without disabilities, despite considerable 
investments in strengthening intervention efforts. 

To better understand how IPSD might improve supports for 
students who struggle,  Superintendent Sullivan decided 
to embark upon a thorough study of the district’s existing 
intervention programs and practices, and engaged District 
Management Group (DMGroup) to perform a review of the 
district’s supports and intervention delivery efforts. The 
review revealed that while many positive efforts were 
underway, intervention practices and delivery models 
varied widely among IPSD’s 33 schools and there were 
opportunities for the district to align with best practices 
to benefit not only students who struggle, but all students 
in the district.  

A crucial insight was that scheduling was among the 
greatest barriers to effective delivery of intervention 
services. DMGroup recommends that students that need 

additional supports have access to dedicated time for 
interventions, with teachers who have content expertise 
in the subject area of need; these dedicated periods need 
to be scheduled in addition to, rather than instead of, core 
instruction. Best practices call for all elementary students 
to receive uninterrupted access to core instruction, including
math and reading blocks, with their general education 
teachers (see Exhibit 1). But at IPSD, as in many districts 
across the country, resource and scheduling constraints 
prevented these practices from being consistently applied 
across the district. Budget cuts had forced reductions in 
specials staffing, making it increasingly difficult for the 
district to build intervention blocks into school schedules.  

IPSD teachers and sta£ 

FAST FACTS
Total

Schools:

33

Total
Employees:

3,100
28,000 students

• 46.5%  White

• 28.1%  Asian

• 11.6%  Hispanic

• 9.0%  Black

• 4.5%  Mixed Race

• 0.2%  Native American
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Exhibit 1

Source: District Management Group.

Now, in its work with DMGroup, the district wanted to seize 
the opportunity to return to its previous scheduling practice 
for intervention blocks, as well as to implement other best 
practices.

In SY2017-18, IPSD began the process of rethinking its 
approach to scheduling so that it could implement the 
recommended instructional and scheduling best practices. 
With DMGroup’s assistance, the district launched a pilot 
program at several elementary schools, led by Assistant 
Superintendent of Elementary Schools Laura Devine-
Johnston; the program was expanded in SY2018-19 to all 
its elementary schools. The teachers and staff at IPSD 
have learned about best practices for serving students 
who struggle, and central office and building leaders 
have used DMGroup’s scheduling software to implement 
a new approach to scheduling that supports dedicated daily 
intervention time and other best practices. 

The Work Begins: Diagnosing  Current 
Supports 

From the fall of 2016 through the spring of 2017, district 
leaders and principals worked with DMGroup to conduct 
a review of IPSD’s existing intervention programs and 
practices to help understand the district’s current model 
and needs. 

The study found that IPSD’s staff were passionate and 
committed to ensuring all students succeed. The district 
had already introduced important programs to enrich 
student learning, including in-house supports to serve 
students with severe disabilities and a strong early 
intervention program for pre-K. However, DMGroup 
found opportunities to further strengthen supports. Key 
recommendations included the following:

Total
Operating Budget:

$368m

Per Pupil
Expenditure:

$13,337

Four-Year
Graduation Rate:

95.5%

Special-Education 
Students:

11.5%

Average PARCC 
ELA/Math:

55/54 
(State Average 37/32)

   1 

Reading

Math

Best Practice ScheduleNon-Struggling Students

Reading
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Science / Social Studies 

Foreign Language

Lunch and Recess

Elective

Science / Social Studies 

Lunch and Recess

Elective

Reading

Struggling Students

Math

Intervention

Intervention

Science / Social Studies 

Foreign Language

Lunch and Recess

Elective

Built-in
I/E blocks allow 

all students to stay in 
core reading and math  
blocks, while receiving 
extra-time instruction  

or enrichment.

Struggling 
students often

receive less core
reading and math
instruction than
non-struggling

students.

  Exhibit 1   EXAMPLES OF TYPICAL NON-STRUGGLING AND STRUGGLING STUDENT SCHEDULES 
  COMPARED WITH BEST-PRACTICE SCHEDULE

Source: District Management Group
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1. Provide more guidance for the creation and 
implementation of a districtwide framework for 
response to intervention (RTI) that is consistent 
across schools. Intervention and enrichment (I/E) 
practices and service delivery models were found to 
vary widely among the district’s 33 schools.

2. Provide additional instructional time for 
intervention so all students can master grade-level 
content. This intervention support should be 
provided with content-knowledgeable teachers in 
addition to, rather than instead of, core instruction, 
ensuring all elementary students receive 
uninterrupted access to core instruction with their 
general education teachers. 

3. Streamline meetings and paperwork so that 
staff have more time to spend with students and 
thereby to expand social, emotional, and behavioral 
supports.

4. Consider specializing key roles within the special 
education service delivery model to improve 
academic performance of students with mild-to-
moderate disabilities. 

5. Closely manage groupings and size of groups to 
expand the reach of related services.

As in many districts, an important barrier to implement-
ing these best practices was the schedule. For example, 
despite best intentions, attempts to include extra help 
for struggling students sometimes resulted in students 
being pulled out of core reading and math instruction, 
as scheduling constraints made any other time seem 
impossible. DMGroup recommended that IPSD adapt its 
approach to scheduling and develop clear guidelines for 
time that must remain uninterrupted and time that is 
eligible for push-in or pull-out services; guidelines for how 
students should be grouped by area of need; standards 
for how large those groups should be; and targets for the 
proportion of time staff should spend directly supporting 
students (see Exhibit 2).

A New Approach to Scheduling
During the summer of 2017, IPSD and DMGroup facili-
tated meetings with all 21 elementary principals to share 
instructional and scheduling best practices, introduce 
key concepts for supporting struggling students, and 
set scheduling priorities—a fundamental first step for 
bringing school leaders into the process. The meetings 
sparked a powerful interest among principals, who 
valued the opportunity to focus on how improved 
scheduling benefits all students, including students who 
struggle.

Source: District Management Group.

Exhibit 2  DMGROUP FRAMEWORK FOR SUPPORTING STRUGGLING STUDENTS
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Following the informational meetings, seven elementary 
principals participated in a SY2017-18 pilot program to 
try a more strategic approach to scheduling to improve 
delivery of intervention services. The pilot program gave 
these enthusiastic principals an opportunity to familiarize 
themselves and their instructional leadership teams 
(ILTs) with DMGroup’s approach to scheduling as well as 
DMGroup’s elementary scheduling software tool, and the 
results were positive. Principals were enthusiastic about 
scheduling changes as well as the customized, ongoing 
support and thought partnership from DMGroup. They 
became champions for the work, helping to gain district-
wide buy-in. Their advocacy helped build support for an 
initiative to develop scheduling priorities at schools 
across the district for the fall of 2018. 

Scheduling as a Team Sport

For SY2018-19, DMGroup worked with principals at 
each elementary school to develop a set of scheduling 
priorities for the year. Principals then brought the 
activity back to their ILTs and set priorities as a group. For 
many principals, this way of collaborating—“scheduling 
as a team sport”—was a novel concept and significantly 
altered the way they thought about the scheduling 
process. Undertaking scheduling as a collaborative activity 
enables better-aligned scheduling priorities and helps 
build buy-in by engaging staff as they seek to change 
embedded practices. “The power of the experiences 
was that the conversations about scheduling became 
instructional instead of logistical,” said Devine-Johnston. 
“Principals talked about the value of working with their 
teams and focusing on instruction rather than spending 
time overcoming scheduling obstacles.”

Changing Scheduling Practices

Analysis of the existing schedules revealed something 
many might find surprising: the schedule of specials 
staff was actually impeding the implementation of 
instructional and intervention best practices. Although the 
district had made a lot of progress in sharing specials staff 
across schools, some staff-sharing practices prevented 
grade-level homerooms from having I/E blocks all at the 
same time. 

Scheduling I/E blocks at the same time across a grade  
supports efficient use of staff time and expands the reach 
of staff members. It provides intervention and enrichment 
staff the opportunity to flexibly group students from 
across homerooms and “flood” their support to one grade 
at a time. 

DMGroup helped IPSD district leaders and principals 

DMGroup helped IPSD district leaders and principals build 
a district-wide plan to share specials staff that aligned 
with best practices and established common guidelines 
across schools. For example, the decision was made to lift 
restrictions on scheduling specials at the end of the day or 
right before or after lunch, which previously kept schools 
from aligning specials by grade. “Having a system for 
scheduling specials consistently across the district makes 
sharing staff much easier,” Devine-Johnston said.

A Promising Start: Strategic  
Scheduling to Support Struggling  
Students
Since the spring of 2018 and through SY2018-19, DMGroup 
has continued to support all IPSD elementary principals 
in building their master schedules and focusing on 
scheduling I/E blocks that are consistent across grade-
level homerooms. Consistent blocks across grade levels 
allow for grouping across homerooms, meaning resources 
can flood an entire grade more efficiently. 

Principals continue to display their strong leadership 
during the process, using the “scheduling as a team 
sport” philosophy with their ILTs to structure their 
in-building scheduling work. “ILTs are talking together 
about their priorities and their non-negotiable times in 
the instructional day, and principals tell us about the 
power and value of that experience,” reported Devine-
Johnston. Principals and ILTs use DMGroup’s elementary 
scheduling software to create building schedules together, 
and the dynamic nature of the tool allows the team to see 
the schedule at the same time and visualize the tradeoffs 
necessary for each grade to get its “scheduling wish list.” 
This capability builds a more collaborative atmosphere 
and helps shift teacher thinking.

A crucial insight was that 
scheduling was among 
the greatest barriers to 
e£ective delivery of 
intervention services.
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Sullivan and Devine-Johnston are pleased that all 21 IPSD 
elementary schools now have schedules that include 
dedicated I/E time blocks of at least 30 minutes, achieving
one of the district’s intended outcomes (see Exhibit 3). An 
unintended but welcome additional outcome has been the 
district’s improved practices around sharing specials staff 
districtwide. Ensuring that specials staff members’ time is 
well allocated across the district helps support struggling 
students, who are now able to stay in class for their essential 
core instruction in addition to receiving the extra support 
they need to perform to their potential.

Embracing the Power of Scheduling
According to Devine-Johnston, principals have embraced 
the changes made to the schedules and the scheduling 
process. Teachers appreciate having structured I/E time 
that helps special education colleagues avoid the need to 
pull struggling learners out of their general education 
classes. Some homeroom teachers now even volunteer to 
shift their schedule to facilitate the creation of a schedule 
that works best for all students and all grades.

“Principals tell us that being able to have intervention blocks 
to support struggling students has made a big difference,” 
Devine-Johnston said. “Intervention blocks,  along with the 

team conversations about scheduling, are powerful because 
they create space to focus on the intervention instead of the 
logistics. We now have a system that allows principals and 
their teams to deliver highly effective interventions and 
sets the expectation that all kids will receive the supports 
they need.” The district’s scheduling guidelines are now 
aligned with best practices and enable consistent delivery 
of I/E supports at all 21 elementary schools, a positive step 
for IPSD in its goal to help all students succeed. 

“The power of the experiences 
was that the conversations 
about scheduling became 
instructional instead of 
logistical.”

— Laura Devine-Johnston
        Assistant Superintendent of Elementary Schools

Exhibit 3  USING DMGROUP'S SCHEDULING SOFTWARE, AN IPSD ELEMENTARY SCHOOL
CREATED THIS SCHEDULE THAT MEETS THE DISTRICT'S GUIDELINES              

Source: District Management Group.
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877-362-3500

www.dmgroupK12.com

Learn more

DMGroup's schedule consulting, professional development, and software help create 
schedules that improve equity and achieve teaching and learning best practices.

Build better schedules to support 
your instructional priorities



54          D I S T R I C T  M A N A G E M E N T  G R O U P   |   w w w. d m g r o u p K12 .c o m

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

DMGroup’s 16th Annual
Superintendents’ Strategy Summit

S eventy member-superintendents from districts 
across 17 states gathered in New York City this 
January for DMGroup’s 16th annual Superinten- 

dents’ Strategy Summit. Together, we explored opportunities 
for districts to take a more strategic approach to human 
capital management. 

School districts are people-powered organizations that 
spend 80% of their budgets on compensating teachers, 
staff, and administrators. While the instructional 
core—the student, the curriculum, and the teacher—
remains constant, each component has undergone 
significant transformation in recent years, with greater 
specialization among teachers and the unbundling of 
the teacher’s role, greater use of technology to deliver 
curriculum content in the classroom, and the ever-
changing and rising needs of an increasingly diverse 
student population. “To keep pace with this changing 
environment, public school districts must reevaluate 
their human capital strategies,” emphasized John J-H 

Kim, founder and CEO of DMGroup. Human capital 
management, when aligned with overall district strategy 
and approached in a systemic fashion, is a powerful driver 
of results for districts, and, most importantly, for students.

TRANSFORMING YOUR HUMAN CAPITAL STRATEGY 
TO ACHIEVE EQUITY AND EXCELLENCE

Screen,
Interview, 
and Select

Induct

Exhibit 1  DISTRICT MANAGEMENT GROUP HUMAN CAPITAL FRAMEWORK

Howard Thiery, superintendent, Regional School District 17 (CT)

Source: District Management Group; Adapted from Brian E. Becker, David Ulrich, and Mark A. Huselid, The HR Scorecard: Linking People, Strategy, and Performance (Boston: Harvard 
Business School Press, 2001). 
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DMGroup’s 16th Annual
Superintendents’ Strategy Summit

At the conference, we looked at the building blocks of a 
robust and strategic approach to human capital manage-
ment and delved into the following topics:

• Recruiting: Recruiting and retaining the best 
teachers and staff is vital for any district’s human 
capital strategy and overall success. Nathan 
Levenson, DMGroup managing director, led our 
superintendent attendees in a thorough examination 
of strategies for increasing retention of teachers 
as well as utilizing targeted, small investments to 
improve the teacher recruiting process. 

• Cultivating High-Potential Leaders: DMGroup’s 
Mark Wiernusz, managing director, delved into the 
importance of high-potential leaders—those special 
teachers, principals, and staff who perform at a high 
level and display the cognitive ability, learning skill, 
aspiration, and engagement to become the district’s 
next generation of top leaders. He explored how to 
systematically identify and develop a pipeline of 
high-potential leaders for the district.

• Succession Planning: Succession planning is an 
often-overlooked but critical element of a district’s 
strategy. Data show that external hires are more 
likely to turn over and fail to succeed in current jobs 

and promotional jobs in the future. It is essential, as 
DMGroup Senior Director Sam Ribnick explained, to 
proactively plan for succession in central office and 
building leadership by identifying and cultivating 
the skills and leadership characteristics critical to the 
district’s ability to meet tomorrow’s challenges.

This year’s keynote speaker 
Lakshmi Ramarajan, asso-
ciate professor of business 
administration at Harvard 
Business School, presented 
on “Bridging Demographic 
Divides: Navigating Race 
and Class Differences.” 
Professor Ramarajan shared 
her research on race and 
class identities at a large 
urban high school, which 
explored the underlying 
biases and challenges that impact leaders’ ability to navigate 
tensions between the school’s expectations and the unique 
identities and backgrounds of the students. She discussed 
strategies for working fruitfully across social divides, and 
together we explored the topics of relational reconciliation 
and elaborated socialization. 

Keynote Speaker
Lakshmi Ramarajan

What Is a DMGroup Leadership 
Development Meeting?

DMGroup’s Leadership Development Meetings 
(LDMs) are professional development conferences 
for cross-functional leadership teams to learn 
together, work through problem-solving sessions, 
and apply transformational ideas in their districts.

Register to attend
www.dmgroupK12.com/CHI2019
www.dmgroupK12.com/BOS2019

JOIN US at DMGroup Leadership Development Meetings to 
learn more about Transforming Your Human Capital Strategy

   Chicago, April 25-26, 2019
   Boston, November 7-8, 2019
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DMGroup Ideas in Action

DMGroup’s 16th Annual Superintendents’ Strategy Summit

This year, we introduced a session called Ideas in Action, a 
series of breakout sessions in which superintendents shared 
with fellow attendees how they had tackled some of their 
districts' top priorities. Ideas in Action offered attendees 
exciting opportunities to hear how their peers and fellow 
members utilize DMGroup's thinking and services in their 
districts.

Dr. Paul Cruz

Superintendent
Austin Independent School Distinct (TX)

Dr. Cruz shared how DMGroup’s Academic Return on 
Investment (A-ROI) approach helped Austin ISD rethink 
district programming decisions by creating an inventory 
of all school and central oªce initiatives, assessing cost 
and impact, and determining initiatives to expand, 
modify, or discontinue. 

Dr. Ehren Jarrett

Superintendent
Rockford School District #205 (IL)

Dr. Jarrett shared Rockford School District #205’s innovative 
programs to build budget autonomy for principals. He worked 
with DMGroup to help school leaders develop the capacity to 
take full advantage of this new authority and further encourage 
additional innovation initiatives. 

Dr. Regina Speaker Palubinsky

Superintendent
Great Valley School District (PA)

Dr. Speaker Palubinsky shared how Great Valley School District, 
using DMGroup’s strategic approach to elementary scheduling, 
developed a shared, district-wide scheduling methodology, 
leading schools to partner in new ways and work together to 
maximize use of student and teacher time. 

Dr. Sue Rieke-Smith

Superintendent
Tigard-Tualatin School District 23J (OR)

Dr. Rieke-Smith discussed how Tigard-Tualatin School District 
23J worked with DMGroup to apply an A-ROI framework to 
make an in-depth examination of its 1:1 devices program and 
demonstrate meaningful changes in teacher practice and 
student learning.

Dr. Je£ Ronneberg

Superintendent
Spring Lake Park Public Schools (MN)

Spring Lake Park Public Schools, with DMGroup, undertook a 
program evaluation to improve the eªcacy and cost e¤ective-
ness of special education and general education interventions. 
Dr. Ronneberg shared how a three-pronged “Core, More, and 
Di¤erent” approach to curriculum ensured strong support for 
struggling students and teachers alike. 

Dr. Karen Sullivan

Superintendent
Indian Prairie School District #204 (IL)

To improve special education supports, Dr. Sullivan shared 
how Indian Prairie School District #204 leveraged DMGroup’s 
expertise and software scheduling tool to develop master 
elementary schedules that allowed the district to achieve its 
goals and better support all students. 

Dr. Brian White

Superintendent
Butler Area School District (PA)

A longtime DMGroup member, Dr. White shared his work to 
strengthen special education and social, emotional, and behav-
ioral supports for students who struggle and all students. With 
DMGroup, Dr. White undertook this work both at Butler Area 
School District and at Chartiers Valley School District (PA). 
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DMGroup’s 16th Annual Superintendents’ Strategy Summit
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DMGroup’s 16th Annual Superintendents’ Strategy Summit



D I S T R I C T  M A N A G E M E N T  J O U R N A L   |   S P R I N G  2 0 19          59

DMGroup’s 16th Annual Superintendents’ Strategy Summit

Page 57: Top left: John J-H Kim, founder and CEO, DMGroup, 
presents a session on the strategic role of human capital management. 
Top right: Dr. Pat Garcia, superintendent, Windham Public Schools 
(CT). Center: Dr. Martha Salazar-Zamora, superintendent, Tomball 
Independent School District (TX); Dr. Brian White, superintendent, 
Butler Area School District (PA). Bottom left: Dr. Karen Sullivan, 
superintendent, Indian Prairie School District 204 (IL); Dr. Ehren 
Jarrett, superintendent, Rockford Public School District 205 (IL). 
Bottom right: Jason Hartling, superintendent, Ledyard Public 
Schools (CT); Dr. Lakshmi Ramarajan, associate professor, Harvard 
Business School; Dr. T. Lamar Goree, superintendent, Caddo Parish 
Public Schools (LA). 

Page 58: Top: Dr. Paul Cruz, superintendent, Austin Independent 
School District (TX), discusses how his district utilized DMGroup’s A-ROI 
framework to assess the e¤ectiveness of school and central oªce 
initiatives. Center left: Dr. Carol Birks, superintendent, New Haven 

Public Schools (CT); Dr. Ann Levett, superintendent, Savannah-
Chatham County Public School System (GA). Center right: Dr. Pat 
Cosentino, superintendent, New Fair¥eld Board of Education (CT). 
Bottom left: Laurence Spring, superintendent, Schenectady City 
School District (NY); Elaine Pinckney, superintendent, Champlain Valley 
School District (VT). Bottom right: Dr. Michael Patton, superintendent, 
Saratoga Springs City School District (NY); Dr. Verna Ruªn, 
superintendent, Waterbury Public Schools (CT).

This page: Top left: Dr. Ehren Jarrett, superintendent, Rockford Public 
School District 205 (IL); Dr. Larry Mussoline, superintendent, Haddon¥eld 
School District (NJ). Top right: Chuck Bell, superintendent, Elbert 
County School District (GA). Center: Chris Lennox, superintendent, 
Mounds View Schools (MN); Dr. Je¤ Ronneberg, superintendent, Spring 
Lake Park Schools (MN); Dr. Dave Webb, superintendent, South St. Paul 
Public Schools (MN).

NEW YORK
JANUARY  

2019
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Dr. Curtis Jones, Jr., superintendent of Bibb County School 
District (BCSD) in Macon, Georgia, was named the 2019 
National Superintendent of the Year by AASA, the School 
Superintendents Association. He was also named the 2019 
Georgia Superintendent of the Year by the Georgia School 
Superintendents Association.

When Dr. Jones became superintendent of BCSD in the spring 
of 2015, the district was facing enormous challenges. With 
24,000 students, 93% of whom qualify for free or reduced-
price meals, BCSD confronts many issues common to large, 
urban districts. In addition, the district had undergone years 
of turmoil, and Dr. Jones was the district’s fifth leader in 
seven years.  

Under Dr. Jones’ leadership and the implementation of the 
“Victory in Our Schools” strategic plan, the district has made 
significant progress:

• Student achievement is on the rise, with the most 
significant increases among students with disabilities.

• The high school graduation rate has climbed from  
under 60% in 2014 to 78% in 2018.

• New-teacher retention has increased by 15%. 

Dr. Jones joined DMCouncil in 2015 and, since then, the 
district has partnered with DMGroup on a number of 
initiatives, including the following:

• Creating district-wide instructional guidelines to 
address the achievement gap that existed between 
BCSD’s highest- and lowest-performing schools. 

• Creating master schedules for each of the district’s 
22 elementary schools. DMGroup’s scheduling 
software tool enables BCSD to create schedules that  
ensure instructional guidelines are implemented 
consistently. 

• Strengthening elementary and secondary literacy 
through a comprehensive coaching program.

• Expanding structures to improve implementation 
of social, emotional, and behavioral supports.  

Congratulations to Dr. Jones for the difference he is making 
in the lives of students at BCSD and for the recognition he is 
receiving as both 2019 National Superintendent of the Year 
and 2019 Georgia Superintendent of the Year.

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

Congratulations  
to Our Award-Winning Members
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Dr. Alan Addley
2019 Connecticut
Superintendent
of the Year

Dr. Addley has been superintendent in Granby Public 
Schools since 2008. His implementation of professional 
learning communities (PLCs) within the schools has 
resulted in increased student achievement and program 
opportunities for all students.

A long-time DMCouncil member, Dr. Addley has worked 
with DMGroup to review the district’s delivery of special 
education services and identify a number of high-impact, 
cost-effective opportunities to improve these services and 
raise academic achievement.

Dr. T. Lamar Goree
2019 Louisiana 
Superintendent 
of the Year 

Dr. Goree has served as superintendent of Caddo Parish 
Public Schools since 2013. In addition to raising student 
achievement, his program to improve the climate and 
culture of the district has become a national model for 
turnaround work. 

Dr. Goree has partnered with DMGroup to improve supports 
for struggling students, develop strategic budgeting capac-
ity at the school and central office level, and ensure that 
Caddo Parish has a comprehensive human capital strategy.

Mr. Jay Haugen
2019 Minnesota 
Superintendent
of the Year

During his eight-year tenure in Farmington Area Public 
Schools, Superintendent Haugen is credited with creating 
a highly innovative school system that is responsive to the 
needs of students, staff, and the community. 

Mr. Haugen has been a DMCouncil member since 2014 and 
has worked with DMGroup to review existing supports 
for struggling students and to identify areas for special 
education delivery improvement.

Gwinnett County
Public Schools 

2018 Georgia Governance Team  
 of the Year 

In December 2018, the Georgia School Boards Association 
(GSBA) named Gwinnett County Public Schools the Gover-
nance Team of the Year, for its commitment to maximizing 
student achievement and enhancing trust and support 
for public education in their community. GCPS was cited 
for “exemplifying, through work and service, what a 
high-functioning board of education and superintendent 
look like,” said Katrina Young, GSBA President.
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Denise Juneau
Seattle Public Schools (WA)

In July 2018, Denise Juneau became the 
superintendent of Seattle Public Schools, 
Washington State's largest K-12 school 
district, enrolling 53,000 students.  Prior 
to this, she served as Montana’s superin-
tendent of public instruction for 10 years. 

Glenna Gallo
Washington Department of 
Public Instruction (WA)

Glenna Gallo is the assistant superintendent 
of Special Education at the Washington 
Department of Public Instruction, where she 
ensures the delivery of special education 
services to more than 130,000 eligible 
students in Washington state.

Tony Rodriguez
Tulare Joint Union High School District (CA)

In 2017, Tony Rodriguez assumed the 
superintendency of Tulare Joint Union 
High School District (CA), which enrolls 
5,500 students.  He has served in the 
district since 1990 and has held teaching, 
building, and district leadership positions.  

Steven Cook
Coeur d‘Alene Public Schools (ID)

In July 2018, Steven Cook became the 
superintendent of Coeur d'Alene Public 
Schools, which enrolls 10,800 students. He 
was previously at Douglas County School 
District (CO) for five years, where he served as 
principal, assistant superintendent, and 
deputy superintendent.   

John Marschhausen
Hilliard City School District (OH)

Since 2013, John Marschhausen has led 
Hilliard City School District, a district of 
over 20,000 students. He previously 
served as superintendent in Loveland City 
School District (OH) and in East Knox 
Local School District (OH).  

Cathy Taschner
Coatesville Area School District (PA)

Cathy Taschner has led this district of over 
7,000 students since 2014. Her 20-year 
educational career includes serving as a 
teacher, assistant principal, principal, and 
assistant superintendent in various 
districts in Pennsylvania.  

Dan Snowberger
Durango School District 9-R (CO)

Dan Snowberger has served since 2012 as 
superintendent of Durango School District 
9-R, which enrolls over 4,500 students. He 
previously served as an assistant superinten-
dent in Harrison School District (CO).

Martin O'Shea
Longmeadow Public Schools (MA)

Since 2016, Martin (Marty) O’Shea has served 
as superintendent of Longmeadow Public 
Schools, a district of over 2,500 students.  He 
previously served as superintendent at 
Hampden-Wilbraham Regional School 
District (MA) for seven years. 

Welcome to Our New Members

Susan Rieke-Smith
Tigard-Tualatin School District 23J (OR)

Susan (Sue) Rieke-Smith became 
superintendent in July 2018 of Tigard-Tualatin 
School District 23J, which enrolls over 12,500 
students.  An educator for 19 years, she previously 
served as superintendent at Springfield School 
District (OR). 
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Congratulations to Our
Members on the Move

Susan Bell 
After serving as superintendent of 
Windsor Locks Public Schools (CT) from 
2014 to 2018, Susan Bell has joined 
Mastery Transcript Consortium, a 
nonprofit educational organization.  

Tom Boasberg 
Tom Boasberg, who served as Denver 
Public Schools’ (CO) superintendent for 
10 years, has stepped down to take over 
the superintendency of Singapore 
American School. 

Robert Cronin 
Robert Cronin has retired as 
superintendent of North Haven Public 
Schools (CT) after a 40-year career in 
education. He served as the district’s 
superintendent since 2011, and prior to 
that was superintendent in Region 14 (CT) 
and Naugatuck Public Schools (CT).

Dana West 
Dana West has retired as superintendent 
of Amarillo Independent School District 
(TX). She had served as superintendent 
since 2015 and had been with the district 
since 2008.

Shawn Parkhurst 
Shawn Parkhurst has become 
superintendent of schools for Windsor 
Locks Public Schools (CT). Previously he 
was assistant superintendent for Cheshire 
Public Schools (CT) since 2013.

Alexandro Flores 
Alexandro Flores has assumed the 
superintendency of South San Antonio 
Independent School District (TX). Since 
2015, he had been the superintendent of 
Palacios Independent School District (TX). 

Ray Lechner 
Ray Lechner is retiring as superintendent of 
Wilmette Public Schools District 39 (IL) at 
the end of this school year. He has served as 
superintendent since 2007 and has been an 
administrator in the district since 1999. 

Jeff Rose 
Jeff Rose has resigned as superintendent 
of Fulton County School System (GA), 
where he had served since 2016. He 
previously was the superintendent of 
Beaverton School District (OR) and Canby 
School District (OR). 

Mike Redmond 
Mike Redmond is now the 
superintendent of Shakopee Public 
Schools (MN). He previously  served as 
the superintendent of Goodhue Public 
Schools (MN) for five years.
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Learn Better 
Mastering the Skills for Success in Life, Business, and 
School, or How to Become an Expert in Just About Anything

Ulrich Boser

How can we learn better? Ulrich Boser exhaustively 
researched the answer and shares his findings on how 
people learn best. Drawing on works from psychology, 
neuroscience, education, and technology, Boser maps out 
the science of learning and shares how simple techniques 
like flash cards, comprehension check-ins, and making 
material relatable can greatly facilitate learning. Learn 
Better also dissects and debunks common myths about 
learning styles, the efficacy of highlighting text, and the 
use of multiple intelligence theory to facilitate learning.  

Boser recommends a six-step process to improve learning 
that teachers, parents, and administrators can readily 
apply: (1) value, (2) target, (3) develop, (4) extend, (5) relate, 
and (6) rethink. For instance, while designing a lesson 
plan, a classroom instructor can ask: Does the lesson 
hold value for the student? Do the students see the new 
knowledge as valuable? Are the students given time to 
“rethink” their prior learning and to build new neural 
passageways?  

Engaging, informative, at times humorous, Learn Better is 
full of fascinating research that can help you learn how to 
learn better and how to improve teaching, as well.

The Coddling of the American Mind
How Good Intentions and Bad Ideas Are Setting Up 
a Generation for Failure

Greg Lukianoff and Jonathan Haidt

First Amendment specialist Greg Lukianoff and 
social psychologist Jonathan Haidt explore the 
rise of the culture of “safetyism” dominating elite 
colleges today—exemplified by phenomena such as 
demands for trigger warnings and disinvitations of 
controversial speakers. 

The origins of this lie in what the authors call three 
“Great Untruths”: (1) “what doesn’t kill you makes 
you weaker”; (2) “always trust your feelings”; and (3) 
“life is a battle between good people and evil people.”  
Lukianoff and Haidt argue that these concepts run 
counter to basic psychological principles and ancient 
wisdom from many cultures. Fueled by social media 
and by well-intentioned but overly protective parents 
and overly solicitous educators, these Untruths 
render our young people less capable of navigating 
the challenges that life holds. 

The authors close with advice to help parents and 
teachers raise wiser, stronger, more independent 
children. For educators and parents, this is a thought-
provoking read, certain to spark reflection and lively 
conversations.

Member Bookshelf
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Session themes include:
• Aligning Organizational Strategy to District Priorities
• Recruiting Strategies for Equity and Excellence 
• Succession Planning: Developing District Leaders

• Keys to Success: Developing an E�ective Instructional 
   Coaching Model

• How to Help Classroom Teachers Build Capacity  
   to Manage Problematic Behavior

• Using Master Scheduling to Support Principals’  
   Growth as Organizational Leaders
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