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From the Editor

P

“Not everything that is faced can be changed,
but nothing can be changed until it is faced. ” 

— James Baldwin

John J-H Kim

erhaps never before has there been such broad-based appreciation for the importance of schools — 
not only to students and families, but to our communities, our society, and our nation’s economy. 
But perhaps never before have the vast inequities of our society been so visible: COVID-19 and its 

economic impact have been disproportionately a�ecting Black and Brown communities, and this is 
coinciding with a national reckoning on long-standing racial injustices. Our public education leaders, 
teachers, and sta� and all of us who work in the sector must face the role the public education system 
has played in contributing to and perpetuating these inequities.  

However, it is because of the importance of the education system that we are uniquely positioned to 
forge important change, reduce the inequities of opportunity, and help lead our students and our nation 
toward a better future. Brave leadership, a commitment to face our challenges and e�ect change, and 
a willingness to embrace innovation and explore di�erent ways of doing things will be the keys.

In this issue, we share with you a candid and insightful interview with Tre Johnson, a writer and speaker 
on race, class, and culture. We also present our framework for leading lasting change and share emerging 
research and innovative work we have been doing in partnership with districts during the pandemic. We 
hope these articles will provide you with ideas and inspiration to lead meaningful change for the bene�t 
of your districts, your students, and our nation.

As always, we look forward to supporting you in achieving your all-important mission.
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Confronting Discomfort
An Interview with Tre Johnson 

T

I N T E R V I E W

re Johnson is a freelance writer and career educator focused on race, class, and culture. His articles 
have been published in Rolling Stone, Vox, the New York Times, Vanity Fair, and Slate, to name a few 
publications, and he has appeared on CNN, CBS This Morning, PBS NewsHour, NPR’s Morning Edition, 

and a variety of podcasts. His recent op-ed in the Washington Post entitled “When Black People Are in Pain, 
White People Just Join Book Clubs” has sparked much discussion about race relations, how to respond to 
Black pain, and how to move society forward.

In addition to his writings and appearances, Tre, a 
former educator, continues to work in the sector. 
He is currently the Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion
(DEI) partner for Catalyst: Ed where he connects 
DEI practitioners to organizations and leaders 
seeking to improve their practice and capacity 
around DEI. He began his career as an English 
teacher in Houston, Texas, via Teach For America, 
and later served as executive director of Teach 
For America’s Greater Philadelphia region. He has 
done college access and development work in 
Washington, D.C., and Philadelphia; he also
served as the senior manager of the District 
Advisory Board and Strategic Partnerships in 
Camden City School District (NJ) and as 
deputy director for Jersey CAN, focusing on 
education policy advocacy, community engage-
ment, and community leaders.  

Tre grew up in Trenton, New Jersey. A graduate 
of the University of Maryland, he went on to 
be a Pahara-NextGen Fellow and a Jack
Jones “Culture, Too” Writing Fellow.

In this edited interview, Tre shares his thoughts with DMGroup CEO John Kim and DMGroup Director of 
Operations and Strategic Initiatives Kristen Schnibbe Cervantes, who worked with Tre at Teach For America, 
where she was a senior managing director.
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Tre Johnson
Freelance writer and career 
educator focused on race, 
class, and culture.    

John: Tre, thank you for joining us. Just to frame our 
discussion, we are talking with you today in the midst 
of an unprecedented health crisis and economic crisis. 
It has become evident that these crises are not a�ecting
people equally; Black and Brown communities are being 
hurt far more than others. 

And education has been central to the discussions of 
these crises. On the one hand, the broader public is
more aware than ever before of the incredible impor-
tance of schools to the literal and �gurative health of 
our communities and our economy. On the other hand, 
the opportunity gap in education is viewed as a root 
cause of the disparities we are seeing.  

Perhaps not surprisingly, we simultaneously are having
a national reckoning with race and social justice
issues. You have been thinking, writing, and speaking 
about racial and social justice issues and you also have 
been in the education sector in a variety of roles, so we 
are very grateful and excited to have you share your 
perspectives with us.   

To get started, I’d love to hear a little bit of your story. 
How did you get here? How did you become a thought 
leader around these big issues?

Tre: One quick caveat — I will just say that I have a 
strong aversion to the term “thought leader.” I consider 
myself just like everyone else — a constant student 
and learner. So it’s really important for me how I’ve 
gotten here. I’m constantly grounded in that. 

I grew up in Trenton, New Jersey; my mom, who was a 
single  parent, raised my sister and me. When I was in 
middle school, we were forced through life circum-
stances to move out of Trenton, and my mom rooted 
out a better landing for us in the suburbs in Ewing 
Township. I became one of the few in my family to 
make it o� to college. Even though I graduated high in 
my high school class and went o� to college with 
merit-based con�dence, college tossed me on my butt 
hard, and I struggled for probably the �rst year. And 
on top of that, as a very early college-going family, we 
were constantly �ummoxed by all the �nancial needs 
and requirements around the college-going process. It 
took me four and a half years to �nish, and I remember 
feeling like my pathway was so broken and so unin-
formed; it felt three times as hard to get this far. 

Articles 

”When Black People Are in Pain, 
White People Just Join Book Clubs”

”When You Sneer at the Protests,
You Sneer at Black Lives”

“Donald Glover’s ‘This Is America’ 
Is a Nightmare We Can’t A�ord 
to Look Away From”

“'Black Panther' Is a Gorgeous, 
Groundbreaking Celebration of 
Black Culture”

“Heard but Not Seen: Black Music 
in White Spaces”

“Tressie McMillan Cottom’s 
‘Thick’ Reminds Us of the Magic 
of Black Women”

“Michael Bloomberg Can Keep
His Apology”

Appearances

An interview with NPR Morning Edition’s David Greene 
about Marvel’s Black Panther movie

An interview with PBS NewsHour’s Je� Brown about the 
importance of Childish Gambino’s “This Is America” 
music video

Current Education Work

Tre Johnson currently works as the 
Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (DEI)
partner for Catalyst: Ed. 
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When I graduated from the University of Maryland as 
an English lit and creative writing major, I wasn’t really 
sure what else to do with my life, so I joined Teach For 
America. I am very plain about the fact that I had no 
big heartstrings or social justice calling to join some-
thing like Teach For America. I largely did so because I 
just felt like it was something worthwhile to do. But it 
fundamentally changed my life. I’ve been in education 
almost 20 years now. And I’ve had the privilege of 
working in Houston, Texas, where I was a teacher; I did 
college access work in D.C. and Philadelphia; I joined 
the regional Teach For America sta� and feel like I did 
every role possible there — executive director, teacher, 
teacher placement, partnerships, alumni a�airs, etc.

In these various roles, I kept seeing the importance of 
talking between the lines of greyness. We still typically 
talk about life in America existing on a �xed kind of 
conveyor belt — you come out of the womb, you go to 
school, you go to college, you get a job, you start a 
family, and boom, there’s happiness! And I think that 
that pathway is consistently much more hiccupy and 
more frayed for a lot of people in the country. When I 
look at the throughline from my college-going experi-
ence to the very, very many roles I’ve had in education, 
it’s given me a line of sight both as an individual and as 

There are larger prevailing systems that stymie 
marginalized peoples’ progress all the time, 
every day, explicitly and implicitly.

“

a cultural observer that despite the 
persistent story around meritocracy, 
there are larger prevailing systems 
that stymie marginalized peoples’ 
progress all the time, every day, 
explicitly and implicitly.

John: Was there a catalyzing event 
that prompted you to leave teaching 
to start writing?

Tre: A strong pivot point for me 
was wading deeper and deeper into 
my career as a professional in 
education and feeling that some of 
what I was seeing at scale just 

wasn’t holding a lot of water for me. We were glossing 
over the many ways that the system is intentionally 
broken for people. I was most drawn to the arbitrariness 
about how much race was applied both towards me as a 
professional and in service to many of the communities 
that I was working with. 

Education reform, at one point in my career, really just 
kind of broke my heart and broke my spirit. I decided to 
take a step away from the work for about two years. And 
that’s when I thought, you know what? There’s so much 
happening in the world: we were at the tail end of 
Obama’s time, and it was also at the onset of a much 
larger conversation that turned into Black Lives Matter 
— all these stories and images around police brutality 
and around a lot of inequalities in the country. I started 
seeing the need to lean into my own values and let the 
articulation and belief of my values actually dictate my 
course — not just in my personal life but also in my 
professional life. And all those things together told me I 
need to come back to writing and I need to write in a 
way that feels nuanced and true to the world as I see it. 

John: What speci�cally about the ed reform movement 
broke your heart? 
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Tre: A couple of things. There are 
some soft issues and some hard 
issues. I would say the soft issues 
related to the embedded nepotism 
that I experienced inside of collegial 
networks. That — sometimes more 
than other [things] — dictated every-
thing from opportunity to access to 
promotion to communication. 
There was also the issue of integrity 
as applied to the communities that 
I was working with. I was some-
times attached to situations or 
institutions that I felt weren’t 
above the table in how we were 
engaging with the community — 
like soliciting the support and understanding and 
oftentimes patience from a lot of Black and Brown 
communities that I was leaning into between Philly, 
Camden, and other places. 

What I’m trying to get across to people in much of my 
writing is the constant need for getting proximate to a 
lot of these issues. I think for me as a Black American, 
and in particular, as a Black American intimately familiar 
with the northeastern quarter, it presented an additional 
challenge and discomfort for me to feel like there were 
times that I wasn’t fully engaging honestly and authen-
tically with the community. If you choose to lean into 
the power politics and let the contours of those things 
shape your actions, it can have you doing and saying 
and being complicit in a lot of things that I felt just 
didn’t pass muster for who I believed I needed to be. 

One of the constant grounding 
experiences I have is Thanksgiving, 
where I sit around the table with 
my family and there are so many 
di�erent types of Black experiences, 
identities, and politics. I know what 
it means not to do right by people 
because I can see it around my 
family’s Thanksgiving table every 
damn year. And so, not being able 
to be in a position to make good on 
my values and make good on my 
observations, I had to wave a �ag 
and step out for a bit. 

Kristen: Tre, I have heard you use the term — in fact, I 
think you may be the one who coined the term — “Negro 
Whisperer,” referring to being in this type of uncomfortable 
role vis-à-vis the community. 

Tre: I am not saying that it is explicitly wrong to hire 
into those roles people who might be proximate to the 
communities that they’re serving. We should be doing 
that. We should value people who are going to have a 
high touch and high sensitivity to certain types of 
cultural communities. We want to put them in positions 
to directly engage with that community so that there is 
an ease of partnership, relationship, and engagement. 

What I’m also saying, though, is that as we put those 
people in those vital roles in organizations and institu-
tions, we need to respect the feedback loop that they’re 
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able to provide. It’s fundamentally important to be able 
to sta
 people in positions where they’re not just sent 
out to be a mouthpiece of the administration when 
non-identity-aligned leaders are perhaps too tentative 
to go out into the community. The people in these roles 
need to be positioned to absorb and receive the 
perspective of a litany of voices. They need to be able to 
come back into the room — literally and �guratively — 
and say, “I know we were thinking about doing X, Y, and 
Z, but we should actually be doing A, B, and C now.”

I think that is the broken part of it. We’re really good at 
hiring people who are explicitly outward facing. But then 
we don’t allow people to have inward-facing in�uence. 
And I think that’s where we lose a lot of credibility, not 
just with the person in that spot, but also with the 
community. The community is not stupid; they know, 
“Oh, you’re sending the Black or Latinx guy to come out 
and talk to me who actually can’t do any shit di
erently.” 

They are asking individuals like me to hold a series of 
tense wires at the same time. There is what the formal 
leadership wants and there is what the community is 
asking you to be accountable to. And there is the waxing 
and waning of your own ability to sustain your identity, 
your values, your �delity, and your sociopolitical  
knowledge about what the wider society tells you about 
our communities all at once. If you’re gonna put someone 
in the middle of that — that set of tension wires — and 
not allow them to turn around and have signi�cant 
in�uence in how we think and change course, then 
you’re once again telling everyone involved what value 
you have for that person and for the community.

Kristen: I think we all can understand the types of 
situations you’re talking about. I want to go back to 
what you said about the Thanksgiving table. I’ve heard 
you say we have to go to a place of discomfort to really 
be proximate to our communities and �gure out how to 
move towards racial equity. What advice do you have 
for our readers who are district and school leaders? 

Tre: One of the biggest pieces of advice I would give is 
actually to take that systems-leader hat o
. I think 
there’s so much about embedded, implicit bias and 
power that can easily seduce people to be condescending 
or patronizing about what the needs of the community 
are. I think you literally and �guratively need to step out of 
your role and actually just move through our communities. 

One of the things I’m constantly hammering home to 
people is that you can’t — particularly when we’re 
talking about Black and Brown families — just kind of 
paint them with wide brushes. We have to work through 
the process of constantly lifting up what di
erent families’ 
perspectives and experiences and re�ections are. Just as 
there are multitudes in white and other communities, 
there are multitudes inside of Black and Brown commu-
nities. And so I’m constantly grounding people on the 
“some” and the “some” and the “some” and the “some.” 
Like, some Black people sometimes want some of these 
things in some ways. But not all of us want everything 
all the time in the same type of way. We talk about rural 
whites, we talk about progressive whites, we talk about 
a�uent whites. But then we talk about low-income 
Black and Brown families in a monolithic, default 
language that I �nd wildly unacceptable. Part of my 
writing is about pulling up and removing the arti�cial 
barriers that compartmentalize our way of perceiving 
the world. 

Kristen: I love that push. I’m constantly being pushed 
on my own white socialization around the binary way of 
thinking, so I appreciate “the ‘some’ and the ‘some’ and 
the ‘some’ and the ‘some.’” I think that is a really helpful 
strategy. You also recommend an equity journey as an 
important way of moving forward. 

Tre: One important thing a systems leader can do is to 
bring in someone who can actually lead your team 
through an equity journey. Sometimes we are so 
passionate to �gure it all out ourselves and don’t like to 
humble ourselves to admit that someone else should be 
taking our hand and helping lead us through this. 

We are a place of 
tremendous abundance. 
And what we have to 
	gure out how to do is 
to 	ll everyone’s cup in 
the same way.  

“
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I don’t want to live a life where I am both trying to 
identify my problems and trying to �gure them out all 
on my own. And I think school systems and school 
system leaders need to be grounded in that same thing. 
It’s time to say let’s do an audit of what is no longer 
serving us. Particularly now that the pandemic has 
unmasked a lot of things that have always been there, 
what do we do about it? It’s okay to be stuck and ask for 
help. What is not okay is to start tossing out random 
strategies and approaches and priorities that aren’t 
grounded in some type of alignment. What I’ve seen in 
my work at Catalyst:Ed being inside of district central 
o�ces is that when people actually press Pause to �rst 
do an equity audit of where they are as an institution 
and then also work towards alignment, that’s when the 
magic starts to happen. And the big thing I ask people 
to think about all the time — whether we’re talking 
about systems, whether we’re talking about relation-
ships, whether we’re talking about communities — is 
not to think about the action that gets you to tomorrow 
but to think about actions sustainable for you to take 
no matter what is happening tomorrow, the day after, 
�ve years down the line. Justice is being able to say that 
ten years from now, this will still be true about what we 
believe needs to be done di
erently. 

John: Tre, I want to touch on a sensitive topic. When 
talking about race and class, but speci�cally about race, 
in education, there is a tendency to think that it’s a 
zero-sum game. A classic example is what is happening 
in New York City right now with the specialized high 
schools.

Tre: If someone was ever foolhardy enough to make me 
the superintendent, one of my �rst moves would be to 
get rid of specialized schools. There’s a lot of rhetoric 
around why they are justi�ed, but I think the 
ingrained, consistent experience is that they tend to 
serve as enclaves for people and communities that cities 

are trying to retain. Implied in that is an additional set 
of political soft or hard power that those schools and 
those communities bring with them. 

System leaders need to lean in with partnerships with 
universities and the philanthropic world to think about 
how you fundamentally disrupt that type of inequality 
barrier. And I think, quite frankly, the pandemic is an 
unintended gift to think more creatively. If things are 
locked behind the four walls of a particularly gilded 
institution or school, we now don’t have those walls 
anymore. We need to start �guring out how to virtually 
import the magic from inside those walls into all the 
places where our students are learning. 

John: The counter argument I hear all the time is, “Yes, 
we should have opportunities that are equitable, but 
students perform at di
erent levels for a variety of 
reasons. So, shouldn’t we have schools that provide 
those opportunities for students who can actually meet 
those high standards? Why is that such a bad thing? It 
feels like you’re taking something away as opposed to 
being additive.” 

Tre: Yeah, I mean, it’s a great push-back. And I would say 
a couple of things. One of the things that constantly 
hampers the American experience is the notion of a 
scarcity mindset. We are quite literally one of the richest 
nations in the world. We only have scarcity because we 
choose to contort our resources that way. And so I would 
push back on anyone who would articulate anything 
from a place of loss. We are a place of tremendous abun-
dance. And what we have to �gure out how to do is to �ll 
everyone’s cup in the same way so that there is not the 
sense of loss. 

Frankly, people are losing every day. It’s just that they — 
the people who are concerned about “losing something” 
— have not had to experience the discomfort of loss. 
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I want all doors opened. I mean, hell, it’s great that I’ve 
written for the Washington Post, for Rolling Stone, for 
the New York Times, I’ve been on TV a bunch of times, 
but I serendipitously lucked into having a kick-ass mom 
who believed in my exploring every corner of my brain 
possible. And I also had — inconsistently — but still I 
did have a lot of teachers who saw me for who I was and 
helped me dig in deep to develop the imagination and 
skills that I needed. That should be something that’s 
fundamentally true no matter what school somebody 
is in. 

When we start saying, “Jamal isn’t quite ready for this 
type of school. It’s maybe a little too rigorous for him,” 
what we’re really saying is, “Jamal’s not worth as much 
as other students to us.” We are saying we don’t need to 
expend the support, capital, love, and consideration for 
Jamal and will defer to other students who we think 
arbitrarily meet the grade.

John: Tre, that’s a great segue to what I was going to 
ask you. What do you think prevents school districts 
from engaging in this work in a more authentic way? I 
mean, you wrote that op-ed, “When Black People Are in 
Pain, White People Just Join Book Clubs.” When I 
unpack that title and what you wrote, you are basically  

unmasking that everyone says they want to do something, 
but really only want to do so much.  

Tre: They want to do what’s comfortable.

John: So, what prevents educators who really want to make 
a di�erence in children’s lives from really doing the work?

Tre: I’ll answer that and then I’ll add my editorialized 
thought on this. Dominant groups have to confront 
their explicit or implicit guilt in situations. And that can 
be something fundamentally hard for any human being 
to do. I think the vast majority of us walk in the world 
believing that we are good and do good. And so, any 
time you’re confronted with something that says that 
you are aligned with or intentionally driving things that 
are causing harm to other people, I think that is very 
hard — in particular, when we talk about race relations 
between Black and white communities.  

We have to help unlace people’s �ngers from around the 
idea that they are innocent and good. It is really hard for 
them to hear any type of narrative that takes them o� 
the perch. What I try to get across is that this is not an 
invitation for you to come to the witness stand and 
defend yourself; this is an invitation for you to think 
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about how you can become an activated person for 
creating change. You need to start with the demons in 
your own closet that you’ve either intentionally or 
unintentionally put there about things that you’ve done 
in the past. What we have to help people understand is 
that as we have hard conversations about leadership, 
systems, and the application of power, this is not just 
about telling you whether you are innocent or good or 
not. This is about how we serve and do right by the 
people who are fundamentally being harmed every day. 

John: And your editorialized thoughts?

Tre: My editorialized comment — that I feel very 
comfortable saying but will perhaps cause some 
discomfort for people who are reading — is that I 
actually don’t believe that everyone who does this work 
is a good person. And I don’t believe that everyone who 
does this work wants to do good by many communities. 
It’s just a hard truth about our society. Noble profes-
sions don’t always have noble people. And that is funda-
mentally true. I mean, that’s what we’re seeing in some 
of the tense conversations around the police force. And 
that same type of scrutiny should be held around 
people in education.

I have run into bad apples in both of those parties, and 
we have to be able to say that not everyone who is 
walking with us is walking with us. Some people are 
actually trying to trip us and know that they are trying 
to trip us. And that’s some bullshit we have to call out 
when we are aware of that. You might be technically 
good at your job, but as a human being, you are not 
somebody who should be doing this work. 

John: I don’t want to be glib.

Tre: Be glib. 

John: Well, I want to be careful about this, but, you 
know, you’re touching on something that I’ve always 
wondered about. You know, educators talk a lot about 
changing mindsets. But that’s really hard to do, and 
there’s a practical side of me that says, “Look, I may not 
be able to change your mindset, but I at least want to 
change your behavior.” What’s your reaction to this more 
practical approach? Let’s just have better rules, and let’s 
make sure people just follow those rules. And if people 
don’t believe in those rules but they follow the rules, 
that’s pretty good. 

Tre: I’m smirking and looking at Kristen. I think both of 
us are familiar with places that have doggedly put in 
place rigorous rules.

Kristen: Yes, true.

Tre: As a person who is intimately familiar with di�erent 
types of biases and oppression, I don’t want it to be an 
either-or argument. It’s not actions or mindset; it needs 
to be both. I want you to act right and I want you to 
think right.  

John: You’re saying it’s a false dichotomy. 

Tre: Duress situations are fraught with a lot of tensions, 
and one of the tensions that we have to hold about what 
it means to move forward is that we have to actually 
rehabilitate both people’s actions and people’s mindsets. 
We’ve seen this around the advocacy for police cameras, 
right? That is a changed behavior that has not changed 
the mindset in some people’s situation. 

Because they don’t have a changed mindset, they will �nd 
a way to turn o� that camera. And so we can’t just focus 
on changing behavior: we have to be able to do both. And 
again, when people aren’t willing to do both, you've got to 

I actually don’t believe that everyone who does 
this work is a good person. And I don’t believe 
that everyone who does this work wants to do 
good by many communities. It’s just a hard truth 
about our society. Noble professions don’t always 
have noble people.

“
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get them the hell out of the way. I talk to a lot of leaders 
and, having been one myself, I understand how hard 
this stu� is. I think a big part of it is, again, it’s easy to 
fall into that false binary. 

And it’s also easy to let behaviors and attitudes and 
climates slide and shift all over the place if you do not 
have that fortitude and clarity around what your own 
values and purpose are. And if you are too tentative 
about showing up and holding people accountable, �rst 
and foremost yourself, then, yeah, shit’s gonna go 
sideways all the time, all the time. 

Look, it’s hard to change mindsets and behavior when 
you have a country and society that is explicitly 
constructed to keep people apart, right? You could be a 
middle-class white teacher who goes and teaches in a 
lower-income, predominantly Black community, but if 
at the end of the day you retreat back into your white, 
middle-class enclave, I think it takes a sturdy mind and 
a sturdy amount of vulnerability to be able to hold both 
of those worlds together and see them as having equal 
value. Sure, you can tell your teachers to clap three 
times before moving on. You can tell them about the 
best classroom management practices. But at the end of 
the day, if every other action that they take in life 
outside of that classroom reinforces a totally di�erent 
narrative about people’s mobility, access, humanity, it’s 
gonna take an awful lot to convince them that as they 
trip into one universe from the other that there is an 
equal footing of humanity in the other place. 

Kristen: Tre, I believe that we as a society, and particu-
larly within education, need to bring discussions of race 
into everyday conversation. I’ve heard you say similar 
things, but what does that really look like? How do you 
actually do that? 

Tre: That’s such a great question. I think there are a 
couple of things. I think professional development has to 
be a signi�cant component. I don’t care what your 
district’s makeup is. You need to be talking about race 
inside of professional development. 

It’s also thinking about the undergirding of what you are 
implementing in terms of curriculum and stories — 
what you value. I think so much of the space inside of 
schools can be race “lite” or explicitly race avoidant. I 
think it is about continually holding the ground of intro-
ducing new versions of stories and new voices and 
identities into the everyday canon of what teachers and 

students value. We’ve got to 
disavow ourselves of saying that 
there is a �xed canon that 
everyone should know. What we 
should do is let in a variety of 
stories and perspectives and 
experiences that help people 
critically engage not just with 
themselves but also with how 
to move out in the world. 

I think race needs to be part of everything — even board 
meetings. We should be talking clear-eyed about what is 
happening in terms of demographic shifts inside of our 
schools, who that is impacting, who that is hurting. I 
think we need to also stop soft-toeing around the 
language. When people talk about needing a more 
“diverse” team, I am thinking, “Do you need more Black 
people or not? Just tell me what you’re looking for!” You 
have to name the thing; otherwise you will always be 
incremental in your approach. I believe in grounded, 
explicit language. And that’s why I write the way that 
I do.

John: Tre, thank you for bringing your whole self to this 
conversation. We really appreciate your having this 
wide-ranging, insightful conversation with us.

Kristen: Yes, thank you so much, Tre. It was great to see 
an old friend and colleague, and to talk candidly about 
such important topics.

We should be talking clear-eyed 
about what is happening in terms 
of demographic shifts inside of 
our schools, who that is impacting, 
who that is hurting. 

“
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A Framework for Forging
Change That Lasts

T oo often, public education is accused of being
resistant to change. “Stuck in the status quo,” “a 
fully outdated system,” “classrooms look the 

same as they did 150 years ago” are commonly 
voiced criticisms. However, those of us involved in
public school leadership and management know 
that there has been no shortage of change initia-
tives and innovative ideas in public education: 
Common Core, the Every Student Succeeds 
Act (ESSA), an increased focus on social 
emotional learning, the growth of educa-
tional technology, the expansion of charter 
schools, more equitable funding formulas, 
and dual enrollment programs are just a 
few in the long list of recent innovations 
and initiatives.  

But successfully e�ecting change in public 
education has been challenging, whether 
the change e�orts have been driven by 
new federal or state policies, a district’s 
own strategic agenda, or the need to
respond to crises. The di�culty in e�ecting 
change is not unique to public education. In 
fact, the average success rate of organiza-
tional transformation across sectors is only 
26%.1  E�ectively leading and managing lasting 
change is complex and nuanced – one of the  
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greatest tests of a leader’s abilities. For leaders in education, 
leading and managing change is not simply a lofty, aspira-

tional challenge – it is an urgent necessity. The needs of 
students and the futures they face are rapidly changing,

and their futures and, indeed, the future of our nation
are at stake. Leaders in education have an incredible

opportunity to improve the futures of their 
students and communities if they can adopt a 
more comprehensive and e�ective approach 
to leading and managing change.  

For this reason, District Management Group 
(DMGroup) has been thinking about
processes and techniques to help public
education leaders e�ect lasting change. 
Through our research on change man-
agement literature and our experience 
working with hundreds of districts, we 
have developed a change management 
framework that is speci�cally tailored to 
the unique challenges of districts and 
schools. We hope it will help district and 
school leaders manage through current 
challenges as well as embrace new

opportunities to improve public education
systems in the future. 

The Challenge
Only about one in four change e�orts across sectors is successful, and change is particularly 
challenging in public education. But school districts need to be able to e�ect change successfully 
to meet the changing needs of students and prepare them for the world that is rapidly
evolving around us.

The Reason
Too often, change e�orts are focused on the wrong change, are unstructured in their approach, 
or are simply too focused on the process — the series of steps required to implement change. 
While the process is important, it is not su�cient to make sure change happens — and lasts.

The Solution
Carefully selecting the right change e�ort, demonstrating speci�c leadership behaviors 

to drive change, strategically engaging people, and candidly assessing the organi-
zational culture are all essential to incorporate into the work. Our change

management framework can help district leaders lead change that lasts.

The Point
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The Challenge of Change in 
Public Education 
Change management as a �eld has been studied for 
decades by many prominent thought leaders who have 
provided guidance on transformation — John Kotter’s
“The 8-Step Process for Leading Change,” Jeanie Duck’s 
Change Monster: The Human Forces That Fuel or Foil
Corporate Transformation and Change, and Kurt Lewin’s 
Three-Step Model of Change: Unfreezing, Changing, and 
Refreezing are but a few of the best-known methodologies.2

However, despite the wealth of guidance on how to e�ect 
change, most change e�orts fail; the McKinsey & Company
study cited above showed that 74% of transformation 
e�orts in companies across a wide range of sectors were 
unsuccessful.

For public school districts, change is particularly chal-
lenging due to the unique and complex context in which 
they operate: 

• People-Based: Education is a people-based 
business. Salaries account for approximately 80% 
of district expenses.3 And education is growing 
increasingly people-intensive; the pupil/teacher 
ratio has been steadily declining since the 1960s 
and the number of teachers has more than doubled 
in that time. E�ecting change in this sector means 
leading an evolution of the mindsets and behaviors 
of many diverse individuals in addition to adapting 
structures, systems, policies, and processes.

• Serve All: Districts must serve every student who 
walks through their doors, inclusive of all 
backgrounds, learning needs, and socioeconomic 
statuses. And student populations continue to 
become increasingly diverse. For example, the 
number of students in the Free and Reduced Lunch    

Program (FRLP) increased nationally by 36% from 
2000 to 2013 to 25.2 million students, while the 
English Language Learner (ELL) population increased 
9% in the same period to 4.4 million students.4

• Highly Regulated with Significant 
Accountability: Districts must adhere to an often 
overwhelming set of local, state, and federal laws 
and guidelines. Accountability has been increasing 
and continually changing through the No Child Left 
Behind Act and the Every Student Succeeds Act.

• Diverse Stakeholders:
Districts work with multiple 
stakeholders, including students, 
families, taxpayers, the business 
community, unions, and school 
board members. While most of 
the stakeholders mean well and 
want to contribute positively, 
coordination and alignment 
across these important groups 
requires signi�cant leadership 
skill, time commitment, and 
mindshare.  

All of these factors contribute to making change man-
agement in education particularly complex, but district 
and school leaders need to embrace change if they are to 
serve their students and communities e�ectively. They 
bear the awesome, and often daunting, responsibility of 
being entrusted with preparing our nation’s youth for their 
futures — in a world that is becoming increasingly hard to 
imagine. For example, the ever-increasing computing
power has tremendous implications for industry and the 
jobs and careers of the future economy. For perspective, 
children who are starting kindergarten this fall will 
graduate high school in 2033. The ability of district and 
school leaders to anticipate the skills and competencies 
that will be required in the decades ahead and to lead the 
changes required in how we educate and prepare
students for that future has never been more important. 
While the expectations for public education have never 
been higher or the challenges greater, the opportunities 
for educators to ful�ll their mission may have never 
been more inspiring and important. With the privilege 
of being at the center of communities, district and
school leaders are in the position to lead change e�orts 
that can result in more equitable educational opportuni-
ties that will prepare all students to succeed and live 
ful�lling lives. 

“ E�ecting change in this sector 
means leading an evolution of the 
mindsets and behaviors of many 
diverse individuals in addition to 
adapting structures, systems, 
policies, and processes.
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DMGroup’s Change Management 
Framework for School Districts
In DMGroup’s review of the literature on change manage-
ment and our explorations into why change e�orts often 
fail, one overarching theme emerges: change e�orts often 
solely focus on process management. Process is important, 
of course, but it is crucial to prioritize the people and culture
involved in the change. A holistic change management
framework needs to complement process management with 
strategies that catalyze the people in the organization to 
action — with leaders serving as role models to help evolve 
the culture of the organization. When any organization
embarks on a change e�ort of any scale, leaders tend to 
think that they are facing a set of operational tasks that 
will, if completed successfully, result in a new and better

state. But as Jeanie Duck, one of the experts on change
management, makes clear, “changing an organization is
inherently and inescapably an emotional human process.”5

Combining our research into the literature of change manage-
ment with our experience working with school districts large 
and small across the country, DMGroup has adapted a frame-
work to help district leaders manage change. Our framework 
draws heavily upon the work of John Kotter and his “8-Step 
Process for Leading Change.” It also incorporates ideas from 
Jeanie Duck’s The Change Monster, Kurt Lewin’s Three-Stage
Model of Change, the Center for Creative Leadership, Harvard 
Business Review, McKinsey & Company, and others.6 The 
framework addresses the processes, the actions needed to 
engage people, and the leadership enablers required to drive 
real, lasting change (Exhibit 1). 

Exhibit 1  DMGROUP’S CHANGE MANAGEMENT FRAMEWORK
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Adapted from John Kotter’s “8-Step Process for Leading Change,” with additional material from the Center for Creative Leadership, Harvard Business Review, 
McKinsey & Company, The Change Monster by Jeanie Duck, and Lewin’s 3-Stage Model of Change



S P O T L I G H T

20 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

    

GOOD LEADERSHIP IS AT THE CORE
Leadership matters. Without good leadership, lasting change simply cannot happen. 
Therefore, at the very center of DMGroup’s change management framework are leadership 
and the critical behaviors leaders must exhibit, known as leadership enablers.    

So, what are the key leadership enablers needed to successfully lead change?

• Communicate and Motivate: Leaders need to communicate their vision of the future with passion. They 
need to be able to communicate why change is needed, what speci­c change is required, and the 
implications of the change. Throughout the change journey, leaders need to continually share and reinforce 
the vision, the process, and the progress.

• Remain Steadfast and Focused: Leaders need to stay focused on the change e�ort at hand. They cannot 
give a rousing speech, set people to work, and then move on to the next project. Leaders must demonstrate 
unrelenting and persistent commitment to the change so that the team feels supported in its work, and 
leaders must reinforce to the organization the message that the change is important and is de­nitely 
going to be led to completion.

• Model the Change: Leaders need to model the required mindset and behavior changes and hold all senior 
leadership accountable to model the changes required as well. Modeling and accountability are 
accomplished not only through individual actions and behaviors, but also by addressing the systems, 
structures, and processes at the very top of the organization ­rst and foremost.

• Be Engaged and Connected: Leaders need to stay involved in strategy and execution from beginning to end. 
They can continue to provide support by keeping a pulse on change through informal channels, making 
adjustments when needed along the way, and seeking the support and commitment of key in�uencers.  

While these enablers may seem self-evident, they are not always easy to live out. Continually modeling the 
change, constantly communicating and staying connected, and exhibiting boldness and passion while attending 
to the rest of one’s job is exhausting and, at times, overwhelming. District leaders need to remind themselves 
that their actions and persistence are vital to making sure that a change e�ort is successful, and must 
remember to fortify and recharge themselves so they are able to champion the change. 

“ Changing an 
organization is 
inherently and 
inescapably an 
emotional human 
process.
_ Jeanie Duck
    Author, The Change Monster

PEOPLE
Understanding and addressing people’s emotions and mindsets 
are essential to a successful change management process.

PROCESS

LEADERSHIP
ENABLERS



Prework: Defining the Keystone Change
Before district leaders dive into a very demanding 
change process, it is important to carefully select, 
consider, and de	ne the keystone change. Any change 
e�ort requires resources and signi	cant attention from 
leadership — this investment should not be wasted on 
low-impact initiatives or those that are destined to fail. 
E�orts need to be focused on bold moves that align to 
the district’s priorities and will have signi	cant impact. 
Equally important, the change must align with the 
leader’s own passions and beliefs; to lead the change and 
create the needed buy-in, the leader must be able to 
convey genuine conviction and authentic energy that 
cannot be feigned.

A keystone change must

• Support a district-wide strategic priority

• Be core to the leader’s passion and beliefs
• Require involvement from and transformation of 

multiple functions/departments

• Have buy-in from a signi	cant majority of senior 
leaders

• Make signi	cant impact on student outcomes, 
resource allocation, and/or operational e�ciency

Selecting the right change e�ort in a district should 
result from deep deliberation and shared conviction 
among district leadership; it should not arise from the 
need to copy a peer district or to respond to a single, 
loud stakeholder group or to comply with the wishes 
of a forceful superintendent. The change e�ort must 
align with a compelling and broadly acknowledged 
priority within the district.7 Setting o� on the wrong 
transformation journey can be a recipe for failure.  

To demonstrate the application of our change management 
framework, we will be focusing on the change management 
journey of a district that sought to dramatically improve 
outcomes for its students with mild to moderate 
disabilities.
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COVID-19: URGENT CHANGE REQUIRED
For nearly every district in the country, the rapid and widespread impact of COVID-19 this year 
created urgency to adapt instructional practices to a virtual environment and make myriad 
urgent changes. While crises provide clear urgency, changes under more normal circumstances 
require a more rigorous approach from the outset to address the inertia of the status quo. In this 
article, we are focusing on change e�orts that are not driven by crises in order to demonstrate 
how the framework can be applied in any circumstance. 

Prework: De�ning the Keystone Change 

For this district, this change opportunity met all of  
the requirements of a keystone change:

• It supported the district-wide priority to increase 
achievement for students

• It aligned with a passion of the district leader, who had 
been a special education teacher early in her career

• It required the involvement of the central o�ce, 
special education sta�, and classroom teachers

• It had been expressed as a priority by the senior 
leadership team based on recent achievement data

• It would have a signi­cant impact on student 
outcomes

• It could potentially have a positive impact on 
resource allocation. The changes envisioned were 
expected to allow the district to do more for 
students without needing additional resources. 

Example
                     Dramatically improve outcomes    
                     for students with mild to    
                     moderate disabilities
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District leaders can follow these practical tips for building 
a sense of urgency and gaining support:

• Facts and Data: Quantify the problem and the 
potential impact to make the importance of the 
work clearer.

• Build compelling narratives: Anonymized 
stories and quotes from students, teachers, sta�, 
and other stakeholders make the need — and 
opportunity — more personal, real, and relatable.

• Acknowledge past missteps: District leaders 
need to be honest about why past e�orts have 
failed and how these issues are being addressed to 
prevent a repeat of the past. Acknowledging past 
missteps and clearly sharing why this e�ort will be 
di�erent helps minimize cynicism and builds 
credibility that this time actually may be di�erent.

“ Buy-in by anything less than 75% of senior 
leadership can cause serious challenges to 
change e�orts later in the process.
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STEP 1:
Create a Sense 
of Urgency
Building a sense of urgency is essential 
for driving change. Successful change 
e�orts often begin with a compelling change story that is 
centered on why the current state is no longer appropriate
or sustainable while simultaneously creating an exciting 
vision of the future state. Striking this balance is a 
challenge, and the right message will depend on the 
keystone change. In some cases, as Kotter notes, the 
status quo needs to seem more dangerous than launching
into the unknown.8 Other times, the current state may 
not necessarily be bad, but a more exciting, impactful 
future vision is necessary. This vision should be aspira-
tional and focused on what the future will look and feel 
like — inspiring support for the change and generating 
impatience to achieve the exciting future state.

Appeal to Emotional and 
Rational Sides and Gain 
Leadership Commitment
People respond best to a call to action that engages 
their hearts as well as their minds, making them feel 
as if they are part of something important and mean-
ingful. Securing the support of senior leadership at 
the outset is essential — a rule of thumb is that buy-in 
by anything less than 75% of senior leadership can 
cause serious challenges to change e�orts later in the 
process.9 Beyond the senior leadership team, all
messaging about the case for change needs to help all 
stakeholders understand why the change is important 
and energize them for the future. 

Step 1: Create a Sense of Urgency 

The superintendent began by meeting with senior sta� 
and having them review the outcome data for their 
students with mild to moderate disabilities. They 
quanti�ed the number of students and examined the 
outcome data in detail. They then gathered 
anonymized stories and quotes from students, 
teachers, sta�, and other stakeholders, all of which 
helped them to create compelling narratives for why 
change was necessary. They acknowledged that their 
e�orts in the past had been underfunded, top down, 
and unsuccessful, and they agreed that they needed 
to commit the resources and collective e�ort to 
achieve measurable results this time.  

Example
                   Dramatically improve outcomes    
                     for students with mild to    
                     moderate disabilitiesPEOPLE
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STEP 2:
Build a Guiding 
Coalition
Major district change e�orts often 
start with one or two people, such as a 
superintendent and a deputy directly responsible for the 
department that is the primary focus. But to really build 
support and momentum, district leaders must convene 
what Kotter calls a “guiding coalition” to champion 
change.10 Members of the guiding coalition should bring 
content expertise, diverse perspectives, the energy to 
e�ect change, and a growth mindset. It is important that 
those selected are well regarded and trusted by teachers, 
sta�, community, and leadership, and exhibit a commit-
ment to the reputation of their school and district. Also, 
the coalition must be given the time and space outside 
of their regular duties to meet and discuss change
e�orts. 

Network the 
Change
In selecting members of this group, district leaders must 
go beyond the traditional hierarchy and roles to include 
individuals from all relevant levels and departments 
with positional or personal in�uence throughout the
district, such as

• Pride Builders: those who are great at motivating 
others and inspiring them to take pride in their work

• Trusted Nodes: go-to people who are repositories 
of the district’s culture — the people that others 
seek out when they want to know what is really 
happening in the district 

• Change Ambassadors: people who know, as if by 
instinct, how to live the change the organization is 
making and can serve as both exemplars and 
communicators.11

“ District leaders and 
the guiding coalition 
must work together to 
balance ambition and 
pragmatism. Together
they must craft a 
vision that is feasible 
and then identify the 
initiatives that they 
are con�dent can be 
executed to bring the 
vision into reality. 

Step 2: Build a Guiding Coalition 

Determined to succeed, the superintendent and senior 
leaders built a guiding coalition of 20 individuals. The 
coalition included teachers, counselors, psychologists, 
special education sta�, principals, social workers, and 
behaviorist specialists. In addition, it included a 
current student with a mild to moderate disability, a 
member of a respected advocacy group, a parent, a 
board member, and a local professor. 

The coalition was responsible for providing content 
expertise, o�ering diverse perspectives based on each 
member’s experiences, and championing the change 
e�ort within the district. Perhaps most importantly, 
these individuals were well regarded and trusted by 
teachers, parents, and the community; took pride in 
the reputation of their schools; and had a learning 
mindset — a willingness to do the hard work to 
champion change. 

Example
                   Dramatically improve outcomes    
                     for students with mild to    
                     moderate disabilities
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STEP 3:
Form a Strategic 
Vision and Initiatives
A successful change e�ort is driven 
by a strategic vision that is sensible, 
clear, simple, elevating, and situation-speci�c.12 The vision 
must include a clear illustration of what the district is 
moving “from” and where it is moving “to.” 

A good rule of thumb: a district is not yet done with this 
phase of the change process if its vision cannot be 
communicated concisely in three minutes or less to
anyone in the community in a way that allows it to be
fully understood and inspires interest. This statement of 
the strategic vision then needs to be accompanied by 
coordinated and targeted initiatives that describe how 
the vision will be achieved.

Collaborate, Validate, 
and Ensure Feasibility
The creation of a vision should be a collaborative process 
in which diverse feedback is incorporated. District 
leaders and the guiding coalition must work together to 
balance ambition and pragmatism. Together they must 
craft a vision that is feasible and then identify the 
initiatives that they are con�dent can be executed to 
bring the vision into reality. A common mistake at 
this stage is setting an unrealistic agenda. It is natural 
to get caught up in the excitement of the opportunity, 
but if the vision and initiatives are overly ambitious 
and unattainable, the e�ort may lose credibility 
immediately — or start to lose momentum as setbacks 
build up. As the vision and initiatives are developed, 
leaders and members of the guiding coalition need to 
involve stakeholders, solicit and incorporate feedback, 
and build broader engagement. At the end of this 
step, district leaders and the guiding coalition must 
feel ownership in and commitment to the vision as 
articulated. 

Step 3: Form a Strategic Vision and 
Initiatives  

The superintendent, senior leadership team, and 
guiding coalition worked together to create the 
following vision statement:

“If every student with a mild to moderate 
disability has increased access to high-quality 
general education and intervention supports, 

outcomes will improve.”

They then worked to determine how they would 
achieve this vision and decided upon the following 
initiatives — a set of actions they felt were ambitious 
but achievable:

• Provide general education teachers with focused 
coaching to support their development and 
ability to meet the needs of most students

• Provide intervention during extra time, and 
eliminate pulling students out from general 
education time

• Ensure all students have access to intervention 
taught by content experts 

• Streamline meetings, paperwork, and processes 
to increase the time special education sta� 
spend supporting students

With a strategic vision and set of initiatives drafted, 
the superintendent and senior leadership team held a 
series of “listen and learn” sessions with stakeholder 
groups, including teachers, central o�ce sta�, 
families, and community members. During these 
sessions, district leaders shared the draft vision and 
collected suggestions and feedback from participants. 
Later, the superintendent shared what was heard 
during the listen and learn sessions with the guiding 
coalition, who then helped to re�ne and �nalize the 
vision and list of key initiatives.

Example
                   Dramatically improve outcomes    
                     for students with mild to    
                     moderate disabilities
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the behavior changes they are asking district sta� to 
make — spending time with the students who are the
focus of an initiative, participating in appropriate trainings
themselves, publicly supporting teachers and other sta� 
leading the e�orts, using consistent language and
messaging, etc. — transformations are 5.3 times more 
likely to succeed.15 Staying connected with the volunteer 
army is also important to allow leaders to gather informal 
feedback on what is working and what needs to be modi�ed. 
In addition, district leaders should regularly recognize 
and acknowledge this group’s e�orts in order to reinforce 
the importance of the work and maintain a high level of 
energy and commitment.
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STEP 4:
Enlist a Volunteer 
Army
"Alone we can do so little; together 
we can do so much," said Helen Keller, 
the American political activist and �rst deaf-blind 
person to earn a bachelor of arts degree. For a major 
change e�ort to succeed, it needs to be supported
throughout the district, so enlisting a “volunteer army” 
to help build this support is essential.13 Members of this 
volunteer army should include individuals who believe 
in the vision for change and are ready to take action to 
drive the shifts required. Teachers, school sta�, and 
families tend to be deep repositories of knowledge about 
where potential glitches may occur, what technical and 
logistical issues need to be addressed, what past experiences
may in�uence attitudes toward the proposed change, 
and how others may react to the changes over time. 
Although it may take longer in the beginning, ensuring 
broad involvement saves untold headaches later on.14

How big does the volunteer army need to be? DMGroup’s 
work in districts across the country suggests that 15% of 
a�ected sta� being supportive and involved is usually
su�cient to begin to catalyze large-scale change. 

Be Genuine and 
Targeted
District leaders and the guiding coalition need to create 
conditions that result in people “wanting” to be involved 
in the change process rather than “having” to be
involved. One of the most important ways to create such 
conditions is to communicate the vision for change 
clearly, regularly, and with genuine conviction. District 
leaders must tirelessly help others understand what is 
either dangerous about the status quo or bene�cial about 
the future state. District leaders who communicate well 
incorporate key messages about transformation e�orts 
into their hour-by-hour activities, continually making 
connections between their activities and the aspiration 
and vision of the change e�ort. 

Keep in mind that district leaders communicate in both 
words and actions, and the latter often sends a stronger 
signal to district sta�. In fact, when senior leaders model 

“ When senior leaders 
model the behavior 
changes they are 
asking district sta� to
make, transformations
are 5.3 times more 
likely to succeed.

Step 4: Enlist a Volunteer Army  

To begin to build its army of volunteers, the district 
encouraged participation by o�ering teachers early 
access to opt-in coaching, stipends for experts to 
teach intervention periods, and access to tools and 
technology. The district also included teachers and 
special education sta� in the development of updated 
guidelines for supporting students. By encouraging 
participation and not demanding it, the 
superintendent, senior sta�, and guiding coalition 
were able to build support and enthusiasm from 
special education sta� and teachers.

Example
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                     for students with mild to    
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“ The biggest obstacles to a change e�ort need 
to be identi�ed, confronted, and removed as 
early as possible in the change process. Action 
is essential — both to empower others and to 
maintain the credibility of the change e�ort 
and of those leading it. 
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STEP 5:
Enable Action by 
Removing Barriers
With a strong contingent of district 
sta� supporting the change e�ort,
district leadership and the guiding coalition must focus 
on removing barriers in order to enable action. This may 
mean changing systems that seriously undermine the new
vision, such as narrow job descriptions or misaligned 
performance-assessment systems. It may involve thought-
fully addressing managers who are slow to change, if not 
outright opposed to the change e�ort, to support them 
in the process … or help them move on. The biggest
obstacles to a change e�ort need to be identi�ed, 
confronted, and removed as early as possible in the 
change process. Action is essential — both to empower 
others and to maintain the credibility of the change 
e�ort and of those leading it.

Step 5: Enable Action by Removing Barriers 

In seeking to put their initiatives into action, the 
guiding coalition identi�ed a number of barriers to 
change.  For example, the initiative to “provide 
intervention during extra time, and eliminate pulling 
students out from general education time” required 
making changes to schedules.  Another initiative to 
“streamline meetings, paperwork, and processes to  
increase the time special education sta� spend 
supporting students” required signi�cant review of 
processes and forms.

After listening carefully to the issues raised by the 
guiding coalition, the superintendent and senior 
leaders debated and prioritized the actions needed.  
They quickly pushed forward to do the following:  

• Adapt guidelines on instructional minutes and 
scheduling as needed

• Collaboratively negotiate labor agreement 
adjustments and gain waivers

• Use tools and technology to support scheduling 
and process management

Their quick action to remove barriers demonstrated 
the commitment to e�ecting change and empowered 
and energized those involved in the change e�ort to 
move forward.

Example
                   Dramatically improve outcomes    
                     for students with mild to    
                     moderate disabilities

Empower and 
Respond
Real voice and power must be given to the guiding 
coalition and other members of the volunteer army by 
actively driving the changes they say are necessary to allow 
initiatives to take hold. Doing so not only propels change, 
but also builds morale and buy-in from those involved in 
the e�ort, generating additional energy that will continue 
to spread throughout the district more broadly. 
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STEP 6:
Generate Short-Term 
Wins
Real transformation does not happen
overnight. E�ecting signi�cant, lasting
change takes time and persistence. Therefore, generating
short-term wins is essential to help energize the team, 
motivate the volunteer army, and inspire others to join 
the e�ort. Without short-term wins, momentum slows 
and sta� may give up on the change e�ort to join the
ranks of those resisting the change.

Experienced leaders of change set initial targets that are 
achievable early in the process in order to boost the
credibility of the change process. While the goals should 
be purposefully designed to generate focus and build 
momentum, these cannot be made-up successes that
exaggerate the progress or take credit for something that 
was already underway, nor should the bar be set too low 
for an “easy” win. Actively planning for short-term wins 
is about �nding ways to set realistic goals early and 
often, and then recognizing when genuine progress is
achieved. 

Recognize Wins but 
Don't Celebrate Too Much
Small wins must be actively identi�ed and highlighted by 
district leaders to keep stakeholders energized and moti-
vated. These wins should be unambiguous, visible to many, 
and closely related to the change e�ort. But leaders should 
be careful to recognize the wins without celebrating too 
much because these small wins are not a vision achieved;
they should be used to build credibility, con�dence, and 
the excitement to tackle even bigger challenges.

Step 6: Generate Short-Term Wins 

The leadership team and guiding coalition quickly 
identi�ed some concrete short-term goals that they 
believed were achievable and could be highlighted as 
early wins:

• Quantifying the additional number of 
instructional minutes students are receiving as a 
result of a schedule change

• Sharing the number of teachers who opted in to 
partner with an instructional coach and the 
number of coaching sessions completed to date 

• Highlighting student outcome improvements as 
measured by formative assessments

• Communicating the increase in the amount and 
proportion of time special education sta� spend 
supporting students as a result of new 
instructional guidelines

• Sharing anonymized testimonials from teachers, 
students, and parents who were bene�ting from the 
changes to complement data with a human element

When these early successes were achieved, leadership 
highlighted the progress and shared the news across 
the district. The early wins were used to reinforce that 
improvement is achievable – students were already 
starting to bene�t – and to propel the work forward.

Example
                   Dramatically improve outcomes    
                     for students with mild to    
                     moderate disabilities

“ Actively planning 
for short-term wins 
is about �nding 
ways to set realistic 
goals early and often, 
and then recognizing 
when genuine 
progress is achieved. 
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“ Frequently, after a few initial wins, some team 
members will feel that what has been 
achieved is “good enough,” so it is crucial for 
district leaders to balance recognizing progress 
with the need to see the change through to 
reach the ultimate vision.

STEP 7:
Sustain Acceleration
Maintaining urgency and a commit-
ment to e�ecting change over
months, if not years, is one of the 
most di	cult challenges associated with change man-
agement. Strong leaders of change will make sure the 
team continues to feel discomfort with the current state 
even as progress starts to be made, and will continue to 
hold high expectations about the focus and commitment 
required to accelerate change. In this phase of the process, 
leaders need to build momentum by consolidating 
accomplished gains, highlighting them as stepping
stones to greater wins, and enabling sta� to continue to 
work toward the larger goal. This may include reassessing
the current state relative to the vision and evolving the 
change story and process to maintain urgency.
Frequently, after a few initial wins, some team members 
will feel that what has been achieved is “good enough,” 
so it is crucial for district leaders to balance recognizing 
progress with the need to see the change through to 
reach the ultimate vision.

Recalibrate and 
Persist
While we are laying out a step-by-step framework, the 
reality is that transformation is not linear — it is a 
dynamic process, with ups and downs during the
journey. Inevitably, there will be moments when deter-
mination will wane, or a crisis will occur. One way for 
district leaders to sustain the work is to collect and
share endorsements and validating quotes from a diverse 

stakeholder base, while also highlighting remaining needs.
Sometimes the change story may need to be recalibrated 
and evolved to make sure that the e�ort is not abandoned
and that lasting change can be realized. Most impor-
tantly, district leadership must not waiver in their own 
commitment to and enthusiasm for achieving the vision,
while expressing empathy and understanding for the wide 
range of human emotions that emerge during change.

PEOPLE
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Step 7: Sustain Acceleration  

Tactics that the district used to sustain acceleration 
included the following:

• Recognizing increases in student outcomes as 
the data became available

• Continuing to scale up coaching, process 
improvements, and technology integration

• Highlighting success stories and remaining needs 
to show that more students continued to need 
support

• Collecting and sharing endorsements and 
validating quotes from a diverse stakeholder base

• Using the natural attrition of paraprofessionals 
over time in order to redirect resources to hire 
additional content experts

Example
                   Dramatically improve outcomes    
                     for students with mild to    
                     moderate disabilities



Step 8: Institute Change 

To embed the change achieved, the superintendent, 
senior management, and guiding coalition took the 
following steps:

• Embedded resource allocations into ongoing 
budget priorities

• Formalized updated roles and responsibilities, 
instructional minute and scheduling guidelines, 
and a model intervention plan

• Codi�ed enhanced sta� screening and hiring 
processes to focus on content expertise and the 
updated roles and responsibilities

The real key to lasting change lies in changing the 
district culture itself, through consistency of action 
over time. 

Example
                   Dramatically improve outcomes    
                     for students with mild to    
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Jeanie Duck’s change curve, shown above, outlines the �ve 
common phases of change any organization experiences: 
stagnation, preparation, implementation, determination, and
�nally fruition. Lurking at the bottom of this visual is the 
“change monster” —  all of the human issues associated with
change, such as fear, curiosity, exhaustion, loyalty, paranoia, 
depression, optimism, rage, and delight.16 Managing the 
monster requires a heightened sensitivity to the emotional 
and behavioral issues sta� face during a change process, 
and district leadership’s willingness to address them.

Nearly all district leaders will encounter the “change 
monster” in some form at some point during a change
e�ort. District leaders need to identify potential challenge 
points (in advance, if possible); they need to anticipate
emotional responses to the process and be prepared to rally 
their team to push through. While the framework for a
change process makes it appear as if a district can move 
seamlessly from one step to the next, the reality is that 
leaders will likely face multiple “crises” along the way. The 
aim is to take the path where “Results are realized” and not 
the path where “Change is abandoned.” 
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Watch Out 
for the 
Change 
Monster

Source: Jeanie Duck, The Change 
Monster, illustration by Gene Mackles

STEP 8:
Institute Change
Change sticks only when teachers 
and sta� no longer think of the new
approach as “the new way” but simply 
regard it as “the way things are done in the district.” To 
institute change means ensuring that the organizational 
structures, management systems, processes, and norms 
are all in place to maintain this “new normal.” Getting to 
this point of real transformation takes time, but once 
achieved it ensures lasting change.

Celebrate and Embed 
Talent Management
At this point in the process, district leaders should 
celebrate the change and recognize and reward those 
who have contributed to e�ecting it. This is the time to 
ensure that changes are embedded in the district’s talent 
management systems. Roles, performance management, 
promotions, and rewards all need to support the new
normal so that the successes achieved will be sustained. 

PEOPLE
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Conclusion
We all know that change is challenging but necessary. 
Leaders across all organizations are charged with driving 
change in an increasingly complex world and fail more 
often than they succeed. Nowhere is change more 
di�cult than in public education, where the unique 
context creates a complex set of challenges. But the 
opportunity and imperative to lead change in public 
education is a noble charge and one that is critical to the 
future of our society. Current and future students 
deserve nothing less than a high-quality education that 
allows them to live ful�lling lives and be positioned to 
take part in the economy of the future. 

Too often, leaders take the wrong approach to change: 
they choose the wrong change, try to drive change 
through top-down management, lose focus, or fail to use 
a comprehensive and rigorous change strategy. Change 
e­orts are inevitably about the people and culture of an 
organization as much as they are about the initiatives 
and process that drive the change. Even successful 
change e­orts are messy and full of surprises, requiring 
con�dence, energy, and persistence to see them through.

District leaders attempting to lead a change e­ort should 
consider using DMGroup’s change management framework. 
It starts by making sure the right changes are prioritized, 
and then  integrates change processes, sta­ needs and 
emotional responses, and associated leadership behaviors 
required to identify and achieve lasting change. While 
any meaningful change process is time-consuming, 
complex, and �lled with challenges, it can also be the 
most rewarding, rigorous, and engaging work district 
leaders undertake.

“ Change sticks only when teachers and sta� 
no longer think of the new approach as “the 
new way” but simply regard it as “the way 
things are done in the district.”
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10 Lessons to Remember

Leading Change That Lasts

Passion and authenticity 
are essential. 

Change is di�cult, particularly in public education. But amid rising student 
needs, evolving standards and accountability systems, new mandates, and a 
rapidly moving world and economy, change is continually required to drive 
improvements in student outcomes. To e�ectively lead lasting change, leaders 
need to focus on both the process and the people involved. Here are a few 
lessons to remember as you work to lead transformative change.

Leaders must feel passionate about the 
change effort in order to lead with 
authenticity and to sustain the effort 
through the inevitable ups and downs 
of the process.

Appeal to people’s rational 
and emotional sides to 
create urgency. 
Use a combination of data and 
anonymized stories and quotes to 
create a compelling case for change. 

Assemble a powerful guiding 
coalition by going beyond 
hierarchy and roles.  
Include individuals from all levels and 
functions and from outside existing 
structures. Include Pride Builders, Trusted 
Nodes, and Change Ambassadors in the 
guiding coalition.

Create a vision for change 
that can be communicated 
succinctly.
Strong visions for change are clear, 
simple, and situation-specific. They 
should be built collaboratively and 
illustrate where the district is moving 
“from” and where it is going “to.”
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Expect the Change 
Monster.
Change is a dynamic process filled with 
ups and downs. Know that you will 
encounter the Change Monster – the 
human issues associated with change 
such as fear, exhaustion, paranoia, 
depression, rage, optimism, delight. 
Approach these reactions head on, 
persist, and you will prevail!  

Remove obstacles to 
actualizing the new vision.
District leaders and the guiding coalition 
must focus on removing barriers to 
enable action, empower others, and 
maintain the credibility of the change 
effort.

Anchor changes in the 
district’s culture.
Systematically reinforce the new 
expectations needed for successful 
change by celebrating and incentivizing 
new behaviors and actions. Embed 
these in the district’s culture.

Rally the help of a volunteer 
army to drive the change 
e	ort. 
Communicate your vision for change 
clearly, regularly, and with genuine 
conviction to build a large and broad 
“army” of volunteers across the district 
who are involved in the change process 
because they want to be (not because 
they have to be).

Avoid sabotaging the change 
e	ort by declaring victory 
too soon. 
Build momentum by consolidating gains 
and highlighting them as stepping 
stones to greater wins. Short-term wins 
are important, but keep your eye on the 
ultimate goal.

Systematically plan for and 
create short-term wins. 
Set targets early in the process where 
wins are assured. Don’t leave these to 
chance. Early wins will boost the 
credibility of the change process.
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S P O T L I G H T

Manager’s Toolkit

Are you and your team ready to lead 
transformational change? 

Do you and your leadership team …

Consistently communicate the vision, process, and progress?

Clearly communicate why changes are needed and what changes 
are required?

Radiate boldness and passion about the future state or end result?

MostNot Often Sometimes Always
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Leading change in large, complex organizations like school districts is a daunting task. Faced with this 
enormous challenge, often involving multiple teams or departments and a number of external stakeholders, 
the natural instinct is to focus on the process — the lists of things that have to get done, and the roster of 
people who need to be involved to make things happen.

But leading change is about so much more than leading a process. It requires projecting yourself as a 
leader who is steadfast in the belief that this initiative is fundamental to larger strategic objectives. It 
involves more than giving a rousing, inspirational speech; it means continually inspiring others, modeling 
commitment and a change in mindset, and staying involved throughout the entire process. 

Take this test to see how e�ective you and your leadership team are in applying your leadership skills to 
support meaningful and lasting change.

Name of Change E	ort:

Communicate and Motivate

Do you and your leadership team …

Show up at meetings, check in with those working on the change, and 
help remove barriers?

Remain focused on the change e�ort at hand and avoid being 
sidetracked by other issues?

MostNot Often Sometimes Always

Remain Steadfast and Focused



Total number of checkmarks in each column 

Multiply X 2 

Total score by column + +
Total Score

X 1 X 3 X 2 

SCORING: Add the scores across all categories.

It would be useful to spend some time reviewing and planning how you and your leadership team are 
leading change. Considering your answers to these questions will help provide an indication of where you 
and your team might want to rethink or increase your e�orts.

You are o� to a good start! Review your answers to explore areas where you might want to increase your e�orts.  
  
You and your team are capable, skilled, and inspiring leaders of change in your district. You are taking the
right steps and projecting yourselves as change leaders.

0 – 17:

  
18 – 27:

28 – 36:
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Do you and your leadership team …

Hold other senior leaders accountable as fellow role models?

Make system, structure, and process changes at the top to start?

Demonstrate the necessary shift in mindset and behavior? 

MostNot Often Sometimes Always

Role-Model the Change 

Do you and your leadership team …

Keep a pulse on change through informal channels?

Anticipate the challenge points — the points at which the emotions 
and reactions of stakeholders might sabotage your e�orts?

Stay involved in strategy and execution from start to �nish?

MostNot Often Sometimes Always

Map and convince key in�uencers along the way? 

Be Engaged and Connected



n Friday, March 13, 2020, Los Angeles Uni�ed 
School District (LAUSD) Superintendent Austin
Buetner announced that all LAUSD schools 

would close as of Monday, March 16, due to the
COVID-19 pandemic; in-person instruction would be
replaced with online learning for the almost 700,000 
students in the district. Michael Romero, superintendent 
of Local District South, one of six local districts in LAUSD, 
wanted to make sure students in his district continued 
to learn and make progress during this period of online 
learning. Anticipating the possibility that distance learning 
might have to continue into the fall, Romero chose to 
view the situation as an opportunity for teachers to 
innovate and learn how to implement distance learning 
e�ectively. 

The DMBreakthroughTeams
Approach: Encouraging Focus, 
Creativity, and Skill Building 
Distance learning was a new experience for most teachers, 
sta�, students, and families in Local District South, and 
it was thrust upon them with little notice. Romero 
pondered how he could energize his teams, ensure a 
focus on results, and encourage creativity and skill building
during this very challenging time.  

Romero re�ected on the success the district had had in 
previous years using DMGroup’s DMBreakthroughTeams 
approach. Working in teams over a 10-week period, 
teachers and administrators had successfully achieved 
measurable results and built leadership and teamwork

skills. But that work had been done pre-pandemic. And, 
almost all of the meetings had been in person, which 
seemed central to fostering collaboration and cohesion. 
Could something like this approach be carried out 
successfully online?

What Is the DMBreakthroughTeams 
Approach?

The core concept of the DMBreakthroughTeams approach 
is that the most powerful way to develop leaders is for 
people to learn leadership skills while working to achieve 
real performance results, rather than just being taught 
about leadership. 
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The DMBreakthroughTeams 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 DMBreakthroughTeams 
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 with a 
short time frame – usually 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.

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

In DMGroup’s work applying this approach to the public 
education sector, a district or school typically launches 
multiple teams simultaneously, with each team composed
of a cross-functional group of �ve to seven members. Each 
breakthrough team sets about identifying a performance
goal with speci�c measurable targets to achieve within a 
short time frame — usually approximately 10 weeks. The 
DMBreakthroughTeams approach pushes teams to
iterate in rapid cycles. Teams develop innovative strategies,
test and track weekly progress, re�ne their approaches, and 
continue to iterate with the objective of reaching their 
goals. Targeted professional development and just-in-time
performance coaching support the teams in developing 
the skills needed to address challenges and overcome
obstacles (Exhibit 1).

Local District South Pilots Virtual 
DMBreakthroughTeams Work

Although it had never been attempted before, DMGroup 
believed the DMBreakthroughTeams approach could be
delivered virtually. Romero decided it was worth a try, 
but given that only half the semester was left, a 10-week 
cycle was not feasible. He and DMGroup agreed to push 
ahead with six teams from Local District South and see 
what could be accomplished in just eight weeks.  

The results have been extraordinary. Even though the teams 
never got to meet in person with each other or with their 
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Exhibit 1 DMBREAKTHROUGHTEAMS APPROACH

Source: DMGroup. 

DMBreakthroughTeams
Building Leadership Capacity 
and Getting Results



DMGroup coaches and had barely eight weeks to work 
on their performance challenge instead of the usual ten 
weeks, �ve of the six teams achieved their performance 
goal:

• Increased graduation rate at Fremont High 
School to 95%; this was higher than the previous 
year’s graduation rate of 92%

• Increased Algebra 1 proficiency from 43% to 71%
and increased engagement at Banning High School

• Improved math scores from 26% to 74% and 
increased engagement at Wilmington Middle 
School

• Improved Geometry proficiency from 36% to 78%
and increased engagement at University Medical 
Magnet

• Improved Algebra scores from 66% to 89% and 
increased engagement at University Medical 
Magnet

• Increased engagement and improved Geometry                        
performance from 34% to 67%, short of the goal 
of 78%, at Bethune Middle School

Through their work, the teams unlocked improved 
approaches to remote instruction and learning, which 
could be shared more broadly. Below we examine the 
breakthrough team work at Fremont High School to 
increase graduation rates and at Banning High School to 
increase math achievement. These teams not only achieved 
their stated performance objectives but also successfully 
increased engagement as part of their e�orts. 

CASE STUDY I
Record-Level Graduation Rates 
at Fremont High School 

The team at Fremont High School was very concerned 
about the e�ect school closing would have on graduation 
rates. The prior year’s graduation rate was 92%, but in March 
2020 when the school building closed, the graduation rate 
for the year was projected to be 80%. Normally, seniors at 
risk of not graduating have a daily 50-minute advisory 
session to help guide, monitor, and encourage them to 
complete the necessary course requirements to graduate 
on time. But how could counselors and teachers hope to 
engage these students, who were already well behind in 
their coursework, now that students could no longer 
come to school? How could Fremont hope to engage 
them online and get them to �nish the coursework
needed to graduate?

Fremont High School assembled a breakthrough team 
comprising 10 cross-functional members:

- Principal
- Assistant Principal
- Four counselors
- Four content teachers

When selecting members for breakthrough teams, DMGroup
emphasizes the importance of choosing those closest to 
the work; selecting team members based on seniority or 
title can derail e�orts. Those closest to the work can best 
identify solutions and test these ideas most e�ectively. 
Team members are also speci�cally selected based on
their eagerness to learn and their openness to innovate 
and work collaboratively. The approach relies upon teams’ 
learning to function as a unit and developing mutual 
accountability as they iterate, work through challenges, 
and hopefully ultimately succeed.

Setting a Performance Challenge Goal

Looking at the list of students who were at risk of not 
graduating, the team identi�ed 80 students who still
needed to successfully complete between one and �ve 
courses to graduate. If they focused on these 80 students 
and could get 73 to pass the needed courses, the team 
could increase last year’s graduation rate by 3 percentage 
points, from 92% to 95%. 
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Each DMBreakthroughTeam 
has a dedicated DMGroup 
performance coach to 
provide the support needed 
to achieve rapid results. In weekly meetings, 
performance coaches support teams in establishing 
SMART goals, brainstorming breakthrough ideas, 
analyzing weekly progress, and building teamwork 
and leadership skills. Performance coaches stand 
ready to provide just-in-time professional 
development and coaching to break through 
barriers, accelerate progress, and build capacity. 

DMBreakthroughTeam 
Performance Coaches

So, they committed to a SMART (Speci�c, Measurable, 
Aggressive yet Attainable, Relevant, and Time-Bound) 
goal, expressed as follows:

SMART GOAL
Seventy-three out of 80 students currently missing 
one or more A-G courses will complete all A-G courses 
on Edgenuity to meet graduation requirements.

Based on this SMART goal, the team created a weekly 
benchmark for each student to complete an additional
15% of the needed coursework each week, which would 
get each student to full completion within the eight-week 
period of the breakthrough team work. 

Innovating and Iterating

Guided by the DMGroup performance coach, the team 
brainstormed how they could engage these students to 
complete their coursework. To encourage engagement,
they iterated among the following strategies, sometimes 
combining these strategies in a single week: 

1. A Zoom virtual town hall meeting for 
parents/guardians of seniors missing graduation 
requirements: the purpose of the town hall was to 
engage parents in helping to motivate these 
students to �nish the necessary coursework to 
graduate. Sta� followed up with individualized 
calls to parents/guardians and students to review 
exactly where the student was in meeting course 
requirements and what needed to be accomplished 
each week in order to graduate on time. 

2. Zoom groups with individual counselors and 
content-area teachers: Counselors discussed with 
students the barriers to completing their course-
work: Was it due to a lack of routine? Were they 
not being held accountable? Did they not under-
stand the content? Content-area teachers were on 
hand to support students and were available to 
teach and re-teach content so that the students 
could complete the coursework. 

3. Socially distant home visits: A teacher or counselor 
would go to a student’s home and, from a safe 
distance, provide progress updates to the student 
and family.
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During the weekly meetings with the DMGroup perfor-
mance coach, the team reviewed the results of the prior 
week, re�ected on what was working and what was not, 
and developed a plan for the next week. Having a clear 
goal to work toward, the team was laser-focused and 
determined to achieve success. 

Achieving Results

At the end of the eight weeks, the team was successful 
in getting 74 of the 80 targeted students to graduate! 
Despite the concerns about engaging students during 
this period of distance learning and the projections of an 
80% graduation rate (far below the prior year’s rate of 
92%), the team achieved a graduation rate of 95%, a 15 
percentage point increase over the projected rate and 
exceeding the prior year’s rate (Exhibit 2). “The BTT 
challenge enabled my school teams within my network of 
schools to remain focused on speci�c, identi�ed problems 
by fostering their collective e�cacy to make signi�cant 
progress. The process helped them to deepen their 
capacity and gel as a team,” commended Community of 
Schools Administrator Dr. Robert Whitman.

CASE STUDY II
Banning High School Breaks 
Through on Algebra 1 Achievement 

Banning High School decided to use their breakthrough 
team to tackle Algebra 1 instruction. They assembled a 
team of six math teachers, most of whom were fairly new 
teachers with one to three years of experience and one a 
veteran math coach/math teacher at the school. 

Setting a Performance Challenge Goal

Working together, the group was determined to see if 
they could make progress with Algebra 1 students during 
this period of online learning. On an assessment admin-
istered before the lockdown, the 266 Algebra 1 students 
who were tested posted an average score of 43%. The 
team was determined to help their students continue 
with the curriculum and perform better during the 
period of online learning.  

When the breakthrough team began de�ning their 
performance challenge, classes had already been online 
for a couple of weeks. Within each section, each teacher 
identi�ed about 10 to 12 students who were demon-
strating some level of engagement and they decided to 
speci�cally track and target these students with the 
breakthrough team interventions; the total target group 
ended up being 59 students. The team set a SMART goal 
for the target group to raise their performance, 
expressed as follows:
 

40 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

    

“ Successful change 
programs begin with 
results.
- Robert H. Scha	er

Co-author of Rapid Results!  How 100-Day Projects 
Build the Capacity for Large-Scale Change
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Source: DMGroup analysis.
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SMART GOAL
By June 12, 2020, 60% of Algebra 1 students (59 
students) will improve their average score from 43% 
to 71% on the Linear Functions, Equations, and 
Inequalities CFA. On average, students will grow 
from answering six questions correctly to ten 
questions correctly.  

With the help of their performance coach, the team set 
weekly targets that were aligned to the broader SMART 
goal. In setting these weekly targets, they took several 
components into consideration, such as their experience 
of how di�cult each week’s content had proven in past 
years, the degree of di�culty of the assessment, and the 
prior week’s engagement and results. 

Innovating and Iterating

In the early stages of the challenge, the team worked to 
implement a �ipped classroom model in which the 
teachers recorded themselves working through a problem 
and sent it to students in advance of the Zoom lesson. 
While they were proud of embracing this method of 
instruction, the team found they were struggling to 
meet their weekly goal.

The DMGroup performance coach helped the team dissect 
the data at a deeper level. Together they uncovered that 
when students took the assessment, they tended to 
perform quite well, but that there were students who 
were not taking the assessments and were getting zeroes. 
This �nding pushed the team to pivot from focusing 
solely on instruction to focusing on both instruction and 
engagement.  

The team achieved success in instruction by implementing 
individualized feedback for students who were under-
performing. To raise engagement, they found success in 
using a combination of emails, texts, notes in Schoology, 
and private Zoom meetings to remind students to �nish 
assignments and to take the assessments. They also 
discovered that they could increase the number of 
students who took the assessment by lengthening the 
amount of time the assessment was “open” on the 
platform. Finally, they played with the language they 
used about assessments — calling an assessment “home-
work,” “a quiz,” or “a test” produced di¤erent engagement 
outcomes, with “homework” being the most likely to 
produce high engagement levels. These engagement 
strategies seemed simple but were important to getting 
students to participate (Exhibit 3). Once they were 

participating, students tended to perform well — a 
testament to the teaching abilities of the team. 

While they iterated to improve engagement, teachers 
also tried di¤erent types of instruction. One teacher 
found success with a program called Delta Math that he 
purchased on his own, while others continued with their 
curriculum and continued to experiment with �ipped 
classroom lessons. 

Performance Coaching and Just-in-time 
Professional Development

As described above, upon realizing that the team was not 
making desired progress toward their weekly goals, the 
DMGroup performance coach helped them understand 
how to analyze data and do a root cause analysis, which 
led them to realize that engagement needed to be 
addressed in addition to instruction. Throughout the 
DMBreakthroughTeam process, performance coaches 
provide such in-the-moment professional development. 
Participants report that this type of just-in-time training 
used to address real-life problems is much more meaningful 
and memorable than learning about the same problem-
solving strategies in a professional development “sit-
and-git” session.

Achieving Results

At the end of the eight-week period, a �nal assessment 
was administered to the Algebra 1 students at Banning 
High School. The SMART goal was achieved, with the 
target group of 59 students scoring an average of 71%  
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Source: DMGroup analysis.
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  Exhibit 3  BANNING HIGH SCHOOL AVERAGE ENGAGEMENT 



on the test (Exhibit 4). All but two of the targeted 
students submitted the assessment, which made for 
97% engagement.

In addition to achieving their performance objective, 
the team’s e�orts translated into broader bene�ts. 
Seventy-two percent of the Algebra 1 students took the 
�nal assessment, a testament to the success of the 
teams’ engagement e�orts; in other content areas, only 
around 33% of students took the �nal assessment, and 
50% participation was considered very good. Even more 
impressive is that students outside the target group 
raised their scores, and fell just short of achieving the 
71% target group average.

The DMBreakthroughTeam 
Approach: Encouraging Focus, 
Creativity, and Skill Building 
The DMBreakthroughTeams approach empowers teachers 
and sta� to build capacity and encourages them to tap into 
their hidden reserves of knowledge and ideas to creatively 
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“ Working together — even though their meetings 
with each other and with their performance coaches 
were remote — helped the team feel connected and 
supported and provided energy and inspiration. 

C A S E  S T U D Y

generate solutions, reach peak performance, and establish 
a new normal (Exhibit 5). Working together — even though 
their meetings with each other and with their performance 
coaches were remote — helped the team feel connected 
and supported and provided energy and inspiration. 

When LAUSD announced in mid-July that fall instruction 
would be online, the teams that participated in the spring 
2020 breakthrough teams felt better equipped to face 
the fall. Their example is providing encouragement to 
teachers and sta� around them by showing that engaging 
students and promoting real learning is truly possible 
during distance learning. 

Source: DMGroup analysis.

Target Group Average on Math Assessment
 

  Exhibit 4  BANNING HIGH SCHOOL MATH PERFORMANCE 
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  Exhibit 5  TAPPING INTO THE HIDDEN RESERVE

Source: The Breakthrough Strategy, by Robert H. Scha�er.
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For a more in-depth look at the 
DMBreakthroughTeams approach, 

see “Unlocking Leadership Capacity: 
The Breakthrough Team Approach” in 

District Management Journal 24 (Fall 2018).



Build leadership capacity while achieving results for students

The DMBreakthroughTeams approach combines
focused goals, weekly metrics, rapid action 
cycles, performance coaching, and targeted 
professional development to help teachers and 
sta� build skills and reach peak performance.

The Virtual DMBreakthroughTeams approach 
is also proven to deliver measurable results!
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hen schools were ordered closed e�ective March 16, 2020, 
Dr. Alan Fegley, superintendent of Phoenixville Area School 
District (PASD) and a longtime member of District Management

Council, already had contracted to use DMGroup’s scheduling software to 
create elementary schedules for the upcoming academic year. He had 
decided to try DMGroup’s software, DMSchedules, as it promised to make 
scheduling easier for sta�, allow sta� to easily share schedules among 
themselves, improve use of student and sta� time, and allow better 
visibility into the implementation of instructional guidelines.

But over the summer, in the face of growing uncertainty nationwide 
about how to reopen schools in the fall, Dr. Fegley’s decision to try 
DMSchedules seemed like a prescient move. Given the power of the 
software, DMSchedules could help create schedules for a variety of 
scenarios quickly and easily. In the spring, the PASD team had focused 
on creating schedules for in-person instruction for the upcoming 
academic year. By mid-July, anticipating the need for a hybrid plan, the 
team explored a variety of hybrid models. When PASD announced in early August that school would start on a fully 
remote basis, the team was already very comfortable working with the DMSchedules software and quickly began creating
schedules for remote learning.  

Over the course of the spring and summer, PASD sta� had thus created an array of schedules covering in-person, 
hybrid, and remote learning scenarios. Thinking through these various scheduling models in detail has helped the 
district feel better prepared to respond to the uncertainties that lie ahead in the 2020-2021 school year.  

W
Craig Gibbons, Richard Viard, Hallie Ventling, and Kathleen Choi 

Prepared to Pivot During 
the Pandemic
Creating Scheduling Scenarios at Phoenixville Area 
School District (PA) 

Dr. Alan Fegley
Superintendent, Phoenixville Area School District (PASD)

PHOENIXVILLE AREA
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Preparing for Hybrid Learning
In spring 2020, Dr. Jessica Kilmetz, Director of Curriculum
and Instruction, and the four principals of PASD’s 
elementary schools had quickly learned how to use the 
DMSchedules software and had prepared schedules for 
in-person learning for the upcoming academic year. But 
by July, with COVID-19 infection rates increasing, it 
became clear to leadership at PASD that they should
prepare to implement a hybrid model.  

As the team approached scheduling hybrid models for
fall 2020, they considered the following:

• Lessons Learned from Remote Learning During 
Spring 2020: The team began by re�ecting on the 
remote learning experience in spring 2020. When 
schools were suddenly ordered closed as of March 16, 
2020, PASD moved to remote learning and kept intact 
the schedules that had been in place during the year.

Six-Day Specials Cycles Pose a Problem: The original 
schedule included a six-day cycle for specials. For 
grades 1-5, these specials consisted of art, music, 
physical education (2x), STEM, and library. For 
kindergarten, specials included Health and Wellness; 
Music and Movement; Theater and Dance; Art, 
Innovation, and Exploration; and Social/Yoga/Mind-
fulness. Including all of the specials in a six-day cycle 
had proved challenging to manage in a remote environ-
ment. Teachers, sta�, and families provided feedback 
that it was di�cult to juggle so many specials and to 
master all of the content from the di�erent areas.   

Class Blocks Felt Long: The one-hour class blocks felt 
long when conducted remotely. Students and teachers 
alike found it di�cult to maintain engagement over 
that length of time.   

Students Eligible for 
Reduced-Price Meals:

30%

Student-Teacher
Ratio:

14:1

Special Education
Identi�cation:

17%

Per Pupil 
Expenditure: 

$13,463 
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Robyn Spear
Principal, Manavon Elementary School

Robyn Spear
Principal, Manavon Elementary School

Jeremy Adams
Interim Principal, Barkley Elementary School

Dr. Mwenyewe Dawan
Principal, Phoenixville Area Early Learning Center

Dr. Catherine Renzulli
Principal, Schuylkill Elementary School



Exhibit 1 SCHEDULE SHOWING SIX-WEEK ROTATIONS FOR EACH OF THE SIX SPECIALS 

• Health Concerns: In planning for the fall, the 
PASD team had to take into account CDC guidelines,
state guidelines, and health protocols for in-person 
learning. They needed to limit the number of sta� 
interacting with student pods, maintain social 
distancing, and modify traditional instruction to 
eliminate shared materials.

The elementary scheduling team determined that 
if the district shifted to a hybrid model, grades K-5
would stick to a six-day schedule, with the classes 
divided into A and B cohorts, which would alter-
nate meeting in person by day. 

A Different Approach to  Specials

Encouraged to think outside the box for innovative 
solutions to make a hybrid model successful, Dr. Kilmetz 
and the four elementary principals re�ected further on 
the challenges encountered this past spring, and came 
up with the idea of having classrooms focus on one
special at a time for multiple weeks. Classrooms would 
then rotate through the specials over the course of the 
year. This approach would enable students to have an
immersive experience in one content area, making learning
easier. Specials teachers would also be able to form a 
closer connection with students and homeroom teachers, 
which is particularly important during remote learning, 
when engagement is especially challenging. 

Working with their scheduling specialist at DMGroup, 
the team determined that each homeroom could have
six-week rotations for each of the six specials over the 
course of the academic year (Exhibit 1). This approach 
also made sense from a health standpoint, as the 
six-week blocks would limit the number of students that 
sta� would see in person and would eliminate the need 
for sta� to travel to di�erent buildings. In addition, this 
approach would increase the capacity for specials sta� to 
support arrival, dismissal, and other transitions that 
were now more logistically complex due to COVID-19.  
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Each homeroom would focus on one special for a six-week period. Over the course 
of the academic year, each homeroom would rotate through all six specials.  

This master schedule shows that all second-grade  
homerooms have specials from 9:40-10:25 AM.

Homeroom 2K will focus on PE for the ­rst six weeks,  
then Art for the following six weeks.

With DMSchedules,
the PASD team was 
able to tackle with 
ease the creation of 
schedules for every 
scenario.

“

Source: DMSchedules. 
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Exhibit 2 SAMPLE GRADE SCHEDULE FOR VIRTUAL INSTRUCTION
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Needing to Pivot: Remote Learning 
Announced for the Fall
The team of principals was pleased with the schedules 
they had created for a hybrid model. But then, at the 
August 6th board meeting, in response to the infection 
rates, the Board of School Directors voted to have
students begin fall 2020 in an all-virtual format.

By now, the PASD team was con�dent in their ability to 
tackle any scheduling challenge. While it was another 
curveball to have to create a third set of schedules, the 
team rose to the occasion. 
  
Six-week Specials Rotations

As they thought about fully remote schedules, the
principals considered doubling up specials classes (e.g. 
having two sections take art together); this would free 
up sta� time to provide additional supports. However,  
this arrangement was not possible due to teacher 
contracts, so they reverted to one section per special 
class. But they did keep the six-week rotations of
specials, which they felt would be easier for students and 
families in a remote learning setting. 

Shorter Instructional Blocks

They considered the feedback they had received on the
springtime remote learning about how di�cult it was to 
maintain engagement during the long class periods. 
Having students stare at a screen and listen to lessons 

hour after hour was 
tiring for students and 
was not very engaging.
Teachers too found this
way of teaching exhaus-
ting. For this reason, the 
team decided to divide 
class time into two
shorter blocks: the �rst 
block could focus on 
direct instruction and 
guided practice, and 
the second block could
then be used for small
group work and inde-
pendent practice. 

For example, math, which was normally a one-hour class,
is now on the new remote learning schedule twice each 
day (Exhibit 2). Each morning there is a half hour for 
direct math instruction, and each afternoon there is a 
half hour of math practice or independent activities.
Similarly, reading and writing appear two times per day 
in this schedule. In addition, short ten-minute blocks for 
cursive writing and mind/movement help break up the 
day for students. One principal explained, “The goal for 
splitting up subjects into di�erent blocks of time is to 
give [teachers] more �exibility to work with small groups 
and independent work. The �rst block of a schedule
should focus on direct instruction and guided practice.

Dr. Jessica Kilmetz
Director of Curriculum and Instruction
Phoenixville Area School District (PASD)

Source: DMSchedules. 

In this remote-learning schedule, math, normally a one-hour class, 
is split into a half hour of direct instruction in the morning.

In the afternoon, there is a half hour
for math practice or independent work.
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With this tool, once the master schedule is created, 
you literally click a button to produce all of these 
other schedules. It saves you time. In a time like this 
year, I can’t tell you how grateful we were to have 
this tool!
_ Dr. Mwenyewe Dawan
    Principal, Phoenixville Area Early Learning Center

 

“

The second block of time should focus on small group 
work and independent practice of the skill.”

In the fully remote schedules, the team also built in a 
shared lunch block from noon to 1 PM across all grades 
and schools to provide common planning time as well as 
time for teachers to communicate with each other and 
with students.

Prepared for Whatever Lies Ahead: 
Remote, Hybrid, and In-Person
Between spring 2020 and mid-August, the PASD team 
had created schedules for in-person, hybrid, and fully 
remote learning scenarios in order to be prepared for the 
uncertainty ahead. Although it was a lot of work for the 
team, going through this exercise helped everyone think 
through the details of how the schedules could work 
best, and DMSchedules’ user-friendly, powerful software 
had made it easy. They could set the minutes of instruction 
for each subject and then drag and drop pre-sized blocks 
to construct the schedule. 

Schedules that used to take them days to create could 
now be done in hours. Dr. Mwenyewe Dawan, principal of 
the Phoenixville Area Early Learning Center, commented, 
“In the past, I would use Excel to build the master schedule. 
I would have multiple people review the schedules 
before publishing them to sta� because there would 
invariably be errors or oversights.  We’re human and it 
is hard to catch everything when building complex 
schedules. But this tool catches errors—actually, errors 
are caught as it is being built. It’s worth every penny for 
that reason.” 

With DMSchedules, once the master schedule for each 
scenario is created, the following supporting schedules 
are only a click away:

• Homeroom teacher schedules
• Student schedules 
• Specials teachers’ schedules 

Dr. Dawan further shared, “After creating the master 
schedule, I or the teacher is expected to literally create 
individual schedules for every sta� member, which is so 
time consuming. With this tool, once the master schedule 
is created, you literally click a button to produce all of these 
other schedules. It saves you time. In a time like this year, 
I can’t tell you how grateful we were to have this tool!” 

With the software, teachers could have visibility into 
student schedules, and administrators had full visibility 
into teacher, sta�, and student schedules. Plus, DMSchedules 
allows for schedule sharing among teachers and sta�: 
every administrator, homeroom teacher, specials teacher, 
and support sta� can see each homeroom and specials 
schedule. In a remote or hybrid setting where students 
and teachers are not all together, it is very helpful to be 
able to see each other’s schedules and know what everyone 
is doing.

If a sudden pivot is needed from one model to another 
during SY2020-21, PASD elementary schools are ready. 
Dr. Fegley’s decision to use DMSchedules this spring felt 
like a prescient move. With DMSchedules, the PASD team 
was able to tackle with ease the creation of schedules for 
every scenario. The world feels as if it is in chaos, at the 
mercy of the COVID-19 virus, but PASD elementary 
schools have schedules ready for whatever scenario is 
before them. 

C A S E  S T U D Y



Can YOU Change Your 
Schedule in 30 Seconds?

• Automatically generate homeroom  

   and specials teacher schedules

• Identify schedule interdependencies 

   automatically to avoid con�icts

• Proven time savings with schedule creation, 

   editing, and sharing

• Access to scheduling experts

DMSchedules for Elementary Schools allows you to quickly create and switch 
between schedules (in-person, hybrid, and remote) and share with sta	.

"In a time like this year, 
I can't tell you how 
grateful we were to  
have this tool."

- Principal,
  Phoenixville PA

Watch the demo and learn more 
www.dmschedules.com

Or contact us for more information 
  877-362-3500 scheduling@dmgroupK12.com



ithin a matter of weeks this past spring, 
virtually every school building in the country 
abruptly closed, sending students home with 

worksheets and/or laptops and leaving district sta� 
working day and night to continue to provide not only 
instruction but meals and other critical supports to their 
students and families. By late spring, it became evident 
that for the majority of schools, a return to normal in the 
fall would be unlikely. Districts and schools began urgently 
making plans for the new school year amid tremendous 
uncertainty, con�icting information, shifting guidelines, 
and �uctuating local infection rates.  

To support districts in planning for the fall, DMGroup 
quickly put forth a framework for organizing teams and 
approaching the work of successfully restarting schools. 
Critical to success in confronting any unfamiliar 
challenge on such a tight timeline is organizing teams 
and creating a process for e�ectively and e ciently 

working together to innovate and to implement plans.  
DMGroup partnered closely with over 70 districts in the 
late spring and early summer of 2020, and these districts 
began by organizing themselves based on the DMGroup 
framework. Then, DMGroup combined a variety of our 
strategies and tools to support these districts in their 
planning process. We had districts incorporate a rapid-
cycle, iterative approach to developing solutions; develop 
schedules for in-person, hybrid, and remote models 
using DMSchedules, our scheduling software; participate 
in a cohort model so that districts could share ideas and 
vet each other’s plans; and apply many other aspects of 
our change management framework. 

The resulting plans varied from region to region, some-
times from district to district, but the process and the 
strategies employed helped organize the work, create 
alignment, and better prepare these districts to restart 
school. These districts also feel better prepared to respond

W

John J-H Kim and Kathleen Choi 

Restarting Schools and Managing
Through the Pandemic
Applying DMGroup Strategies 
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to pivots that may be necessary during the school year; 
they have done much scenario planning, and their teams 
are well organized and accustomed to functioning e�ectively 
together. We hope that by sharing the frameworks and 
strategies here, we can help more districts successfully 
navigate the challenging year ahead and provide the 
support and learning opportunities that students so 
desperately need.

COVID-19: Presenting Unprecedented 
Challenges
Planning to restart schools in the face of the COVID-19 
pandemic has been tremendously challenging, requiring 
districts and schools to rethink the way almost everything 
is done, from instruction and intervention to transportation, 
facility management, and food service.  

The con�uence of the following factors related to the 
pandemic rendered planning and managing the needed 
changes particularly complex:

• Public health challenge: The lives of students, 
their families and communities, teachers, and sta� 
are at stake. 

• Evolving understanding of COVID-19, with 
shifting guidelines: Doctors and scientists knew 
very little about the virus during the spring and 
summer, and are still in the process of learning 
about COVID-19 — how it spreads, how it a�ects 
di�erent patients, how it can be treated, how 
immunity works, how it might mutate, etc. The 
research has been continually evolving and the 
recommendations have changed as more is learned.

• Shifting circumstances: Because infection rates 
continue to �uctuate, schools need to be prepared 
to respond accordingly and to pivot among di�erent 
plans depending on local infection rates and 
evolving research. 

• Lack of agreement/divergence of opinion: 
There have been di�erences of opinion about how 

to respond to the virus within almost every community. 
Positions have been growing increasingly polarized 
and politicized. 

• Compressed timeline: Districts and schools had 
very little time to prepare for the fall. During this 
school year, districts and schools must be prepared 
to quickly pivot between remote, hybrid, and 
in-person models as needed or allowed. 

• Scrutiny: Every decision is subject to tremendous 
scrutiny by experts, by students and their families, 
by the community, and by the court of public 
opinion. The polarization and politicization of the 
pandemic response heighten the scrutiny of district 
decisions even further.

The impact of the pandemic on education is almost 
unprecedented in its complexity, but the urgency with 
which changes are required has not allowed for the 
careful, linear planning process that districts generally 
employ. The sector is used to piloting or phasing-in 
changes and making sure large-scale changes are well 
thought through and well vetted. And rightly so, given the 
unique context in which schools operate: public schools are 
heavily regulated, use public funds, have multiple stake-
holders, and are entrusted with the futures of our nation’s 
youth. But in the face of this pandemic, the traditional 
approach and the “cover all your bases” mindset simply are 
not possible. Districts and schools need to adopt an 
entirely new approach and mindset toward change.

DMGroup’s Framework for 
Restarting Schools
At District Management Group, we believed that how a 
district approached constructing a plan was critical and 
would make a signi�cant di�erence in the quality of the 
plans produced. 

In our preliminary discussions with superintendents 
across the country, we were hearing that in districts large 
and small, superintendents were getting involved in the 
minute details — doing everything from walking around 
classrooms with tape measures to drafting communications 
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The process and the strategies employed helped 
organize the work, create alignment, and better 
prepare these districts to restart school.

“



Exhibit 1 DMGROUP’S FRAMEWORK FOR RESTARTING SCHOOLS, FALL 2020

to talking to teachers about instruction. With so much 
work to be done, having the superintendent involved at 
this level would not be sustainable, would not necessarily 
lead to the best outcomes, and would not be the best use 
of resources. 

DMGroup believed the planning process needed to be 
strategically divided into pieces, and tackled by separate 
working groups composed of individuals who have a 
granular understanding of the particular topic area being 
addressed. Superintendents needed to embrace distributed
leadership and empower those intimately familiar with 
the details of the work to develop detailed plans and to 
execute them. And superintendents needed to keep their 
focus on the coherence of the plans developed by the 
working groups, and on equity and health issues. As 
leaders, they also needed to spend time building support 
for the plan.

DMGroup therefore put together a framework for restarting
schools (Exhibit 1). This framework drew upon principles 
embedded in our change management framework (Exhibit
2), which complements process management with strategies 
to help bring along the people involved — with leaders 
serving as role models to help evolve the culture of the 
district. Our change management framework is adapted 
from John Kotter’s well-known and highly practiced 
“8-Step Process for Leading Change,” and incorporates 
ideas from Jeanie Duck’s The Change Monster and Kurt  

Lewin’s Three Stage Model of Change, as well as from the 
Center for Creative Leadership, Harvard Business Review, 
McKinsey & Company, and others.1 We adapted and
synthesized these frameworks based on our own experience 
working with and within school districts across the country. 

To tackle the enormous challenges at hand, we began by 
recommending the creation of four working groups, as 
outlined in our framework for restarting schools, to
access deep, detailed knowledge. We then recommended 
forming a steering committee charged with bringing 
these workstreams together and keeping health and 
equity issues front and center. The working groups are
essentially equivalent to what in our change management 
framework we call the “volunteer army,” following Kotter’s 
coinage, while the steering committee is equivalent to 
Kotter’s and our “guiding coalition” (see Exhibit 2).2

Four Working Groups

The following four working groups were created to cover 
critical areas of concern: 

• Instructional core/SEL working group was 
responsible for addressing the academic and 
social-emotional needs of all students in each 
mode of instruction (in-person, remote, and 
hybrid learning).
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Source: DMGroup. 
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• Teachers/
   Sta�
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• Time
• People
• Facility
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• Operations working group was charged with 
developing schedules for the various scenarios; 
developing plans for facility use, facility maintenance,
and student and sta� hygiene; planning details for 
food service, transportation, and COVID cleaning 
requirements; addressing academic technology 
needs; and much more.

• Stakeholders/Communications working group 
was tasked with addressing everything from 
ensuring that the district has contact information 
for all students to developing strategies for engaging
stakeholders and building support. This group had 
to determine which channels of communication 
would be most e�ective, what the communications 
would look like, and how to build support among 
stakeholders. 

• Resources working group was charged with 
developing plans for multiple �nancial scenarios 
and addressing how all resources would be used, 
including not only funding, but sta� time, instruction
time, facilities, etc. For example, facilities are part 
of operations, but they are also a key resource. 

Steering Committee

Led by the superintendent, the steering committee was 
responsible for ensuring coherence and equity for all 
students throughout the entire plan, all while keeping 
public health concerns at the forefront. In addition to 
making sure the reopening plan was viable, the steering 
committee was also charged with keeping an eye on the 
long-term strategic goals of the district. When selecting 
members of the committee, the superintendent needed  

Exhibit 2  DMGROUP’S CHANGE MANAGEMENT FRAMEWORK

Adapted from John Kotter’s “8-Step Process for Leading Change,” with additional material from the Center for Creative Leadership, Harvard Business Review, 
McKinsey & Company, The Change Monster by Jeanie Duck, and Lewin’s 3-Stage Model of Change



 

to consider each person’s clout, skills, and ability to build 
support for the plan. 

Applying Key Steps of DMGroup’s 
Change Management Framework
District Management Group’s change management 
framework was designed for implementing a large-scale 
change e�ort under normal circumstances. In working on 
reopening plans with districts this summer, we leveraged 
several of the steps from the framework. As mentioned 
above, the steering committee and working groups 
structure recommended by the framework for restarting 
schools align with Step 2: Building a Guiding Coalition 
and Step 4: Enlist a Volunteer Army, respectively.

Another key piece of work done this summer was related 
to Step 3: Form a Strategic Vision and Initiatives. For this 
step, DMGroup worked with each of the districts to artic-
ulate both a Vision of Success and Guiding Principles to 
guide them through the fall reopening and the likely 
tumultuous year ahead. 

Establishing a Vision of Success

It is easy to skip over the step of establishing a vision of 
success and assume that everyone knows the task at hand: 
�gure out how to restart school! But, in one district, for 
example, we asked 10 people on the Instructional Core/SEL 
working group to write down their vision of success, and 
we received widely varying responses. One team member 
emphasized keeping students healthy and safe; another 
emphasized ensuring that academic achievement 
standards were not compromised during periods of 
remote and hybrid learning. These two people would 
potentially be working toward quite di�erent visions. It 
is therefore a critically important step to articulate a 
clear, concise vision of success for the e�ort as whole. 
Only then can you be assured that everyone is working 
toward the same goal.

Guiding Principles

Given that so many decisions had to be made in so short 
a time, we also recommended articulating Guiding 
Principles at the outset. The guiding principles needed to 
encapsulate the district’s values and be speci�c enough 
to guide important and di�cult tradeo�s that would 
have to be made. 

The following are some examples of guiding principles; 
as you will see, these have very di�erent implications for 
managing tradeo�s: 

• We will prioritize serving our younger students in 
person in the event of limited classroom space.

• We will prioritize students in transition; freshmen 
and seniors will be prioritized for in-person 
learning.

• We will prioritize serving students with special 
needs and our most vulnerable populations.

• We will provide parents the opportunity to choose 
the mode of instruction that best meets the needs 
of their children.

Being clear about the guiding principles at the outset 
made it easier to make tradeo�s and decisions about how 
to restart school. These guiding principles will continue to 
help districts as they navigate the school year, which is 
likely to require making many more tradeo�s and decisions 
about how best to support students.

Incorporating an Agile Approach
To put together the complex plans needed for restarting 
schools in the fall, the four working groups and steering 
committee needed to shift from a “cover all your bases” 
approach to an agile, innovative, “Don’t let the perfect be 

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

    

C A S E  S T U D Y

“ There was no “right” plan, no o�-the-shelf, 
well-vetted plan to turn to. District and school 
leaders, teachers, and sta� needed to think 
creatively and explore innovations. 
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the enemy of the good” approach. Do you remember the  
days of Windows95 and Windows98? After years of 
careful development and testing, Microsoft used to 
release these new versions with fanfare, like the release 
of a vintage wine. As we all know, the tech world no 
longer operates like that. They use an Agile approach in 
which new software in the form of apps are pushed out 
quickly and updates are provided frequently based on 
testing, feedback, and actual use.3

The working groups and steering committees were 
encouraged to adopt this agile approach based on rapid, 
iterative development cycles (Exhibit 3). Each week, the 
four working groups were urged to come up with ideas, 
envision the details of how these ideas would work in 
practice, present them to the steering committee, and 
then iterate further on the idea or jettison it if necessary. 
In these unprecedented times, there was no “right” plan, 
no o�-the-shelf, well-vetted plan to turn to. District and 
school leaders, teachers, and sta� needed to think 
creatively and explore innovations. They could then 
validate their ideas against research, local practices, their 
peer districts in the cohort, and lessons learned from 
the spring. 

This concept of rapid-cycle, iterative development is one 
DMGroup applies as part of its DMBreakthroughTeams 
approach. In this approach, small teams work for a short 
period of time (usually 10 weeks) to achieve a perfor-
mance goal. Each week, the team works together to 

generate ideas, test them, measure the impact, and then 
iterate or pivot until they achieve their goal. It is a way of 
learning leadership skills and teamwork skills, all while 
achieving measurable results. DMGroup leveraged this 
technique in the school reopening work: each week, the 
working group teams had to come up with new ideas, test 
them out through scenario planning, and iterate until 
they achieved a workable plan.

Creating Cohorts: Together We Are 
Stronger
Our restarting schools framework helped districts 
organize themselves and their approach to the challenge. 
But DMGroup believed that districts would also greatly 
bene�t from coming together to share ideas and support 
each other.

DMGroup has always �rmly believed in the power of 
having district leaders come together to share ideas, 
challenge and vet each other’s ideas, and support each 
other intellectually and emotionally through the many 
challenges of district leadership; this has been a founda-
tional principle of our organization since our founding in 
2004. 

Therefore, in addition to DMGroup’s working directly 
with each of these 70 districts, we organized the districts 
by state into cohorts. Each cohort met online on a regular 
basis at the steering committee level and the working 

Source: DMGroup. 

  Exhibit 3  TAKING AN INNOVATIVE, ITERATIVE APPROACH TO REOPENING SCHOOLS
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group level to share ideas, share drafts of plans, discuss 
and debate features of plans, and support each other as 
they navigated shifting health guidelines, evolving 
research about COVID-19, and updates on infection 
rates, all amid a national atmosphere of polarized and 
politicized opinions about the reopening of schools. 

Coordinating with other districts by state provided the 
opportunity to tap the collective intelligence and wisdom 
of the group. Collaborating with peers brought energy 
and provided support to sta�, helped ensure that the best 
ideas got surfaced, and helped to vet and validate the 
approaches pursued.  

Creating Schedules for Multiple 
Scenarios Using DMSchedules
To support the 70 districts in developing their plans, we 
encouraged the participating districts to use DMSchedules, 
DMGroup’s scheduling software. District working group 
teams were able to quickly and easily explore multiple 
scenarios for remote, hybrid, and in-person schedules. 
For example, they could experiment with building di�erent 
hybrid models and see exactly how each one would look. 

By the end of the summer, the majority of the participating 
districts had built schedules for all three scenarios and 
felt ready to pivot when needed. They also felt encouraged 
knowing that the schedule-sharing feature of DMSchedules 
would allow them to share the schedules with the click of 
a button with all teachers and sta�. 

Ready for the Year Ahead
The process the 70 districts went through not only 
helped them develop plans for the fall restart of school, 
but helped them feel prepared for the pivots among remote, 
hybrid, and in-person models that may be required in the 
year ahead. Having done much scenario planning and 
having worked closely as a team throughout the summer, 
these districts feel agile and ready to take on the challenges 
posed by COVID-19.

During the 2020-21 school year, the districts are keeping 
their working groups active and in place. The working groups 
have gelled and team members have become familiar with 
working together and innovating together, which should 
serve them well as they navigate the challenging year ahead.

We at DMGroup hope that the above-mentioned strategies 
and frameworks for developing school reopening plans 
might help other district leaders as they navigate the 
additional changes that likely will be needed during this 
academic year in response to the ongoing pandemic. 
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“ Having done much scenario planning and 
having worked closely as a team throughout 
the summer, these districts feel agile and ready 
to take on the challenges posed by COVID-19. 



DMGroup in Action
D M G R O U P  I N  A C T I O N

his past spring, schools were faced 
with the challenge of quickly pivoting 
to a fully remote, distance-learning 

environment with little time to prepare or 
transition. During the 2020-2021 school 
year, we are anticipating that regardless of 
how the school year started, districts may 
need to quickly shift between di�erent 
models (fully remote, hybrid, and fully 
in-person models) in response to changes 
in local COVID-19 infection rates. To help 
districts prepare, District Management 
Group is sharing �ve key emerging practices 
for creating e�ective remote elementary 
schedules.

T

Creating Effective Remote  
Elementary Schedules
Five Emerging Practices
Hallie Ventling 
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Schedule dedicated time for targeted social-emotional supports, including a 
daily synchronous morning meeting block and short breaks for guided movement

Social-emotional learning continues to be a top priority, especially as many students may be experiencing isolation, 
depression, economic and food insecurity, and lack of motivation due to the pandemic. When preparing remote 
schedule scenarios, consider adding breaks throughout the day. Scheduled and dedicated time for breaks and 
check-ins can help students focus and engage more fully during instructional or independent work time. Examples 
include but are not limited to the following:

• Add a bu�er time before synchronous/ “live” instructional blocks to help minimize technology delays during 
transitions

1
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• Create a routine with dedicated blocks for movement to support the mental and physical health and 
well-being of students; for example:

- Provide families and caregivers with mindfulness tips

- Share activity, �tness, or movement videos

- Coordinate virtual “live” recesses with PE teachers or other school leaders

• Schedule one-on-one check-ins for homeroom teachers to connect with each of their students to help 
build connections and check on each student’s overall health and well-being

Schedule shorter instructional blocks with a focus on direct instruction in the 
morning and follow up with small group or independent practice in the afternoon

When creating remote schedules, developmentally appropriate durations for instruction should be clearly de�ned. 
The attention span and engagement of students working independently and primarily on computers will be 
di�erent from those of  students in a traditional classroom setting. Consider shortening blocks and adding more 
breaks throughout the day to help students maintain focus and stay on task while remote.

Many schools utilizing DMSchedules to build their fully remote schedules are scheduling 20 to 30 minutes of 
synchronous instruction for each subject in the mornings and then scheduling separate 15-to-30 minute blocks 
of asynchronous independent or small group instruction for each subject.  

Schedule common lunch and recess time across all grades and schools to provide 
additional collaboration opportunities for teachers

A key emerging practice for virtual schedules includes a shared, minimum of one-hour (e.g. noon to 1 pm) lunch 
and recess. Teachers can leverage this shared time to check in with other administrators, teachers, or students to 
prepare for the second half of the day. For schools implementing practice #2 above — providing a shorter than 
usual direct instructional block in the morning and an additional block in the afternoon for small group or 

2

3

Daily morning meeting, prioritizing social-emotional supports

Frequent movement breaks

Shorter blocks dedicated to Direct Instruction (DI, commonly referred  
to as synchronous instruction)

Shared block of time for mid-day break and lunch

Shorter small group or independent practice (Sm/In, commonly referred 
to as asynchronous instruction)

Note: Instructional minute expectations may vary across grades and are subject to change as emerging  
practices are re�ned. 

Source: DMSchedules, www.dmschedules.com 



59D I S T R I C T  M A N A G E M E N T  J O U R N A L  W I N T E R  20 21        

independent work — a common mid-day break can serve as a time to troubleshoot any concerns, shift students 
into di�erent small groups, and target any necessary remediation or enrichment in the latter half of the day.

Consider a di�erent approach to specials (art, music, PE) 

Many schools are also opting to shift how other instruction, such as specials, occurs. In spring 2020, teachers and 
families felt that receiving multiple specials (art, music, PE) each week was challenging, requiring students to do 
a lot of juggling and transitioning. One solution is for a single homeroom to receive the same special for an 
extended duration (e.g. several weeks) and then rotate to the next special. The time devoted to each special may 
vary based on the number of specials available in your building. A common specials rotation is six weeks, but quarterly 
rotations or trimester rotations may also be applicable. This approach can help students engage with the content 
on a deeper level and form stronger connections with teachers, ease sta�ng demands, and simplify grading. 

Set clear schedule expectations for families and students, and foster open 
communication and �exibility to ease transitions

Clear and consistent communication can build your community’s con�dence and help set expectations. This basic 
truth is applicable regarding shifts in schedules and scheduling practices. These di�cult times may require schools 
to manage and move between multiple schedules over the course of the year. E�ective communication will ease 
schedule transitions and reduce the hours you and your sta� spend responding to questions and concerns.  

Even before circumstances demand schedule changes, such as a transition from remote to hybrid, the following 
steps are important:

• Provide information at the same regular intervals (e.g. weekly, biweekly) and, if possible, on the same day 
of the week so families and caregivers understand the tempo of communication

• Share the resources available for families and students in every communication (e.g. student assignment 
pages, COVID policy, remote student support FAQs, etc.)

• Outline any changes in learning modality, duration, breaks, etc., in order to set expectations (e.g. synchronous 
vs. asynchronous instruction, check-in points for parents)

• Before implementing schedule changes, send a communication to the parent/guardian and request 
acknowledgment that it has been received (e.g. teacher emails parents and requests digital con�rmation)

• Clearly identify tools (e.g. survey, feedback channels) to e�ciently centralize, review, and troubleshoot concerns

Adjusting to a remote model is challenging for students, teachers, parents, and administrators alike. But emerging practices 
such as these are helping to make remote learning and remote teaching more e�ective and more manageable. 
 

DMSchedules
DMGroup and our DMSchedules team work with hundreds of schools across the country and seek to share 
the best emerging practices that we encounter. Do you have virtual practices that are working well in 
your elementary school? Email us at scheduling@dmgroupK12.com to share.

If you want to explore any of these ideas further or see how DMSchedules can help you put these practices 
into action, contact us at scheduling@dmgroupk12.com or visit us at dmschedules.com.

5
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DMGroup in Action
D M G R O U P  I N  A C T I O N

n spring 2020, districts across the country had to 
shift almost overnight from in-person school to 
remote learning. With no time for planning, teachers 

and students alike found remote learning challenging. 
For teachers, �nding ways to engage students and 
deliver instruction e�ectively posed new and daunting 
challenges: replicating in-person lessons over Zoom 
did not translate well. For students, staring at a screen 
for hours and trying to absorb lessons was monotonous 
and di�cult.  

Fortunately, many lessons have been learned from last 
spring’s experience. While we hope all districts will be 
back to in-person learning soon, districts and schools 
will have to be  exible and may have to pivot among 
remote, hybrid, and in-person instruction models this 
academic year. With this in mind, we have compiled, 
based on research and our reopening work with more 
than 70 districts over the summer, some key practices 
to help make learning impactful and engaging during 
periods of remote instruction.

I
Laura Smith 

Making Remote Learning 
Engaging and Effective 
Key Practices
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To build meaningful teacher-student relationships, incorporate 
structured activities

Relationship building is much more challenging in a remote environment. Last spring, when school buildings 
shuttered and teachers and students had to shift to virtual instruction, relationships between teachers and 
students were already well established. But this year, many schools started the academic year in a remote or 
hybrid model; even for those that began the year in person, the possibility of remote learning looms.

The majority of schools have historically left teachers to build relationships organically with students, but virtual 
or hybrid learning environments require more planning. Just as districts direct teachers on how to spend their 

1
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“ Just as districts direct teachers on how to spend 
their instructional time, districts need to take a 
similar prescriptive approach to relationship building 
between teacher and students during periods of 
remote learning. 

instructional time, districts need to take a similar prescriptive approach to relationship building between teacher 
and students during periods of remote learning. Some tactics that can be recommended to teachers include 
the following: 

• Invite �ve students per week to a virtual breakfast or lunch group.

• Carve out 15 minutes twice a week for relationship-building activities. Districts should provide teachers 
with a sample list of activities to consider.

• Reach out to four to six families each week. Check in on how the family is doing and ask whether they 
have any particular concerns. Share feedback about their student.

• Post regular o�ce hours and schedule students to attend at least once or twice each month.

• Survey students every other week on one thing they would like their teacher to “start, stop, keep, or change.”

Take the time to develop remote-learning norms and create an inclusive 
classroom culture

Last spring, pre-established norms and classroom culture were in place when classes shifted to remote learning. 
This academic year, it is important for teachers to take the time to develop classroom norms and create a 
classroom culture that will be enduring regardless of pivots among remote, hybrid, and in-person models. 
Teachers should intentionally involve students in the process as much as possible. Ideas for creating remote 
classroom norms and building an online classroom culture include the following:
 

• Work with students to develop remote-learning classroom norms. The teacher may guide the class in creating 
protocols for how they will use video, audio, or the chat feature.1 

• Organize classroom materials, activities, notes, homework assignments, or graded assignments, and keep 
this system consistent whether instruction is in person, hybrid, or remote.

• Create “remote-learning” roles that students can play to take ownership of their learning environment. 
Examples may include having a “Classroom DJ” who plays music before the lesson begins or designating a 
“Mood Monitor” who signals the teacher when it is time for a quick brain break.2

 

2
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Exhibit 1 SAMPLE WEEKLY STUDENT-FACING TASK LIST 

Source: DMGroup. 

• Dedicate short periods to movement, stretching, and mindfulness to break up all of the screen time.

• Curate and publish student work to celebrate students’ accomplishments.3

• Develop “classroom logo” virtual backgrounds that students co-create. Having a common virtual back-
ground can help preserve student privacy and minimize the distraction of background activity.4

Prioritize clarity and organization on 
learning platforms 

E�ective teachers know that creating an organized classroom and providing clear instructions are staples of every 
e�ective classroom. These qualities are even more important in a remote-learning environment. Teachers should 
continue using the research-backed strategies that they utilize during in-person instruction in their remote classroom 
environment. For example, teachers should post frequent reminders when new assignments are released,
proactively communicate upcoming due dates, and provide students with common expectations for their work.

However, unlike previous school years, students will also want and need more organization than is typically 
necessary in an in-person learning environment. Teachers may consider

• Intentionally organizing a place where students can �nd classroom materials, activities, notes, homework 
assignments, and graded assignments. This site should be kept consistent and updated frequently regardless
of pivots among in-person, hybrid, or remote instruction models.

• Developing a weekly student-facing task list that maps out everything a student needs to do for each 
subject by day of the week (Exhibit 1).5

• Creating customized directions using short videos and audio recordings in addition to written instructions.6

• Establishing norms and a regular cadence of communication. It should be easy for students to understand when 
materials will be ready, how quickly they can expect feedback, and how and when to ask one-on-one questions.

3



Leverage the capabilities of the remote instruction platform and use a variety of 
short segments to increase student engagement in synchronous learning sessions 

Live, synchronous instruction can be the most impactful format for teaching new content or intervention; however,
teachers should not simply try to replicate their traditional lessons and materials in an online setting. Long 
stretches of instruction are e�ective in person, but in an online setting, "Zoom fatigue" sets in fairly rapidly. 
Instead, lessons should be restructured so that live video-conferencing sessions are limited to 45 minutes.7 For 
the live lessons, teachers should leverage the capabilities of the remote platform to help make remote learning 
fun and di�erent, and try breaking lessons into �ve-to-ten-minute segments alternating between modalities. 
Sample modalities include

• Student polls

• Breakout rooms for small-group discussions or turn-and-talks
  
• Videos

• Using the chat function as a way for students to respond 
   to questions 

• Activities that incorporate movement and stretching

• Having students share their screen and present/share to class

• Having students collaboratively create documents via Google Docs, assigning sections and roles to 
di�erent students

• Providing time for students to complete work asynchronously

For elementary students, schedule shorter instructional blocks with a focus 
on direct instruction in the morning and follow up with small-group or 
independent practice in the afternoon 

Remote schedules should de�ne developmentally appropriate durations for instruction, particularly for younger 
students. The attention spans and engagement of students working independently and primarily on computers 
will be di�erent from those of students in a traditional classroom setting. When developing the schedule, consider 
shortening blocks and adding more breaks throughout the day to help students maintain focus and stay on task 
while remote. Some schools are using the mornings to focus on direct instruction, and using the afternoons for 
students to join small groups or to independently complete practice assignments.

Develop a plan for students’ asynchronous work that prioritizes choice 
and creation 

Whether the model is hybrid or fully remote, students will likely be asked to complete asynchronous work. While 
many schools provided students with asynchronous work in the spring, most of it focused on task completion or 
�lling in worksheets. Teachers or curriculum coaches should instead develop assignments that prioritize choice 
and creation rather than completion. The following types of assignments should be considered:

63D I S T R I C T  M A N A G E M E N T J O U R N A L W I N T E R 20 21       

4

5

6



D M G R O U P  I N  A C T I O N

64 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

    

NOTES

1 Douglas Fisher, Nancy Frey, and John Hattie, “Distance Learning Up Close: Teaching for Engagement and Impact in Any Setting,” webinar from Edweek, July 23, 2020, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vzHTAfjjlU0&feature=youtu.be.

2 Ibid.
3 Ibid. 
4 Julie Kennedy and Christy Lundy, "Remote Start: Beginning the New School Year Virtually," Medium, July 30, 2020, https://stories.chartergrowthfund.org/remote-

start-beginning-the-new-school-year-virtually-12512a8e5a05.
5 Ibid. 
6 Fisher, Frey, and Hattie, “Distance Learning.”
7 Emma Dorn, Frédéric Panier, Nina Probst, and Jimmy Sarakatsannis, “Back to School: A Framework for Remote and Hybrid Learning amid COVID-19,” McKinsey & Company, 

September 2, 2020, https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/public-and-social-sector/our-insights/back-to-school-a-framework-for-remote-and-hybrid-learning-amid-covid-19. 
8 Fisher, Frey, and Hattie, “Distance Learning.”

• Assignments that provide a variety of options and response formats that students can choose from to 
show their learning.

• Material that is relevant to situations or experiences students encounter outside of school to increase 
engagement in the assignment.8

• Assignments that provide structures and milestones to help students better manage their time and receive 
feedback as they learn. For example, building in checkpoints for students to submit their �rst or second 
drafts so the teacher can proactively provide feedback before the due date. 

• An opportunity to create something rather that completing traditional summative assessments. For example, 
having students tackle project-based learning assignments, create short videos, or develop a lesson to 
teach the rest of the class.

Create a System for Grading, Assessing, and Providing Feedback on Student 
Work to Emphasize the Value of Remote Instruction and to Value Student Work 

A major critique of remote instruction during the spring of 2020 was that students were disengaged and did not 
take coursework seriously. Student surveys revealed that many students at all grade levels inferred from the lack of 
grading, assessment, and feedback on homework that the remote instruction was not real, important, or necessary.

For remote instruction to be successful, a system must be in place to grade student work or provide feedback. 
Grading, while an imperfect mechanism, serves a variety of purposes including evaluating student work, motivating 
students to continue to learn and improve, and communicating how students have performed on tasks deemed 
of value in the learning process. Teachers may consider

• Providing frequent personalized feedback to students

• Recording video or audio feedback for the student to help clarify any frequent misconceptions the teacher 
is seeing

• Setting expectations for when students can receive feedback on their assignments

• Committing to replying to students’ emails, calls, or texts within a set amount of time during the school 
day if the school is fully remote 

Many of these key practices simply adapt to a remote-learning environment strategies that teachers have previously 
mastered. While the assignment turn-in bin may now look more like an attachment to an email, and turn-
and-talks require a bit more coordination, the instructional foundation of building teacher-student relationships 
and adapting content to students’ needs will still remain. Districts that work alongside teachers to focus on these 
key practices will help the school year be one to remember, for both its strong academics and its novelty.
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Congratulations to Our
Members on the Move

Steven Adamowski
Steven Adamowski has retired after 
ve years as 
the superintendent of Norwalk Public Schools 
(CT). During his more than 40 years in education, 
Adamowski also served as superintendent of 
Hartford Public Schools (CT) and Cincinnati Public 
Schools (OH), was senior fellow and managing 
director of the American Institutes for Research 
(AIR) in Washington, D.C., and was the Associate 
Secretary of Education in Delaware. 

Cade Brumley
After two years as superintendent of Je�erson 
Parish Public School System (LA), Cade 
Brumley has assumed the role of Louisiana 
State Superintendent of Education. He 
previously served as superintendent of DeSoto 
Parish School System (LA) and also held the 
roles of assistant superintendent, principal, 
and teacher. 

Keith Jacobus
Keith Jacobus has retired after eight years as 
superintendent of South Washington 
County Schools (MN). Jacobus previously 
served as assistant superintendent of 
leadership, teaching, and learning for Osseo 
Area School District (MN). Prior to that, he 
served as director of schools for Douglas 
County School District (CO).

Anthony McConnell
As of July 1, Anthony McConnell became 
superintendent of Lemont-Bromberek 
Combined School District 113A (IL). Previously, 
he served for two years as superintendent at 
Deer
eld School District 109 (IL), where he had 
also been the assistant superintendent of 
teaching, learning, and innovation; a principal; 
and an assistant principal.  

Larry Mussoline
Larry Mussoline has stepped down as 
superintendent of Haddon
eld School District 
(NJ) after two years in the role. Mussoline has 
worked in education for four decades, serving as 
superintendent in Pennsylvania school districts 
since 1998, including an eight-year tenure as 
superintendent of Downingtown Area School 
District (PA). 

Jeff Smith
Je� Smith retired as superintendent of Balsz 
School District (AZ) after serving in the role 
for 12 years. Smith has been a teacher, 
principal, district o�ce administrator, and 
adjunct university professor during his 
32-year career in education. In 2012 he was 
named Arizona Superintendent of the Year. 

Regina Speaker Palubinsky
After 
ve years as superintendent of Great Valley 
School District (PA), Regina Speaker Palubinsky 
has accepted a new position as Executive Director 
of the Montgomery County Intermediate Unit 
(PA). Speaker Palubinsky previously served as 
assistant superintendent at Phoenixville Area 
School District (PA) and as Special Assistant to 
the Pennsylvania Secretary of Education for the 
state’s Department of Education.

Karen Sullivan
Karen Sullivan has retired from Indian 
Prairie School District 204 (IL) after 24 years 
in the district, six of which were spent as 
superintendent. Sullivan previously served 
in the district as assistant superintendent of 
human resources, director of student 
services, and principal. Her career in 
education spanned 39 years overall.
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Welcome to Our New Members

John Allison
Olathe Uni
ed School District 233 (KS)

Since 2017, John Allison has been superintendent 
of Olathe Uni�ed School District 233, which 
serves 30,000 students. Allison was previously the 
superintendent of Wichita Public Schools (KS). He 
has also held the role of deputy superintendent, 
school administrator, and teacher in districts in 
Kansas, Texas, and Pennsylvania. 

Pamela Angelakis
Swampscott Public Schools (MA)

Pamela Angelakis has served as superintendent 
of Swampscott Public Schools, a district of 
2,200 students, since 2014. Angelakis has spent 
her entire 30 years in education in Swampscott, 
holding positions of classroom aide, teacher, 
assistant principal, and principal.

Wendy Birhanzel
Harrison School District 2 (CO)

Wendy Birhanzel has been superintendent of 
Harrison School District 2, a district of 
11,800 students, since 2019. Birhanzel has 
served in the district for 12 years and has 
held positions of principal, district
administrator, and chief operating o�cer.  

Scott Campbell
Wide
eld School District 3 (CO)

Since 2014, Scott Campbell has held the position 
of superintendent of Wide�eld School District 3, 
which serves 9,600 students. Campbell has served 
in several roles in the district including assistant 
superintendent, executive director of educational 
services, and principal. 

Deanne Galdston
Watertown Public Schools (MA)

Deanne Galdston has served as superintendent 
of Watertown Public Schools, a district with 
2,600 students, since 2017. Galdston got her start 
in the education sector as a Spanish teacher and 
worked for over 21 years at Billerica Public Schools 
(MA), where she held the positions of assistant 
superintendent, principal, and history teacher.   

Ronald Iarussi
Marion City Schools (OH)

In 2019, Ronald Iarussi became superintendent 
of Marion City Schools, which services 4,500 
students.  Iarussi has served as superintendent 
in Ohio for over 17 years, including serving 
in the role at Mohoning County Education 
Service Center and Mahoning County Career 
and Technical Center, among others.

Angélica M. Infante-Green 
Rhode Island Department of Education 

 In 2019, Angélica Infante-Green assumed the 
role of commissioner at the Rhode Island 
Department of Education, serving 144,000  
students across 66 local education agencies.  
Infante-Green’s previous experience includes 
serving as deputy commissioner at the New 
York State Education Department’s O�ce of 
Instructional Support. 

Michael Lubelfeld
North Shore School District 112 (IL)

Michael Lubelfeld has been superintendent of 
North Shore School District 112 since 2017, 
where he serves 3,900 students. Lubelfeld has 
been in education for nearly 30 years as a teacher, 
a central o�ce administrator, an assistant 
superintendent, and more recently as 
superintendent of Deer�eld Public Schools 109 (IL).

Barbara Malkas
North Adams Public Schools (MA)

Since 2016, Barbara Malkas has been the 
superintendent of North Adams Public Schools, 
which serves 1,300 students. Malkas was 
previously the superintendent of Webster Public 
Schools (MA) and has held titles of curriculum 
coordinator and deputy superintendent of 
Pitts�eld Public Schools (MA).
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Robert McBride
Lockport Township High School  
District 205 (IL)

Robert McBride is in his second year as 
superintendent of Lockport Township High 
School District 205, which serves 3,700 
students. McBride has been in education for 
over 30 years, holding positions of principal 
and teacher in Illinois districts.

Stephen Murley
Green Bay Area Public School District (WI)

Stephen Murley is in his �rst year as superintendent 
of Green Bay Area Public School District, which 
serves 20,300 students. Murley was previously 
the superintendent of Iowa City Community 
School District (IA) for ten years and superin-
tendent of Wausau School District (WI) for the 
�ve years prior.

Mary Skipper
Somerville Public Schools (MA)

Mary Skipper is in her sixth year as 
superintendent of Somerville Public Schools, 
which serves 4,900 students. Prior to this, 
Skipper spent her educational career at Boston 
Public Schools (MA), serving as a teacher, IT 
director, headmaster, and, more recently, 
network superintendent for the district.

K.C. Somers
Lewis-Palmer School District 38 (CO)

K.C. Somers is in his second year as superintendent 
of Lewis-Palmer School District 38, which serves 
6,800 students. With over 20 years in education, 
Somers was previously the area superintendent at 
Aurora Public Schools (CO) and has also been a 
principal, an assistant principal, and a youth 
counselor. 

Peter Stiepleman
Columbia Public Schools (MO)

Since 2014, Peter Stiepleman has been the 
superintendent of Columbia Public Schools, a 
district with 18,500 students. Stiepleman served 
as teacher, principal, and assistant superintendent 
in the district, and previously worked in Oakland 
Uni�ed School District (CA).   

Nicholas Tishuk
Bedford Stuyvesant New Beginnings 
Charter School (NY)

Nicholas Tishuk is the executive director of 
Bedford Stuyvesant New Beginnings Charter 
School, a charter school in Brooklyn, NY, which 
serves 650 students. Tishuk has been in educa-
tion in New York City for 20 years, holding 
titles of teacher, school director, and principal.

Michael Thomas 
Colorado Springs School District 11 (CO) 

In 2018, Michael Thomas assumed the role of 
superintendent of Colorado Springs School 
District 11, which serves 27,000 students. 
Thomas was chief of schools for Minneapolis 
Public Schools (MN) and has held positions of 
social worker, principal, and coordinator of 
equity and integration.

Jeffrey Wihbey
Connecticut Technical Education and 
Career System (CT)

Since 2018, Je¡rey Wihbey has been superintendent 
of Connecticut Technical Education and Career 
System, which serves 10,800 students in 20 
schools. His previous experience includes 
serving as principal, assistant principal, and 
department head at various schools across 
the state.

Mark Ysals
Alhambra Elementary School District (AZ)

Mark Ysals has served since 2015 as 
superintendent of Alhambra Elementary 
School District, which has 13,500 students. 
Ysals’s 30-year educational career includes 
serving as assistant superintendent and 
interim superintendent at Coolidge School 
District (AZ), and holding principalships at 
every level of education in Arizona.
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DMGroup Online

ON-DEMAND WEBINAR

Improving Special Education
and Intervention: Emerging 
Trends

ON-DEMAND WEBINAR

How Secondary Scheduling 
Can Raise Achievement and 
Reduce Costs

ON-DEMAND WEBINAR

How to Effectively Identify 
High-Potential Future 
Leaders

Resources for Managing Through
the Pandemic
Access our  library of resources to help you navigate this tumultuous period of hybrid, remote, and in-person 
learning. See articles, blog posts, and videos on topics of Instructional Core/Social Emotional Learning, 
Operations, Stakeholders/Communications, Resource Utilization, Equity and Coherence, Remote Instruction,
and Professional Learning. Visit www.dmgroupk12.com

ACCESS

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

Articles

Videos

On-Demand Webinars 
Check out our library of On-Demand Webinars to gain insight on strategic topics. Below are a few of our most 
popular recent presentations, now available to watch at your convenience.
Go to: www.dmgroupk12.com/on-demand-webinars

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
WATCH



www.dmgroupk12.com
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Additional Resources for
Managing Through the Pandemic
On the password-protected site, DMCouncil members have exclusive access to our full array of resources 
for managing through this challenging academic year. To explore the complete library of research articles, 
virtual roundtable discussions, blog posts, webinars, and videos, contact membership@dmgroupk12.com
for the password and go to https://info.dmgroupk12.com/reopening-schools-resource-library-for-members

WATCH

Members-Only 
Virtual Roundtables
Every Thursday at 1pm ET from April through August, 
DMGroup hosted for members only a series of virtual 
roundtable discussions to help districts manage 
through this tumultuous period. Our virtual 
roundtables included guest speakers and provided a 
forum for members to share ideas and resources from 
their respective districts.  

Members who were not able to attend these virtual 
roundtables can watch the recorded videos on our 
member-only site. For the password contact
membership@dmgroupk12.com

FOR DMCOUNCIL MEMBERS ONLY

TOPICS INCLUDED:
• Enhancing Online Learning 

• Best Practices for Keeping Your Board Members Informed 

• Addressing Equity Issues During the Pandemic 

• DMGroup’s Framework for Successfully Restarting School

• Addressing Budget Challenges for School Year 2020-2021 

• Best Social, Emotional, and Behavioral Practices to 
   Consider When Opening Schools 

• Best Practices for Engaging Families and the Community

• Establishing a Vision of Success and Guiding Principles 

• Three Key Questions for the Fall: Transportation, 
   Classroom Con�guration, and CARES Act Funds

• Elementary Scheduling for Success During the Covid-19 
   Pandemic

• How to Select Secondary Schedule Options

• Strategies for Supporting Sta� Who Cannot or Prefer Not 
   to Return to Work

• Building and Maintaining Student Engagement in a 
   Virtual Environment

Become a member of DMCouncil.
Access professional development and best practice 
research, and learn from a community of forward-
thinking leaders committed to making a di�erence.

Join Us
877-362-3500

membership@dmgroupk12.com



Nate Levenson to Retire 

A fter 12 years, Nate Levenson, managing director, has announced that he will be retiring from DMGroup. 
His association with DMGroup began in 2005 when Nate, then superintendent of Arlington Public Schools 
(MA), became a member of District Management Council. An active and engaged member and a client 

of DMGroup, Nate later joined the �rm in 2008 as managing director and helped develop the special education 
and social, emotional, and behavioral support practices within DMGroup.

Over his years at DMGroup, Nate has worked with hundreds of districts across the country and has become a 
thought leader on e�ectively improving special education; strengthening and expanding social, emotional, and 
behavioral supports; budgeting and resource allocation; and much more. The author of several books and dozens 
of articles, he has been a sought-after speaker at national and state conferences. Within DMGroup, Nate has 
held many key positions including a stint as president before reverting back to his position as managing director 
leading consulting work with clients.

What’s Next for Nate?
Nate will remain with us at DMGroup through the end of December 2020, at which point he will become a 
DMGroup Senior Advisor. Going forward, Nate plans to devote his time to writing and sharing his ideas on special 
education and social-emotional learning while stepping away from consulting projects. Nate comments, “Since 
I don’t play golf, I hope to focus my future time and energy towards advocating for the widespread adoption of 
best practices in special education, intervention, and social, emotional, and behavioral supports.”  
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Nate Levenson
   

While we are excited for Nate, we at DMGroup will 
miss working with him and will miss his thought 
leadership. “I want to express my sincere gratitude 
for the many ways that Nate contributed to our 
mission and made a di�erence in the sector during 
his tenure at DMGroup,” shared John J-H Kim, 
founder and CEO of DMGroup. “He arrived at our 
o�ces full of passion, energy, and ideas about how 
we could help thousands of students have a better 
future. He has truly made a di�erence in the world; 
he has helped thousands of students who were not 
well served by the public education system have a 
brighter future. We have always aspired to build a 
�rm that would attract people with innovative 
ideas that could result in measurable change for 
kids. Nate certainly did that, and I am con�dent 
that he will continue to do so in a di�erent form.” 

Nate commented that he leaves with a mixture of 
excitement and sadness: “My time at District Manage-
ment Group has been the most exciting, enjoyable, 
and rewarding chapter in my professional life. I have 
had the opportunity to work with smart, passionate 
people, building lasting relationships with clients trying 
to lead boldly, and [had] the ability to develop new 
ideas and put them to the test of real-world, complicated 
places called school districts.”

Please join us in congratulating Nate on his retirement 
and wishing Nate and his wife, Leslie, a wonderful next 
chapter. We look forward to reading the books Nate 
has in the works, and we know he will continue to be an 
inspiring thought leader in the K-12 education sector.

Books 
 

Six Shifts to Improve Special Education and 
Other Interventions: A Commonsense 
Approach for School Leaders 

A Better Way to Budget  

Smarter Budgets, Smarter Schools: How to 
Survive and Thrive in Tight Times  

Books - Contributor

Getting the Most Bang for the 
Education Buck  

Spending Money Wisely: Getting the Most 
from School District Budgets 

Stretching the School Dollar: How Schools 
and Districts Can Save Money While Serving 
Students Best  

Select Articles

“Improving and Expanding Social, Emotional, and 
Behavioral Supports: 10 Best Practices”  
District Management Journal (September 2017)

“Clarifying Roles and Responsibilities: A No-Cost, 
High-Impact Lever to Raise Student Achievement”   
District Management Journal (April 2013)

“Academic ROI: What Does the Most Good?”  
Educational Leadership Magazine (December 2011)

“More Isn’t Better for Special Ed: A New Study Shows How 
School Districts Can Get Better Results”  
The Wall Street Journal (September 9, 2012)

“Special Ed Needs to Change. Vermont Shows How”   
Washington Post (September 26, 2018)

White papers for many leading think tanks including 
Fordham Foundation, Center for American Progress, and 
The American Enterprise Institute
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Member Bookshelf

Teaching Effectively with Zoom
A Practical Guide to Engage Your Students 
and Help Them Learn

Dan Levy

What are best practices for teaching live, synchronous 
classes online with Zoom? Dan Levy, a faculty member at 
Harvard University, shows us. Based on research, his own 
experience teaching online, observations of colleagues 
teaching online, and interviews with dozens of students 
who recently experienced online learning, Levy o�ers 
pedagogic principles as well as very practical and detailed 
tips for using Zoom to help make teachers more e�ective 
when teaching online.   

Levy encourages teachers to keep their focus on the 
student experience. How do you build community in a 
virtual setting? When and how should you use the chat 
function? Why and how should breakout rooms be used? 
How can you use polling to quickly check on student 
understanding? Levy also shares in detail how teachers can 
present material in the form of slides and videos and how to 
e�ectively provide annotations to explain concepts and capture 
student ideas. While synchronous teaching is the focus, 
Levy also provides guidelines on designing asynchronous 
materials and leveraging asynchronous learning.

Though Levy teaches at the university level, his book is full 
of practical tips that will be equally valuable to K-12 
teachers. Filled with helpful “tech tips” and screenshots, 
Levy’s book makes it easy for teachers to learn to leverage 
Zoom’s capabilities to deliver for students.

Who Gets In and Why
A Year Inside College Admissions 

Je�rey Selingo

Award-winning higher education journalist Je�rey Selingo 
takes a detailed and nuanced look at the mysterious college 
admissions process. Having secured a year-long, backstage 
view of the process at three very di�erent institutions — 
the University of Washington, Davidson College, and 
Emory College — Selingo provides an insightful account of 
what goes on behind the scenes. 

Selingo details how the priorities, goals, needs, and 
mandates of colleges and universities cause equally 
deserving applicants to meet with di�erent outcomes. He 
provides examples of how applicants are rated, the role 
money plays in the admissions process, and what “shaping” 
a class really means. And he provides insight on the big 
business of college recruiting — how some colleges track 
“demonstrated interest,” strategically tailor their campus 
tours, and seek to optimize their �nancial aid dollars to get 
the students they most desire.   

Selingo provides readers an appreciation of the complexity 
of the admissions process and shows the compassion with 
which these decisions are made. Exposing the complexity 
and unpredictability of the process, Selingo manages to 
convince readers of his conclusion that “how students go 
to college—from choosing a major and courses to �nding 
internships—plays a much larger role in life after graduation 
than where they go to college.”
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membership@dmgroupK12.com

877-362-3500

Join
District Management Council

Learn More about DMCouncil Membership and New Executive Partner Program 

Advice, Validation, and Learning 

• Unique Professional Learning: In-person and virtual conferences such as our Superintendents 
   Strategy Summit, Leadership Development Meetings, and Virtual Learning Series

• Expert Advice: District Management Group experts provide actionable advice and toolkits 
   based on research and our work with hundreds of districts across the country 

• Community of Forward-Thinking Peers: Like-minded peers committed to making a di�erence 
   validate your ideas and provide support to sustain each other in the all-important work
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DMGroup has supported over 70 districts in creating reopening plans.
We continue to partner with dozens of districts nationwide to navigate

this year’s challenges. Learn more. www.dmgroupk12.com

Supporting Districts
Through the
Pandemic

Plan Support & Peer Support (PS2) program provides support navigating the 
2020-2021 school year and developing plans for fall 2021.

DMBreakthroughTeams approach builds sta� capacity and achieves measurable 
results — even while sta� and students are remote. Proven e�ective at increasing
student engagement and achievement levels during remote learning.

DMSchedules for Elementary Schools allows you to quickly create, share, and pivot 
between in-person, hybrid, and remote schedules.

DMEngage provides teachers with micro-learning lessons to help teachers increase 
student engagement during periods of remote learning.

DMCouncil members have access to an enhanced set of Resources for Managing 
Through the Pandemic, member-only virtual roundtables, and a community of peers 
providing ideas and support.

District Management Group




