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Designing a Strategic Plan for
Today’s Heightened Challenges

For the majority of districts, returning to strategic plans drafted pre-pandemic
will not be sufficient to address today’s heightened challenges. A focused,
detailed, actionable plan is required to align the work across the district to
achieve measurable progress. Here we share 10 lessons to keep in mind as

you craft the path forward.

Start with the facts.

With myriad opinions on what needs to be
done, it is important to begin the strategic
planning process with an objective,
fact-based review of the district’s strengths
and challenges. This also helps create a
common understanding that grounds and
focuses the work.

Identify the key lever that
will drive change.

Reflect deeply on the root causes of the
district’s challenges and identify the primary
lever that will successfully drive change in
the district—i.e., define a cogent Theory of
Action to enable the district to realize its
strategic objectives.
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Engage stakeholders for
meaningful impact.

Stakeholder input and support is critical to
success. However, districts can get over-
whelmed by the number of ideas from
stakeholders, and stakeholders can become
frustrated if their input is not incorporated.
Structure a stakeholder engagement plan
that allows stakeholders to have meaningful
impact at key points throughout the process.

Identify a short, focused list
of priorities.

With so many challenges to address, it is
easy to create a long to-do list, but it is
difficult to make progress with attention
divided among so many different goals. A
short, strategic list of priorities allows the
district to focus its efforts and create align-
ment so that real progress can be made.



Establish measurable goals.

Establishing measurable goals to accompany
each priority provides clear targets for the
district to work toward and provides a
tracking mechanism to ensure progress is
being made.

Minimize measures that
track processes.

Completion of tasks does not necessarily
lead to desired outcomes. Tracking progress
on processes is helpful during implementa-
tion, but completing tasks and processes is
not the goal. Keep the focus on making
measurable progress on the stated
priorities.

Implementation means turning
priorities into specifics.

Responsibility for developing the imple-
mentation plan lies with the district team,
who must turn the stated priorities into
initiatives and highly specific action steps
with rigorous progress monitoring.

Include lagging and leading
measures to track progress.

While external-facing scorecards may largely
consist of lagging indicators, leading
measures can be tracked internally and allow
for timely course correction to achieve the
stated goals.

Seek stakeholder feedback on
the draft of the strategic plan.

Sharing a draft of the strategic plan grounds
the discussion in specifics and allows for
valuable, insightful feedback that can be
incorporated into the final plan. These
discussions also foster understanding and
appreciation for the considerations and
tradeoffs at hand.

Make sure the strategic plan
can guide decision making.

A powerful strategic plan should guide
resource allocation and make clear what
needs to be done each day throughout the
district as well as what work should not be
done. It should create focus and alignment
so that everyone is working in concert to
reach the overarching goals.
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