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Since the beginning of the new year, I have had the chance to sit down and speak 

with more than a hundred superintendents and senior leaders from districts large  

and small. Given that this is an election year and we are in the middle of budget 

season, politics and funding are on the minds of most leaders. However, there was 

an undercurrent that was much deeper and more profound—it seemed virtually all leaders with 

whom I spoke are seeking ways to increase the performance and maximize the effectiveness  

of their people.  

With people accounting for nearly 90% of current spending in most school systems, this might 

seem like no surprise. But, while district leaders have long recognized the importance of the people 

in their organizations, other mandates, initiatives, and demands have often taken precedence over 

devising and implementing a comprehensive human capital strategy. Now, however, district  

leaders are adroitly articulating the long-term benefits of improving organizational effectiveness. 

Devising and implementing a comprehensive human capital strategy requires districts to think 

through their long-term goals, agree on approaches to measure success, and determine ways in 

which all parts of the district can work better together. An effective human capital strategy should 

result in an organization with a culture that embraces high expectations and accountability  

without stifling innovation and creativity.

The team at The District Management Council is working  

in a variety of ways to help support school districts in this 

work. DMC is currently in the midst of several engagements 

helping districts, such as Dallas ISD, develop and implement  

a “best-of breed” teacher evaluation system. Even beyond  

our human capital practice area, we look for ways to link  

long-term organizational benefits with the immediate work  

at hand. For example, when working with districts to improve 

special education, a large component of our work frequently 

involves helping special education and general education 

teachers work more closely together to improve student outcomes, increase operational  

effectiveness, and control costs. And, in this issue’s Spotlight and Manager’s Toolkit,  

we focus on teams; we discuss powerful levers that can drive performance outcomes, enhance  

professional development, and improve district culture. 

People are truly the school district’s most valuable resource. Investing in strategies that will 

create structures and a culture dedicated to promoting your people’s success will pay long-term 

dividends in the form of higher student outcomes and a better-functioning organization.

—John J-H Kim

John J-H Kim, Editor
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While in New York City for DMC’s 2011 Superintendents’ Strategy Summit,  

a meeting with good friend Joel Klein led Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools 

(North Carolina) Superintendent Peter Gorman down a different path. After 

a career in public education, Dr. Peter Gorman has joined News Corporation 

(News Corp.) as a senior vice president in the Education Division, where he is focusing on the 

use and application of technology in schools. Prior to joining News Corp., Gorman had served as 

superintendent of Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools (CMS), the nation’s 18th largest school 

district, for five years. Shortly after Dr. Gorman’s departure, CMS was awarded the 2011 Broad 

Prize for Urban Education. Gorman, a longtime member of the DMC, is credited with increasing 

student academic achievement and helping to close the racial and economic achievement gap. 

Under his leadership, the district implemented a number of human capital and strategic planning 

initiatives, and received acclaim for integrating data into district decision-making. 

At News Corp., Gorman joins Joel Klein, former New York City schools chancellor, who heads up 

News Corp.’s Education Division. Created about a year and a half ago, the Education Division 

holds a 90% stake in Wireless Generation, an education-technology provider. News Corp. is the 

world’s second-largest media conglomerate (FY2011 revenue of $33.4 billion), with operations in 

cable network programming (e.g., National Geographic Channel, Fox News), film entertainment 

(e.g., Twentieth Century Fox—producer of Avatar), television, direct broadcast satellite television, 

and publishing (e.g., The Wall Street Journal, Harper Collins, The New York Post).

Gorman began his career in public education as an elementary school teacher in Florida in  

the late 1980s, and held a variety of school and district leadership roles there until he became 

superintendent of Tustin Unified School District (California) in 2001. In 2006, he left Tustin to 

assume the superintendency of CMS. Gorman graduated from Michigan State University, and 

earned his master’s and doctorate in educational leadership from the University of Central 

Florida. He holds an M.B.A. from Rollins College, attended the New Superintendents Institute 

at the Harvard Graduate School of Education, and was a 2004 Broad Urban Superintendents 

Academy Fellow. 

In this edited interview with DMC CEO John J-H Kim, Gorman reflects on his success at CMS, 

talks about his transition to the private sector, and shares his vision for the future of education 

and the role of technology in that transformation. 

GORMAN 2.0:  
An Interview with Peter Gorman
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Congratulations. As soon as you left, 
Charlotte-Mecklenburg won the Broad  
Prize for Urban Education. 

That was the power of my leaving—the moment  
I was gone, it got better! To be serious, I was 
thrilled for the district and for the students. The 
Broad Prize brought $550,000 in scholarships, 
which is pretty phenomenal. The year before, we 
qualified for about $250,000 in scholarships from 
the Broad Foundation.

Yes, you were one of the finalists.

Yes, Charlotte was a finalist for the Broad Prize in 
2010. I’m proud. We have a really good group in 
Charlotte. Our success was not about one person or 
one idea; it was about everyone working together. 

You had several initiatives during your 
time there—integrating data into practice, 
strategically aligning staff, articulating a 
theory of action and putting it into practice. 
Tell us about those initiatives and what you 
thought were the most important aspects of 
getting CMS to where it is today. 

The most important factor in our success was the 
people–a great group of people. We had a strong 
teaching corps and a fantastic group of principals. 
We had a lot of change in the principal corps. There 
were 175 principal appointments or reassignments 

during my time as superintendent. No one fires 
their way to greatness. We created a pipeline for 
the development of principals. The principalship 
has changed over time, and for some principals, it 
is a different job from the one they were hired for. 
It’s much harder to be a teacher right now, and it’s 
much harder to be a principal now. We had to pre-
pare people for these new roles. Folks at the district 
office were excellent; we really had an all-star cast. 
Having great people in the principalship and skilled 
teachers on the ground helped to push reform ahead. 
I don’t think that gets noticed enough. People no-
tice particular initiatives, but without these people, 
it just wouldn’t have happened. 

How did you align everyone? What was  
your theory of action, and how did you  
implement it?

We agreed early on about our theory of action:  
if we are going to improve, if we are going to 
increase academic achievement for our students, 
if we are going to raise the bar for all kids, close 
achievement gaps, and increase the graduation 
rate, then we have to make sure that (1) every 
school has a great leader; (2) every classroom  
has a great teacher; (3) data and accountability 
systems are in place to improve instruction; and 
(4) we differentiate resources to meet students’ 
needs because one size doesn’t fit all. Looking back, 
I would have added using technology to support 
instruction. I am devoting my career to that now. 

Each of those top priorities had subcategories. 
We stuck to our knitting and focused our efforts on 
doing each of those four areas well. For example, 
in support of teacher effectiveness, we determined 
that we had to have strong professional develop-
ment and an excellent human resources structure 
that included identifying the type of teachers we 
wanted to hire, placing them, and onboarding 
them effectively. The school districts that really 
move the ball do small things well. And while 
those four items were our priorities, we did well  
in executing their much smaller components. 

“Having great people in the principalship 
and skilled teachers on the ground helped 
to push reform ahead. I don’t think that 
gets noticed enough. People notice  
particular initiatives, but without these  
people, it just wouldn’t have happened.”
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I have a friend in education who says that 
there’s no single 100% solution, but 100  
1% solutions.

I think that’s great. I absolutely agree. There is 
still so much work left to be done in Charlotte. 
We raised the graduation rate by almost 10% in 
my time, which is pretty good movement, but it 
still means that almost a quarter of the kids don’t 
graduate from high school. So, while we’re pleased, 
we’re not satisfied. 

At DMC, we’re thinking a lot about the  
power of motivation. About 90% of a  
district’s dollars goes to people, and  
there’s so much research showing  
that motivated teams and people produce 
better results. 

Absolutely. As we considered the resources in  
our district, we concluded that our top resource  
was our people, followed by the time we have  
with students, and then money. 

We’ve been distilling strategies on how  
to dramatically improve performance  
with the people you have. It gets to this  
age-old question of nature or nurture—do 
you find talent, or do you develop it? You 
seem to have done both.

Some folks believe that you just move out the  
nonperformers, and others focus exclusively on 
improving existing staff. I believe both are critical. 
You’ve got to move out nonperformers and you’ve 
got to move in the best people, but you’ve also got 
to help everyone improve every day. That’s what 
we tried to do in Charlotte. 

One difficult part of that combination is that 
improving performance happens incrementally. 
You’re talking about moving a C+ player to being 
a B- player, but every bit of that helps. You can’t 
argue with improving performance. I think  
having better data and better information help  
you improve every day. 

So, the good news is that you don’t need  
more money to improve performance, but 
the bad news is that it’s hard work. It’s hard 
because it goes back to your point that it’s 
all about all those small things you’ve got  
to do well.

Absolutely. One time I heard someone say we talk 
too much about change and not enough about 
improvement, which makes a lot of sense to me. 

Let’s shift gears here. This journal goes to 
5,000 superintendents; I bet many of them 
are wondering if the grass is greener on the 
other side. So, is the grass greener?

It’s a different shade of green. I loved working in 
Charlotte, and I love what I’m doing now. I had 
reached a point in Charlotte where being a school 
superintendent had started to impact me and my fam-
ily physically, mentally, and emotionally, and I had to 
transition to something else. I was in New York a year 
ago January for the DMC Superintendents’ Strategy 
Summit, and while in town, I had the opportunity 
to visit with Joel Klein, a good friend. We talked 
about his leaving the New York City Department of 
Education and joining News Corp., and he asked me 
if I had ever thought about doing something different 
with my career. That got me thinking.

This new position is different, and it’s hard in its 
own way. I went from having over 17,000 people 
report up through the chain to me in Charlotte to 
having no one report to me here. I am accountable 
for my actions alone, and I find that freeing. I enjoy 
the fact that I don’t work for a board of education–I 
want to be clear, we had a great board in Charlotte–
but working for nine people individually and as one 
body was hard. I struggled to meet the needs of each  

“The school districts that really move the 
ball do small things well.”
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of those members. Now, I have one supervisor.  
I know what he expects, and I’m able to deliver  
the results he expects. I had also reached a point  
in my career where I was dying for anonymity.

And here we are giving you anonymity.

Yes, but this is totally different. In a poll in  
Charlotte, I was found to be one of the top  
five most recognized people. Now, when I’m  
walking to my office, I’m just another guy.  
My experiences were invaluable, but it was  
time for something different. 

One of the things you were well known  
for while you were in Charlotte was  
defining success. Do you find, now that 
you’re a part of corporate America, that 
there’s a clear definition of success  
beyond making money?

Yes. My supervisor made that very clear. We 
discussed this when I interviewed for the job. It is 
important to me to know exactly how success is  
defined in my job, and I learned from the super-
intendency what questions to ask to define my 
success and what I’m accountable for. I ask, ‘When 
I do my job well, how will I know it? What will I 
have produced? What does it look like?’ So, I know 
exactly what it takes. I think you could come to 
this world and struggle to determine what exactly 
it is that you need to do. It was very clear to me 
to ask, ‘What are the deliverables? What are the 
boundaries?’ I like to get clarification on those 
things and understand the basic parameters, just 
like I did as a superintendent. 

What are some of the other skills that are 
similar to those of the superintendency? 
What translates from your former position 
to your role here?

One similarity is that while I don’t supervise 
anyone here, I have to get work done by partnering 
with others. So, the ability to influence and to get 
feedback, thoughts, and ideas from others carries 
over. I continue to work with a lot of superinten-
dents, and I ask them for their thoughts and ideas 
on the direction that education is going towards 
regarding technology. I communicate and build  
relationships. This is critical, whether you’re a 
school superintendent or in the business world. 

I think being a self-directed, organized individual 
contributed to my success as a superintendent, and 
contributes to what I do here. You’ve got to have 
some self-direction, know who you are, and know 
what your strengths and weaknesses are. When 
something is not an area of strength, you ask others 
for help and subcontract your weaknesses. I carried 
that over from being a superintendent. 

Your responsibilities here include thinking 
more broadly about the role of technology 
in achieving greater educational outcomes. 
Tell us a little bit about what you are  
currently working on.

I don’t think it is reasonable for us to expect teachers, 
school administrators, and staff to meet the needs of 
every child without utilizing technology in multiple 
ways to help them get the job done well. It can be 
something as simple as using technology to take 
school attendance–taking five minutes for attendance 
in each class loses hours of instruction over the course 
of the year. Technology can eliminate that waste of 
time. It can use analytics to help teachers determine 
which kids did well in which areas. Teachers can take 
that knowledge and apply it to customize and direct 
students’ learning. Algorithms can help teachers 
customize instruction, remediation, or enrichment, as 
School of One has demonstrated. To expect students 
in a classroom with some kids who can read Tolstoy 
and others who read at the fourth grade level to get 
one kind of instruction from a teacher is unrealistic. 

“The way we instruct students and the 
way that learning takes place in schools 
doesn’t match their lives and is not  
always the most effective process.”
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The power of engaging curriculum that leverages 
technology can’t be underestimated. We’ve got to 
modify and customize. 

When you were at Charlotte-Mecklenburg, 
would you have considered yourself  
someone who was at the forefront of  
adopting technology?

I would say I was moderate at best.

What stopped you?

What stopped me was a false view that the budget 
could not accommodate additional investment in 
technology. In retrospect, I’m convinced that we 
could have redirected dollars towards technology. 
There are one-time funds that come up at the end 
of the year that I could have used differently. We 
could have tracked how people spend funds and 
looked for opportunities to use them differently. 
I’ve always been nervous about folks who spend 
90% of their budget in the second half of the year, 
or 50% of the budget within the week that budgets 

must be spent. We did make use of technology,  
but I believe we could have gone further. In retro-
spect, we could have done things with technology 
to adapt learning to better meet students’ needs. 

We’ve got to combine world-class analytics, best-
in-class curricula, a device and delivery system 
that enables learning to occur 24/7, and effective 
teachers to customize education to meet the needs 
of kids. That’s what I’m dedicating my life to now.  

News Corp. Education Division Vice President Peter Gorman

“When my daughter doesn’t know the  
answer to a question at home or in her  
free time, she solves problems and  
accesses resources and information using 
technology. But, when she goes to school, 
she powers down. And that’s a problem—
she needs to power up for school.”
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What do you mean when you talk about 
delivery systems?

Is it a reasonable expectation to think that having 
one teacher in front of 30 students in every class is 
the best way? I’m convinced that we need a variety 
of configurations, something I am reminded of with 
my own child. She does well in English Language 
Arts, but she needs more support in Algebra 1. She 
gets the same amount of direct teacher interaction  
in both classes, but she could really use more 
individual time in Algebra 1 and more access to 
advanced work in ELA. Technology could help 
teachers customize learning and allow my daughter 
to get more one-on-one when she needs it. We are 
using structures that do not meet the needs of kids. 
My daughter constantly uses technology in the rest 
of her life. Her school is starting to give her that 
access, but it should be ubiquitous.

So, are you fundamentally redefining what 
a school or classroom looks like? People are 
pushing the edge of the envelope on this, for 
example, with the flipped classroom model.

We talk a lot about schools and how we have 
traditionally done education, but I think we need 
to talk about what learning consists of. The way we 
instruct students and the way that learning takes 
place in schools don’t match their lives and is not 

always the most effective process. When my  
daughter doesn’t know the answer to a question  
at home or in her free time, she solves problems 
and accesses resources and information using tech-
nology. But, when she goes to school, she powers 
down. And that’s a problem–she needs to power  
up for school, not power down. 

You’re describing learning in more immediate 
terms, as using different ways of accessing 
information. Is that the reason News Corp. 
is interested in education? 

Our CEO Rupert Murdoch truly believes that we 
can change the outlook for millions of kids in this 
world by giving them a higher-quality education 
using technology and best in-class curricula, and by 
doing things to help teachers, like using analytics. 

News Corp. also believes it already has experience 
in engagement and has content that could be help-
ful. Wireless Generation is part of our family. They 
know how to use analytics to inform learning.

News Corp. has no legacy education business. 
There’s something neat about starting with that 
kind of tabula rasa. We have a blank slate. We can 
imagine education’s future with total freedom, and 
that’s what we’ll do. 

It certainly sounds like your perspective  
has really changed from sitting on this side 
of the fence.

Several years ago my daughter and I were watching 
Little House on the Prairie, and she said, ‘Dad, that 
was just like my day at school today.’ I thought, 
‘Wow, my daughter described her day in school 
to be just like in the image from 140 years ago. Is 
that good or bad?’ And, I thought, parts of that are 
good: a great teacher having an impact on the lives 
of students—that transcends generations. But, on 
the other hand, education has been untouched by 
technology that has improved so many other areas 
of our lives. I thought, ‘Wow, we’ve got to do this a 
little bit differently.’ Two plus two is still four, but 
how do we use what we’ve learned over time to 
present information differently, and to customize  
it for students?

News Corp.’s Education Division is focusing on the use of 
technology in schools.
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Do you have a point of view about what  
kind of changes will happen?

I think we are going to see it in a couple of areas. 
How we define access to teachers is going to 
change: I think it is going to become more 24/7. 
For example, when I look at some of the sites for 
tutoring programs, there is 24/7 access to help  
students sort through problems and issues. I think  
a teacher-student relationship will continue to  
exist, but I think we will see change after tradi-
tional school hours. 

Also, does it have to take ten months for every 
student to absorb every subject? If I can get biol-
ogy in eight months, can I move on to chemistry? 
What about the kid that needs eleven months to 
get bio? We are giving everyone ten months. How 
can we customize that?

Not to over-generalize, but do you think  
the large urban districts, where oftentimes 
the achievement gap is the largest, is where 
this is going to happen first? Or do you  
think this will happen in the smaller  
suburban districts first? 

I think it will happen first in areas with great  
leadership. It’s all about leadership and being 
willing to tackle these issues. I think that we’re 
going to see a group of evangelists for improving 
education for kids in urban districts. I don’t want 
to cite names, but we all know there are some folks 
out there that are doing world-class work. I think 
it will happen in first-ring schools around urban 
cores. I think it will happen in suburban areas. We 
need to make sure this happens for rural schools. I 
was in a meeting one time in D.C. and a staff mem-
ber from Al Franken’s office was there, and she 
kept asking about the impact on rural education. 
She said that for every student in St. Paul, there 
are two others living two hours off the grid. So 
we’ve got to make sure everyone has that access. 

Sure. There are still several million  
people on dial-up.

Absolutely. We have to think about our  
environment and how it impacts our perspective, 

particularly with education, where people are  
inclined to draw from their own experiences. Living 
in New York, I have found that you can quickly 
become New York-centric. I work to remind people 
that not everyone has the same access that we do. 

In closing, any advice or thoughts to share 
with our readers? 

Yes, thanks for that opportunity. What we’re really 
trying to do at News Corp. is to reimagine today’s 
educational system, and make it more connected, 
adaptable, and successful. We want to do this 
with three reasons in mind: current outcomes are 
unacceptable, incremental change will deliver 
only incremental results, and technology has huge 
potential, but is underdeployed.

While winning the Broad Prize was an honor, 
it also made me realize how much work is still left 
to be done. Enjoy it for a day, then get back to 
work. To be successful, you’ve got to constantly be 
learning and improving. Looking back now, I could 
have done some things differently with technology 
that would have improved opportunities and access 
for all kids, and that would have increased learning 
and achievement. There are certain things which 
are tried and true over time–a great teacher engag-
ing kids is what makes it really happen. Technology 
doesn’t replace teachers; technology helps great 
teachers be even better. 

john j-h kim is ceo of the 
district management council. 
he can be reached at  
jjhk@dmcouncil.org.

“There are certain things which are  
tried and true over time—a great teacher 
engaging kids is what makes it really 
happen. Technology doesn’t replace 
teachers; technology helps great teachers 
be even better.”
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Responding to Unfunded  
and Unfavorable Mandates:  
Florida’s Class-Size Amendment
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In the past five years, our district’s 
revenue has plunged by 9.14% and our fixed  
expenses have increased by 3.6% each year. In  
the same period, our average class size has dropped 
by 2.59 students. 

What gives? Did we here in the Duval County 
Public Schools (DCPS) find an elixir that allowed 
us to avert the fiscal crisis? Far from it. Florida,  
already a low-spending state on education, has 
been especially hard hit by the recession. Yet, 
while we have been enduring the full brunt of the 
downturn, we have had an additional straitjacket 
imposed on us. In 2002, the voters of Florida  
ratified a state constitutional amendment capping 
K-12 public education class sizes. The amendment 
made Florida the only state in the nation to limit 
class sizes by constitutional amendment.1 For  
the other 34 states with a limit on class sizes, it 
is statutory rather than constitutional in nature.2 
Enforcing the amendment has meant that, even as 
we must reduce overall spending, two-thirds of our 
operating budget—the portion spent on classroom 
teachers—is not only protected from cuts, but 
indeed demands more money.

Though the amendment has been on the books 
for ten years, the magnitude of its ramifications did 
not completely hit home until the 2009-10 school 
year. This was the first time that we had to enforce 
the limit at the much more onerous level of each 
and every classroom. The individual classroom 
requirement was the culmination of a progres-
sively more rigorous implementation schedule that 
mandated compliance first as a district-wide average, 
then as a school-wide average, and, finally, as an 
absolute classroom number.3

Beyond the ill-advised wisdom of putting all of 
our financial eggs in the class-size basket, the state 
has not fully funded the amendment. This leaves 
districts with a “Sophie’s Choice” of using dwindling 
operating funds intended for other purposes to fully 
meet the amendment. Our district has spent $26 
million beyond what the state has allocated to meet 
the class-size requirement. We must choose between 
spending an additional $12–15 million each year or 
facing financial penalties for non-compliance.

A Sneak Peak into the “New Normal”
I concede that Duval’s predicament, and that of 
other districts in the state of Florida, represent a 

| ED PRATT-DANNALS

Duval County Public Schools  
Fast Facts

Responding to Unfunded  
and Unfavorable Mandates:  
Florida’s Class-Size Amendment

 

2006-07 2011-12 Percent Change

Revenue $915,393,726 $830,763,813 -9%

Expenditures $895,214,415 $877,827,328 -2%

Surplus(Deficit) $20,179,311 $-47,063,515

Number of Teachers* 7,747 7,441 -4%

Number of Students** 125,025 120,538 -4%

Average Class Size 20.62 18.03 -13%

  *General Fund teachers only
**Excludes charter enrollment Source: DCPS
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singular set of circumstances. Yet, the uniqueness is 
only in the specific legal details. Will other states 
follow Florida in enshrining a class-size limit in the 
state constitution? Probably (hopefully) not! Will 
other states continue to burden their districts with 
unfunded mandates, of which Florida’s class-size 
amendment is but a single, albeit severe, example? 
Almost certainly yes!

My story therefore paints a more nuanced and, I 
think, accurate picture of the true dimensions of the 
“new normal.” Notwithstanding the pervasive use of 
the term, the new normal is not the only issue that 
school districts must confront. As tough as fiscal 
conditions themselves are, the new normal instead 
becomes the backdrop that informs and complicates 
all the other decisions that districts must make. 

In this reformulation, the key challenge  
may not be simply to allocate more limited  
resources to what you would like to do, but rather 
to reallocate more limited resources to what you 
would not like, but are compelled, to do. Wrestling 
with the increasingly stringent class-size require-
ment amid a fiscal crisis has served as a reminder 
that, in a school district, perhaps the only constant 
is the dynamism of the challenge. Given this  
flux, it becomes critical to be able to distinguish 
what can be done from what should be done and  
to forge the best possible course of action given  
the constraint.

How Did We Get Here?
What is now a pressing concern of superintendents 
statewide is rooted in more provincial considerations. 
For some Floridian districts, passing a class-size 
amendment offered hope of breaking the age-old 
tradeoff between maintaining small class sizes and 
being able to pay teachers more money. Some of 
the largest districts in Southern Florida, such as 
Palm Beach, Broward, and Miami-Dade Counties, 
had encountered this tradeoff pointedly. These  
districts boasted the largest class sizes and, com-
mensurately, the highest teacher salaries in the 
state.4 Framing class size as a statewide concern 
that warranted state funding, these districts  
projected, would enable them to continue to  
raise teacher salaries and the larger class sizes  
that supported them. A constitutional amendment 
would then make state funds available to help the 
districts come into compliance by paying for the 
necessary reductions in class size.5 

The calculus may have been local, but the appeal 
was broader. Northern Floridian districts such as 
ours did not have especially large classes and we 
were concerned that the state funding that would 
support implementing the amendment would flow 
largely to the Southern Floridian districts where 
the problem resided. Yet even voters in districts 
where class size did not pose an issue liked the idea 
of safeguarding small sizes. The amendment passed 
in 2002 with 52% of the vote (now the Florida 
Constitution requires 60% of the vote to amend).6 
It called for state provision to ensure that, by fall 
2010, the maximum number of students in a core 
class would be as follows:

Grade Group	 Maximum Number
	 K-3	 18
	 4-8	 22
	 9-12	 25

It cast these standards in lofty rhetoric: “to assure 
that children attending public schools obtain a 
high quality education.”7 

Enforcing the amendment has 
meant that, even as we must  
reduce overall spending, two-

thirds of our operating budget—the  
portion spent on classroom teachers 
—is not only protected from cuts,  
but indeed demands more money.
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A Clash of Theories of Action
How could anyone oppose such a ringing charge? 
Reading the text per se in the ballot box, voters 
may not have discerned the amendment’s systemic 
implications. The resource limitation of the past few 
years has brought a clarity to the ramifications of the 
amendment that may have been missing in 2002. 

In a world in which money were not an issue,  
a class-size limit could simply be one more input  
in what Professor Michael Kirst has called the 
“reform by addition” approach that prevailed until 
recently.8 In a world in which money is very much 
an issue, protecting small class sizes at all cost 
makes it the implicit theory of action for driving 
student outcomes. 

The problem is that exalting small class sizes 
above all else is not the theory of action that 
we in Duval have adopted. We subscribe to an 
“aligned instruction system” theory of action. Here, 
district-wide curricula, high standards, frequent 

assessments, excellent teachers and principals, and 
clear accountability ensure that all students in the 
district receive a similarly rigorous education. 

With these tight linkages, small class sizes may 
be even less important here than they are in 
general (and even in general, the effect of small 
class sizes has been found at best to be mixed).9 

Will other states continue  
to burden their districts 
with unfunded mandates, 

of which Florida’s class-size amend-
ment is but a single, albeit severe, 
example? Almost certainly yes!
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Certainly, small class sizes are always preferable. 
But other line items play a far more crucial role  
in advancing our theory of action. With this in 
mind, we had always resorted to adding a few more 
students per classroom as one of the most painless 
ways to respond to a budget shortfall. Indeed, a 
study released last year by the Harvard Program  
on Education Policy and Governance analyzed 
student achievement in reading and math from  
4th through 8th grades and concluded that 

Florida’s class-size reduction had “little, if  
any, effect.”10 

Now, of course, the option of accepting some-
what larger class sizes in order to fund higher 
priorities has been taken off the table. Having to 
reallocate resources to enforce a theory of action 
that differs markedly from our own has been the 
essence of our challenge in implementing the  
class-size amendment. 

Framing a Strategic Response
How then have we made the best of this  
misalignment? The following both captures the 
tenets of our strategic response and, hopefully, 
offers a blueprint that other districts can deploy 
when they too must redirect funds to accommodate 
adverse mandates.

For this kind of issue, it is key to distinguish 
between a short and a longer-term strategy. The 
short-term strategy must seek to conform to the 
constraint while the longer-term strategy can aim 
to lessen or remove the constraint.

Short-Term Strategy
• Recognize that the world has changed
Any sincere and rational response has to proceed 
from this starting point. We may not have supported 
the amendment. We may indeed have foreseen its 
grave consequences. Nonetheless, in our federalist 
system, a county is an agent of the state. We 
cannot and should not attempt to flout state law, 
let alone a state constitutional amendment that 
embodies the will of the people. 

We therefore had to work in good faith to comply 
with the law to the fullest extent possible.

• Know and honor your non-negotiables
When I said we had to work in good faith to 
comply with the law, I inserted the caveat, “to the 
fullest extent possible.” While adherence to the 
state democratic process is a vital principle, the 
protection of a quality education for all children 
is an equally weighty imperative. In cases where 
these demands pull in countervailing directions, 
we have set boundaries to how much we will let 

In a world in which money is  
very much an issue, protecting 
small class sizes at all cost makes  

it the implicit theory of action for  
driving student outcomes.

Superintendent Ed Pratt-Dannals working with a student in the district
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compliance come at the expense of achievement. 
This stance has, technically, rendered us a district 
in non-compliance with the amendment. As of fall 
2010, 15.92% of total district-wide classes (7,704 
out of 48,388) exceeded their respective limits. For 
this violation, Duval incurred a fine last year of 
$6.4 million, which was reduced to $342,000 after 
an appeal and submission of a compliance plan.

The penalty, however, pales in comparison to 
the financial and academic havoc that would ensue 
from complete and unquestioning compliance. 
Consider, for example, a common scenario we 
confront. In the spring budget, we allocate teachers 
and students to bring each classroom under its  
applicable limit. By October, an elementary class-
room with a planned enrollment of 18 students has 
ended up with 20 students. What do we do?

Adding another full-time teacher at that juncture, 
assuming a good one could even be found, would 
cost far more than would paying the incremental 
fine for non-compliance. Shifting two students to 
another classroom or school two months into the 
school year could prove an emotionally disconcert-
ing and academically damaging experience. Our 
decision in such a case would therefore be to leave 
enrollment above the limit and to pay the associ-
ated fine. We would, in other words, sacrifice  
100% compliance for the sake of respecting our 
dual obligations to the state and to students.

• Build responsive tools and processes
At the margin, we may opt against pursuing full 
conformity with the amendment if in the process 
we sacrifice a high-quality education, which is also 
a constitutional requirement for the state. Yet this 
decision should result from careful reflection rather 

than from a lack of information. We should breach 
the limits only after ensuring we have spent all of 
the class-size allocation and taken all other reason-
able steps to fully comply.

Here, legislative pronouncements must translate 
into computer code. Our IT department developed 
a program that models the class-size form we must 
submit to the state (Exhibit 1). The program allows 
us, for each school, to input enrollment and staff-
ing variables and to observe the consequent fines. 
Armed with this information, we can make the 
difficult trade-off decisions between compliance 
and quality education.

• Find the 10% good amid the 90% bad
Even with a compass to guide our choices and a 

set of tools to relay robust informa-
tion, there is no denying the hard-
ship that such stringent and blunt 
caps exact. We have had to raise the 
size of some non-core classes such as 
physical education classes to as many 
as 60 students. We have been forced 
to drastically reduce support staff per-
sonnel whose positions are extremely 
important to daily school operations. 
We have taken advantage of statutory 
relief granted by the state to classify 
even world language and social stud-
ies as “non-core” courses to which 
limits do not apply. We have placed 
twice as many students and twice as  

We have set boundaries to how 
much we will let compliance come 
at the expense of achievement. 

EXHIBIT 1

DCPS Software to Monitor  
Compliance Program
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many teachers in the same classroom, a configura-
tion that qualifies as two separate classrooms while 
obviating the need for additional facilities.

In any situation, however, it is important to  
find or create a silver lining. In this case, the silver 
lining, however slight, has been the cover the need 
to comply with the amendment has provided to  
experiment with transformative approaches that 
we would want to explore even in the absence of 
fiscal need and regulatory requirement. To its  

credit, the state of Florida has recognized the 
opportunity the amendment poses to herald new 
instructional and staffing models. The Florida 
Department of Education has furnished a list of 
strategies that it recommends districts consider  
deploying to come into compliance with the 
amendment. Exhibit 2 enumerates the strategies 
from this list that we in Duval have adopted or  
are keeping under consideration. I think one will 
agree that many of the items on the list, such 

Strategies Deployed to Move Toward Compliance 

EXHIBIT 2

Source: DCPS

> Consider hiring additional associate teachers at lower cost to the district.

> Consider reducing elective courses with enrollment lower than class size requirements.

> Reduce data entry issues with improved training and oversight.

> Continue to increase enrollment in the District Virtual School (including virtual charter schools).

> Continue to encourage students to take dual enrollment courses.

> �Continue to use methods to maximize use of instructional staff, such as changing required teaching loads and  
scheduling of planning periods, deploying district employees that have professional certification to the classroom,  
using adjunct educators, or any other method not prohibited by law.

> �Continue to use innovative methods to reduce the cost of school construction by using prototype school designs,  
using SMART Schools designs, participating in the School Infrastructure Thrift Program (SIT), or any other method not 
prohibited by law.

> �Continue to use joint-use facilities through partnerships with community colleges, state universities, and private colleges 
and universities. Joint-use facilities available for use as K-12 classrooms that do not meet the K-12 State Regulations for 
Educational Facilities in the Florida Building Code may be used at the discretion of the district school board provided that 
such facilities meet all other health, life, safety, and fire codes.

> Continue to adopt alternative methods of class scheduling, such as block scheduling.

> �Continue to redraw school attendance zones to maximize use of facilities while minimizing the additional use  
of transportation.

> �Continue to operate schools beyond the normal operating hours to provide classes in the evening or operate more than  
one session of school during the day.

> �Continue to review and consider amending any collective bargaining contracts that hinder the implementation of  
class size reduction.

> Use other feasible approaches not prohibited by law.



The District Management Journal | Spring 2012          19

as dual enrollment courses, the efficient use of 
facilities, and stronger data oversight, are absolute 
improvements that districts should undertake in 
any scenario. The amendment merely accelerated 
the impetus.

To harness the amendment as a mandate for 
rethinking approaches, we added to the state’s 
list of compliance strategies. The first two items 
on the list do not come from the state’s body of 
recommendations. They reflect our own thoughts 
about how the need for compliance could be used 
to justify deeper reforms. Reducing low-enrollment 
electives obviously does not sound like an un-
conditionally positive move, but, when the low 
enrollment results from a lack of interest in that 
course rather than an instructional need for small 
class sizes, eliminating it can actually strengthen the 
continuity of the overall curriculum.

Of course, 10% pluses do not compensate for 
90% negatives. And this reality leads us to the 
longer-term strategy with the goal of amending, 
ameliorating, or even abrogating the amendment.

Longer-Term Strategy
• Get good information for yourself
Entering the political realm inevitably stirs contro-
versy. To wage legislative or legal battles, you have 
to have your facts straight. And this does not mean 
necessarily relying on the information the state gives 
you. It means conducting your own impact analysis.

Ascertaining the unvarnished facts has been at 
the core of shaping our longer-term strategy. The 
amendment makes a deceptively simple guaran-
tee. It pledges that the state pays for the cost of 
the necessary class-size reductions. What then is 
our issue? While the state claims to have covered 
the cost of implementation, our analysis counters 
this claim. The variable expenditures necessary to 
meet the class-size limits go beyond the salaries and 
benefits for thousands of additional teachers. They 
also include providing these teachers with laptops 
and other equipment, funding their professional 
development, paying for their materials and sup-
plies, covering their absences with substitutes, and 
incurring additional overhead costs such as payroll 
processing. Because our non-core class schedules 
are based on our core class schedules, hiring more 
core teachers has meant also having to pay for  
additional blocks of art, music, and physical  
education classes at the elementary level. 

To put it another way, you cannot just super-
impose more teachers on the same system; the 
infrastructure itself must grow to accommodate 
them. Factoring in this more comprehensive set of 
expenses substantially expands the cost of compli-
ance and significantly outstrips the money the state 
has given us to implement the amendment. Exhibit 
3 depicts the disparity, which has amounted so far 
to over $26 million.  

While the state claims to  
have covered the cost  
of implementation, our  

analysis counters this claim. 

Actual Revenue and Expense  
of Class-Size Mandate,  
2003/04–2011/12

EXHIBIT 3

Source: DCPS
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• �Consider litigation but proceed  
with caution

This more expansive and realistic tabulation of the 
costs equips us with one of many legal theories to 
litigate against the state. From our perspective, the 
state has not abided by its constitutional duty to 
fund the mandate. Rather than taking money away 
from us to punish our non-compliance, the state 
should be directing more funding to us to rectify  
its own non-compliance. 

Any mandate that so dictates our resource  
allocation and whose execution departs so funda-
mentally from its spirit should prompt the question 
of legal recourse. Litigation, however, is a game 
where power and safety reside in numbers. We 
have shared our calculation of the amendment’s 
fully loaded cost with other districts both to  
convey the rationale for our concerns and to  
solicit their support.

At the same time, we believe it would be unwise 
to embrace litigation too hastily. We know the 
arguments that would shape our own legal claim. 
But, if we joined in a lawsuit with other districts 
that had different factual circumstances, then 
our case could quickly devolve into paralyz-
ing incoherence. Given the uncertainty of 
litigation, this could result in an 
unfavorable decision.

• Tweak and compromise 
wherever possible
We and other districts may ulti-
mately coalesce around a common 
line of reasoning to take to the courts. 

But, while the amendment stays on the books, we 
also work to make it as feasible as possible. In light 
of the wide range of points of interaction with 
the state, it would be unwise for us to formalize an 
adversarial relationship unless absolutely necessary. 
We therefore seek to find common ground despite 
the possibility of legal action. In this way, we move 
the state toward a more flexible and reasonable 
interpretation of the amendment as it establishes 
penalties for non-compliance. 

For example, the state has come to concede the 
difficulty of planning around high mobility and to 
acknowledge the harm and hardship that having 
to move students mid-year would wreak. Accord-
ingly, it has inserted language that, if a classroom 
meets the limit when the first check takes place in 
October, it can exceed the limit by three students  
without triggering a fine when the next check 
takes place in February.

Given the wide range of points  
of interaction with the state,  
it would be unwise for us to  

formalize an adversarial relationship 
unless absolutely necessary.
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Moving Forward
Despite these challenges, the district has still 
launched a city-wide reading campaign coined 
“Read It Forward Jax!,” increased the number of 
career academies in our schools, provided access to 
accelerated programs in all of our high schools, and 
provided additional supports to our Turnaround 
schools to increase the academic success of our 
lower-performing students. 

Perhaps the overarching lesson of Florida’s class-size 
amendment is that one must beware of institution-
alizing reforms so rigidly and irrevocably that they 
stymie the natural evolution of public opinion. Last 
fall, we in Duval supported a proposed constitutional 
amendment that would have superseded the original 
class-size amendment. The new amendment would 
have converted the current limit on the size of each 
classroom into a limit on the average classroom size 
in each school. Individual classrooms would still have 
been bound by a maximum number of students, but 
this number would have been raised. Finally, the 
amendment would have dispelled any uncertainty 
about the state’s obligation to fund implementation 
and maintenance.

Yet, the threshold 60% vote of the electorate 
required to amend what is now embedded in the 
state constitution has thwarted the rising momen-
tum in favor of moderating class-size reduction 
efforts. In the November 2010 elections, 55% of 

Florida’s voters supported the modification that 
would have restored our ability to balance a wider 
array of educational priorities.11 The original 
amendment still stands.

ed pratt-dannals was  
appointed as superintendent of 
duval county public schools 
in november 2007 and is  
responsible for operating  

the nation’s 21st largest school district, with 
177 schools, 125,000 students, and more than 
14,000 employees. 

ed is a 36-year veteran of dcps, beginning his 
career in 1976 as a math teacher and coach at 
john gorrie jr. high school. he rose through 
the ranks as vice principal and principal at 
various duval county public schools, regional 
superintendent, and associate superintendent 
for curriculum and instructional services. 

he is completing a doctorate in educational 
leadership from the university of florida, which 
he expects to finish in 2012. his focus is on large,  
urban school district reform. he holds a mas-
ter’s degree in education from the university 
of north florida, and a bachelor’s degree from 
georgia state university. 
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DMC CASE STUDY

O
riginally profiled in the Spring 2011 
issue of The District Management Journal 
(see “Hamilton County Department  
of Education: Rethinking Teacher 
Evaluation through Project COACH” 

by Scales and Atkins), HCDE’s Project COACH  
initiative emerged as a first mover in responding to 
Tennessee’s receipt of a Phase One Race to the Top 
grant. The initiative helped the district to leave behind 
a system where too few evaluations were given, too 
many of those that were given indicated consistently 
high performance, and too few of those that did not 
indicate high performance resulted in real action.  
The evaluation system has moved from a binary rating 
system in which 98% of teachers received a satisfactory 
rating to a four-level rating system more reflective of 
student outcomes. In a testament to Project COACH’s 
success and influence, the state of Tennessee is cur-
rently undergoing an examination of its own evaluation 
system by reviewing the effectiveness of models like 

Project COACH, for which HCDE had been granted  
a waiver from the state system.

The Story of Project COACH:  
A Road Less Traveled
In early 2010, HCDE’s administrative and instructional 
leaders knew that significant education reform efforts were 
on the horizon in Tennessee. The state’s First to the Top 
Act, passed in February 2010, was designed to position 
Tennessee as a leading candidate for federal Race to the 
Top funds, and it did just that: Tennessee was one of two 
states to receive first-round Race to the Top funding in 
March 2010. Among the various reforms it introduced, 
the First to the Top Act stipulated that districts needed to 
conduct teacher evaluations yearly. In conjunction with 
this requirement, the act granted districts the option to 
create their own new evaluation systems. 

Seeking to be proactive and perhaps to influence  
the eventual state-wide teacher evaluation system,  

In a span of under two years, Hamilton County Department of Education (HCDE) in Chattanooga, 

Tennessee, has gained national attention for its new teacher evaluation system, Project COACH. 

Now halfway through the first full year of implementation, Project COACH has already had a  

profound and expansive impact. The focus of teacher evaluations is shifting from procedural  

considerations, such as documenting compliance, to substantive reflections, such as connecting 

teaching to student learning. The shift in focus is evident throughout the organization. It has  

reshaped not only how teachers and principals interact but also how the district works as a  

collective team to reinforce effective teaching through curriculum management, professional 

development, and school support.

Changing the Culture of Teaching: 
Hamilton County’s Project COACH 
Teacher Evaluation System 

| NIDHI PATEL
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the district and the Chattanooga-Hamilton County 
Public Education Foundation organized a retreat in 
February 2010 to consider the future of teacher evalu-
ation. The team drew inspiration and energy from a 
presentation by Kim Marshall, a well-known education 
consultant and author of Rethinking Teacher Supervision 
and Evaluation. Marshall described a four-part model 
consisting of: (1) mini-observations, (2) team-based  
curriculum unit planning, (3) a team-based interim 
assessment, and (4) a summative evaluation rubric. 
With support from The District Management Council 
(DMC), the district subsequently formed a team of 
principals, teachers, and central office administrators, 
who started charting out a structure and implementation 
plan for a new evaluation system. Work commenced 
in the spring of 2010. By the start of the 2010–2011 
school year in August, the plan was ready to pilot. 

Eighty-five percent of the schools in the district 
chose to participate in the pilot program. The 68 
schools (out of 78 in the district) that opted into the 

pilot agreed to test the new evaluation system while 
concurrently continuing to use the old system. The 
swift launch of the pilot and its high participation rate 
were accomplishments that warranted pride, but they 
also placed pressure on the district to create a pilot 
plan that effectively resembled a full implementation 
plan. Doing so meant each administrator had to accept 
some uncertainty and to take ownership of making 
the system work in their individual school. Though 
developing a new evaluation system in-house requires 
substantially more work, Superintendent Rick Smith 
notes that “the commitment to make it our own model 
has paid significant dividends in teacher and adminis-
trator buy-in and satisfaction.”

For the central office, implementation implied more 
than merely monitoring whether building administrators 
were conducting observations; it also required a structural 
shift in the way things worked. Each department now had 
to align around supporting administrators and schools as 
they successfully unveiled the new evaluation process. 

DMC CASE STUDY

 

Timeline of Project COACH

EXHIBIT 1

Source: HCDE
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How Is It Working?
Now over halfway through the 2011–2012 school 
year—the first full year of implementation for Project 
COACH—over 75% of teachers and 100% of admin-
istrators believe that it is positively impacting teaching 
practices. This marks an increase from the already  
impressive figures at the end of the pilot year, when 
69% of teachers and 98% of administrators reported 
satisfaction with Project COACH. Despite the many 
implementation challenges and cultural barriers to 
change, the initial signs of success have strengthened. 

In fall 2011, HCDE welcomed a new superintendent, 
Rick Smith. A long-time veteran of the Hamilton 
County schools, Smith has incorporated Project 
COACH into his overall strategic approach of having 
the central office put a greater focus on supporting  
principals and teachers. As Smith stated: “Building 
upon our progress last year, the district is currently  
conveying to every department and every district  
employee the message of continuous improvement  
in the name of better supporting our teachers, and, 
ultimately, our students.” 

How it Works

The design of Project COACH centered around three features: 

The new system required administrators to conduct “mini-observations” of each teacher’s classroom ten times per year, and to 
hold verbal feedback conferences within 48 hours of each observation. Mini-observations consist of unannounced classroom 
observations, each lasting a minimum of five minutes. The verbal conferences that follow are quick, usually lasting less than five 
minutes, but they give the administrator an opportunity to provide specific and actionable feedback on both strengths and areas 
for improvement.

In addition to the mini-observations, each administrator provides a summative evaluation for every teacher at the end of every 
year. The summative evaluation is based on the rubric and involves a verbal conference. This is an opportunity for principals to 
review the progress of each teacher and to provide feedback on overall performance and prospects for continued improvement.  
A significant change from the old evaluation system, this demanding process resulted in a laser-like focus on advancing teacher 
performance from both building administrators and central office administrators. 

	 Instilling a common definition of effective teaching

	 Frequently observing teachers and providing immediate feedback

	 Ensuring teachers had meaningful development opportunities 

Results of Fall 2011 Teacher Survey  
(1322 respondents)

EXHIBIT 2

Source: HCDE
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Fostering a Culture of Dialogue and Teamwork

One of the goals of Project COACH was to support 
and help develop teachers. The efforts in this area  
benefited from both the Project COACH structure  
as well as the collaborative support administrators  
provided in rolling out the new system. In terms of 
structure, the frequent mini-observations allowed 
teachers to receive timely, insightful, and actionable 
feedback from principals and other administrators.  
This year, two-thirds of teachers and nearly all prin-
cipals agreed that instructional conversations have 
increased as a result of Project COACH. The mini-
observation and feedback process is meant primarily  
as a developmental tool. Because the mini-observations 
are not individually rated, teachers are able to focus  
on improvement based on the feedback rather than 
dwelling on a score. 

In terms of collaborative team-based support, school 
administrators often utilize the help of central office 
administrators and curriculum and instructional staff to 
conduct observations for teachers. These observations 
both give teachers a varied perspective on their practices 
and allow principals to view feedback from multiple  

observers. Indeed, 91% of teachers believe that the 
verbal feedback initiated under Project COACH has 
helped to improve classroom instruction. A culture  
of dialogue and teamwork is growing between principals 
and teachers, who often continue to discuss teaching 
practices well beyond the verbal feedback session.

Improving Differentiation of  
Teacher Performance

Project COACH has improved the differentiation of 
teacher performance. HCDE’s former teacher evaluation 
rated 98% of teachers as satisfactory and only 2% as 
unsatisfactory. In place of such homogeneity, Project 
COACH implemented a four-level rating system from 
“Highly Effective” to “Does Not Meet Standards.”  
Under the new rating system, only 25% of teachers 
were rated “Highly Effective,” while over 13% of  
teachers fell in the bottom two categories (Exhibit 3). 

Though these results point in the right direction,  
further improvement remains necessary. One area of 
work will be increasing the consistency in ratings.  
The distribution of ratings last year varied significantly 
between schools. Some schools rated nearly 95% of 

DMC CASE STUDY

Comparison of Teacher Ratings (2009 and 2011)

Before Project COACH 
2008–2009

Project COACH Pilot Year 
2010–2011

EXHIBIT 3

Source: HCDE

 

Unsatisfactory 2% Does not meet 
standards 2%

Satisfactory 98% Effective 62%

Highly  
Effective 25%

Improvement  
Necessary 11%
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teachers as “Highly Effective” while others gave this 
rating to less than 1%. Though HCDE made significant 
investments in evaluator training at the outset, the  
issues of inter-rater reliability and ensuring standards 
are applied consistently across buildings continue to  
be at the forefront. 

Beginning in 2011–2012, Tennessee will require  
50% of each teacher evaluation to be based on quan-
titative student achievement scores. Of the 50%, 35% 
will come from individual student growth data on the 
Tennessee Value-Added Assessment System (TVAAS) 
and 15% will be based on a teacher-selected achieve-
ment score. Basing half of the evaluation on student 
achievement stems from research indicating the 
importance of using student achievement data to gain 
an objective view of how much teachers have impacted 
student learning. While the debate around how to use 
student achievement data continues, strong consensus 
has already emerged that including achievement data 
as one of multiple measures is critical in order to  
differentiate teacher performance rigorously. 

With the inclusion of outcomes data, HCDE leaders 
knew they would gain a more accurate picture of teacher 
effectiveness. Perhaps the greater challenge is to ensure 
that the other 50%, based on mini-observations and a 
summative evaluation, aligns with the outcomes data 
and informs a system of support for teachers. 

Differentiation is not an end in itself, but a path to 
provide more specialized support. The mini-observations 
gave principals the opportunity to identify less effective 
teachers early in the school year and to implement 

growth plans and tailored 
professional development 
prior to the summative 
evaluation. On the  
flip side, teachers had 
plenty of time to  
improve their teaching 
practice and demonstrate 
improvement by the end 
of the year.

Encouraging Team-
Based Collaboration

The high expectations 
set by Project COACH 
helped to establish a new 
“team mentality” in the 
district. To comply with 
the increased requirements for the new evaluation, 
school administrators sought assistance from each other 
as well as from the central office. During the design phase  
of Project COACH, the number of mini-observations 
that needed to be conducted had been a concern; an 
unintended but positive consequence was that meeting 
the demands of Project COACH has required collabo-
ration and teamwork within schools as well as with the 
central office. In an effort to provide consistent support, 
central office staff began to realign their work to help 
make sure principals were able to evaluate and support 
teachers effectively. Superintendent Smith describes 
this shift as a core part of the change that occurred in 
the district: “central administrators had to focus in on 
and prioritize their role to support and understand the 
needs at the school level.”

Collaboration between schools and departments 
engendered broad-based support of the system. Rather 
than becoming the sole province of Human Resources, 
Project COACH shaped the daily work of every cur-
riculum and instruction administrator, every principal, 
every instructional coach, and nearly every teacher. 
School administrator teams work together to schedule 
mini-observations at the beginning of the year in  
order to guarantee that each teacher receives the  
requisite number of observations. Principals often  
seek support of central office administrators to conduct 
mini-observations for teachers. Through increased 

Though developing a new  
evaluation system in-house  
requires substantially more  

work, Superintendent Smith notes  
that “the commitment to make it  
our own model has paid significant  
dividends in teacher and administrator 
buy-in and satisfaction.”

Superintendent Rick Smith, Hamilton 
County Department of Education
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principal-level training opportunities, school  
administrators are able to share best practices in  
identifying effective teaching and giving constructive 
feedback. The Superintendent and district leadership 
view weekly reports on observation counts by school 
to see which schools may need additional support in 
conducting observations. Superintendent Smith is  
leading a strategic planning process to further this 
initial effort by ensuring Project COACH has  
ownership by each school administrator and every 
district administrator. 

Creating a Clear Vision 

“We knew Project COACH couldn’t be about the way 
teachers are scored; it had to be about improvement,” 
noted the Superintendent about the vision of the new 
evaluation system. That vision continues to be com-
municated throughout the district. HCDE’s rubric that 
defined effective teaching established the standards by 
which every teacher would be evaluated and supported. 
Ensuring that those standards were meaningful meant 
every central office department had to align with the 
new system. The curriculum and instructional staff  
is using the common definition of effective teaching  
to outline how new curriculum standards would corre-
spond to the rubric standards. Professional development 
is being tied to development opportunities for teachers 
based on their performance on the rubric. Human  
resources is even beginning a process to evaluate  
potential teachers on how they might perform against 
the evaluation standards. 

The clear vision for Project COACH fostered energy 
that sustained the change process in the district. Many 
administrators and onlookers worried that it would not 
be practical to impose the high expectations of the new 
teacher evaluation system on already busy administrators.  
Yet the energy and buy-in developed by principals in 
the pilot year revealed that high expectations were 
indeed possible. Most buildings were able to meet the 
mini-observations requirement for every teacher—and 
many buildings exceeded the requirement. This year, 
HCDE provided iPads to every school principal to assist 
with conducting observations faster and with less stress. 
The support for Project COACH evinced through the 
investment of time and resources furthered the energy 
at the school level. 

The Work Ahead
The work to improve support and management systems 
for teachers continues with the full implementation of 
Project COACH this school year. The school administra-
tors are now launching the other two components of the 
Kim Marshall evaluation plan: team curriculum planning 
and team interim assessments. Critical to a sustained, 
thorough, and consistent implementation has been the 
formation of informal and formal teams between schools 
and between schools and the central office.

As the first year of implementation comes to an end, 
HCDE is planning to undertake two broad tasks. 

TASK 1: Evaluating the alignment to student data

This first task starts with an analysis of the alignment 
of Project COACH ratings to student data outcomes. 
Pockets of divergence between the Project COACH 
and student data ratings may imply that observers are 
not equipped to know which practices lead to the  
greatest student gains. The district may target those 
Project COACH observers for additional training  
on how to look for and examine effective teaching 
practices that lead to high student outcomes. The 
district is also analyzing the content of the Project 
COACH rubric itself to assess how it may or may  
not correlate with student outcomes. It recently ran  
a study to compare which of the indicators in the  
rubric have the greatest impact on student learning. 
Understanding which indicators are the most impor-
tant may lead to even further refinements of the  
Project COACH model. 

DMC CASE STUDY

A significant change from the  
old evaluation system, this  
demanding process resulted  

in a laser-like focus on advancing  
teacher performance from both  
building administrators and central  
office administrators. 
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TASK 2: Making evaluations matter 

A second area of work for the district is to ensure  
that Project COACH is recognized and reinforced by  
Human Resources, Curriculum and Instruction, and 
other central departments. Under the directorship of 
Stacey Roddy, the Human Resources team took on the 
task of creating a clear growth plan process embedded 
in Project COACH for teachers in need of additional 
support. Human Resources laid out a timeline, process, 
and guidelines for administrators to complete and 
monitor progress on the growth plans. Setting clear 
expectations around growth plans is vital in order  

for teachers to know their responsibilities to improve. 
Moreover, it lays out a platform for administrators to 
monitor and track their struggling teachers. The Human 
Resources team is also planning a career ladder for 
teachers consistently rated as top performers to become 
coaches and mentors under the Project COACH model. 
Meanwhile, the Department of Curriculum and Instruc-
tion is focusing its attention on implementing the other 
two components of the Marshall model with the goal 
of creating a coherent structure to gather data, provide 
feedback, and target the right support. The task ahead 
for every department in the central office will be to 

� High-Level Overview of Project COACH Implementation
EXHIBIT 4

Source: HCDE
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work with principals to tie each component into one 
cohesive system to evaluate and develop teachers. 

Beyond these specific initiatives lies the heart of 
any continuous improvement process: the acknowl-
edgement of how the system and the process can be 
perpetually revisited, revised, and enhanced. The 
HCDE team maintained a running list of challenges 
and obstacles during the pilot in order to re-evaluate 
the evaluation system. Is the system too tedious? Is the 
feedback meaningful to teachers? The team tackled 
these questions honestly without lessening the value  
of the system overall. Recommendations from principals 
reduced the mini-observation requirement from ten per 
teacher to six for professionally licensed teachers and 
eight for teachers without a professional license. Feed-
back also led to additional rubric revisions, including a 
reduction in the number of indicators and the creation 
of specialized versions for certain teaching staff. The 
curriculum and instructional team took the lead in 
tailoring the rubric to evaluate instructional coaches in 
the district. The district is now examining additional 
training opportunities for principals and teachers based 
on the feedback and results of Project COACH. 

Conclusion
The fervor around new teacher evaluation systems  
can at first pose a daunting challenge. Implementing 
a new evaluation system across a district requires a 
significant shift in the work of many departments. Yet 
the challenge is also an opportunity. Launching a new 
evaluation system, in particular, brings the chance to 
change the mindset and culture of the entire district 
around increasing the effectiveness of teachers, which 
research has established to be a key driver of student 
outcomes. Collaboration and teamwork at all levels, 
then, work as the catalyst to drive change.

Hamilton County Department of Education used 
both the design and the implementation process of 
their new teacher evaluation system to change the 
way every person and department interacted with one 
another. Principals are now engaging in regular dialogue 
about what’s happening in a teacher’s classroom.  
Central office administrators are thinking about how 
their department can increase teacher effectiveness  
and better support school administrators. Teams of 
administrators and teachers are striving to identify  
effective practices and improve teaching. 

Taking this to the next level, the district will work 
with DMC to undertake a strategic planning process to 
build strategies around advancing student achievement. 
Of central importance in that work will be utilizing the 
collaboration that Project COACH galvanized to con-
tinuously support and advance teaching and learning. 

In thinking about Project COACH, what lessons 
can be learned? Though developing a new evaluation 
system in-house required substantially more work, it 
also created a higher degree of buy-in and ownership 
that have been important factors in Project COACH’s 
success. Involving principals from the outset has also 
been critical to a successful design and implementation. 
Moreover, HCDE’s experience affirms the value in  
setting and maintaining a high bar despite concerns 
about how principals could possibly execute so many 
mini-observations. The very high challenge of meeting 
this high bar had the unintended benefit of pushing 
collaboration within schools, between schools, and with 
the central office to an unprecedented level. Finally, 
Project COACH is a powerful testament to the scale 
of transformation that can occur in a short amount 
of time. The district moved quickly to launch a large 
pilot, is committed to tweaking the program in the 
spirit of continuous improvement, and is embedding a 
robust evaluation system as a pillar of its strategic plan 
for long-term success.

DMC CASE STUDY

nidhi patel is a senior associate  
at the district management  
council. she can be reached at 
npatel@dmcouncil.org.

The high expectations set by  
Project COACH helped to  
establish a new “team mentality” 

in the district. To comply with the  
increased requirements for the new  
evaluation, school administrators  
sought assistance from each other  
as well as from the central office.  
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T
eams are everywhere in school systems.  
Whether formal or informal, permanent  
or temporary, teams are a common way of 
getting the work done. District administrators 
often participate in and lead a large number  

of teams, yet a strikingly small number of these teams are 
considered effective. Research shows that nearly 80% of 
senior leadership teams are rated mediocre or poor by  
their own members.1 Would you rate the teams in your 
district similarly? 

Public school districts typically spend 80–90% of  
their operating expenses on people. Building more  
effective teams is one of the most powerful avenues  

for tapping the potential of this most important asset.  
Teams can help to drive employees’ commitment, foster 
their development, reinforce their mutual reliance  
and friendship, and generate better ideas and results.  
If administrators can manage to unlock this potential, 
making teams worth more than the sum of their parts 
rather than less, it could greatly further the objective  
of raising student achievement in districts across  
the country. 

Ernest Shackleton’s team, featured below, is a testament 
to the power of a great team. As we seek the secrets to 
making a team great, it’s worth analyzing the flipside 
as well: what can destroy a potentially great team? In 

Improving Teams to Improve Results

THE IMPORTANCE OF TEAMS  

Think for a moment. How many teams are you on? How many do you lead? Now, reflect on  

how many of those teams you consider “effective.” As you ponder that, consider how you  

define an “effective team.” One of the most important keys to unlocking the potential of a  

district’s human capital is through improving the effectiveness of teams. 

Shackleton: A team greater than the sum of its parts 

In 1914 when Sir Ernest Shackleton, a British explorer, set off on a dangerous expedition 

to reach the South Pole, everything seemed to go wrong. First, his boat got locked in a 

polar ice pack, and was unable to move for 15 months. When the ship was crushed and 

sank in the ice, his crew was forced to row 1,200 miles to find land before hiking over 

32 miles of mountainous terrain to reach safety. Despite the perils of their situation, the 

cohesiveness of Shackleton’s crew seemed to grow with time. They flexibly changed their 

goals throughout the journey: 

Years later, members of the crew spoke fondly of the experience, and many joined Shackleton on a final expedition in 1920.  

1 2 3Goal #1 was reaching  
the South Pole. 

Goal #2 became  
survival. 

Goal #3 became  
getting rescued.



The District Management Journal | Spring 2012          31

DMC SPOTLIGHT

contrast to the Shackleton example, the 2011 Boston 
Red Sox was one of the teams with the greatest poten-
tial of all teams in baseball. But, as a result of a caustic 
team dynamic and a dysfunctional clubhouse, the season 
imploded and the team was left out of the playoffs. Are 
there characteristics of these infamous teams that we 
should seek to replicate or avoid? In DMC’s work with 
district leadership teams, we see three important levers 
that drive the effectiveness of teams.

Three key levers to increase the  
effectiveness of teams
DMC categorizes the levers to building a strong  
team into three distinct albeit overlapping spheres: 

structural, procedural, and behavioral (Exhibit 1). 
Structural levers are about forming teams—when we 
need a team (and when we don’t) as well as what the 
structure of the team should be. Procedural levers are 
about how we establish and execute processes for the 
team. Behavioral levers are about maximizing the  
ongoing functioning of the team by establishing a  
set of commonly understood norms.

Managing each of these spheres can lead to  
organizational benefits, such as improved culture  
and development opportunities for staff, and most  
importantly, improved performance, such as  
increased student achievement, cost savings, or  
improved service quality. 

Three Key Levers for Building Strong Teams

EXHIBIT 1

 

Source: DMC
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Structural levers help  
form the team
Creating an effective team must start  
with a focus on its structure.

Is a team approach the best choice?
The first question to consider is whether a team is  
necessary at all. Often, we form teams assuming that  
the benefits of collaboration will be easy to achieve; 
however, bringing a group together to tackle a problem 
is not always a simple or smooth path. Determining the 
situations that really require a team can help avoid a  

lot of frustration. Teams are necessary only to tackle 
complex situations that require diverse perspectives  
or buy-in from multiple parties. 

Some situations may actually benefit from individual 
work and single-individual leadership rather than  
collaborative teaming. This is especially the case when 
the task at hand is clear and the roles to execute it are 
well-defined.2 As team gurus Jon Katzenbach and Douglas 
Smith have written, individual effort and leadership are “a 
familiar and essential part of all well-managed organizations. 
Throughout history, most organizational departments and 
business units have been led primarily in this mode.”3 

What type of team is warranted?
If, however, the problem does merit a team approach,  
the next question becomes what type of team to structure? 

What Type of Team Do You Need?

EXHIBIT 2

Source: Adapted from Wageman et al., Senior Leadership Teams, 2008
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Teams can serve in a variety of functions—from pure 
decision-making to information exchange. Exhibit 2 
shows four types of teams identified by Harvard’s Ruth 
Wageman in her research on senior leadership teams.4 

• Informational Teams are used mostly to gather and 
exchange information. They tend to operate more  
effectively with a large number of members than 
other types of teams.

• Consultative Teams also exchange information, but 
mostly debate issues and provide perspective to one 
or more key decision-makers. 

• Coordinating Teams manage interdependencies and 
coordinate activities, and are most often used for 
implementation. Generally these teams also serve  
an informational and consultative role as well.

• Decision-Making Teams focus foremost on making  
a small number of critical strategic decisions. While 
information exchange, consultation, and coordina-
tion are important functions of this type of team, 
efforts are focused on making decisions. In order to 
operate effectively, decision-making teams generally 
require the smallest number of members.

As you look through these definitions, where would 
you place the teams that you work with? Are some  
of your teams working with one purpose when they 
should really have another? A common example of a 
mismatched team type and purpose is when a group of 
senior leaders comes together for information-sharing, 
but ends up making critical strategic decisions that go 
beyond the team’s mandate.

How large should the team be?  
Who should be on the team?
The final structural consideration in forming a team  
is the composition of members. The size of the team 
and the mix of members are the key critical decisions. 

Size is a critical factor to consider. Large teams 
often lose efficiency due to social loafing, formation 
of cliques, or lack of shared understanding. However, 
teams that are too small bring less information and 
fewer perspectives to the table, reducing the potential 
benefits of collaboration that a team offers. Research is 
inconclusive on the optimal size for a team. According 
to Evan Wittenberg of the Wharton Graduate Leader-
ship Program, who has surveyed the findings on team 

size, “The research is not conclusive, [but the optimal 
size] does tend to fall into the 5 to 12 range, though 
some say 5 to 9 is best, and the number 6 has come up  
a few times.”5 Ultimately, the right size depends on 
what type of team you need and the success of your pro-
cedural and behavioral setup. Often in school districts, 
we create big teams and rush to be inclusive—in reality, 
we should choose the members carefully based on the 
type of team we need and the critical roles we envision 
members playing.

The mix of members on the team is another key deter-
minant of team success. There are many ways to choose 
the members of a team. Selection can be based on formal 
organizational role, career development, technical skills, 
or working style and “team maker” skills that members 
bring to the team. 

• The organizational role is often a predominant 
consideration because we feel that we must have 
representation from every office in the organization. 
But, selection should really be guided by an individ-
ual’s relevance to the goal to be attained rather than 
by his or her title in the organization. This clarity, 
in turn, guarantees individual accountability and 
increases the likelihood of having each team member 
take ownership over the work.

�While our overarching tenet is to tailor the team 
composition to the nature of the objective, DMC does 
believe it is important to include principals and/or 
teachers on teams whenever it makes sense in order 
that the classroom view be represented. In Hamilton 
County, Tennessee, for example, the inclusion of 

If administrators can manage to  
unlock this potential, making teams 
worth more than the sum of their 

parts rather than less, it could greatly 
further the objective of raising student 
achievement in districts across the country.
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teachers and principals on the implementation team 
for a new teacher evaluation system was critical to 
forging a sense of common purpose and successfully 
unveiling a major initiative (see “Changing the Culture 
of Teaching: Hamilton County’s Project COACH 
Teacher Evaluation System” on page 22).

• Career development should also enter the equation 
for team composition. Membership on a team can be 
a good way to entrust employees with an important 
assignment, test them in a leadership role, or expand 
their job responsibilities. Making the connection  
between team membership and career development 
will also motivate individual members, which  
ultimately leads to a higher-functioning team.

Whom we choose not to  
select [for a team] may be  
as important as whom we do 

select. Choosing not to select the bully  
in the office may save the team from  
future frustration.

Have you selected the right “team maker” skills?  

EXHIBIT 3

Source: DMC

“Visionary” helps set the vision and goals of the team

“Process Enforcer” helps the group stay focused, avoid distractions, and stick to agreed-upon norms

“Energizer” moves the group rapidly towards its objectives; finds ways to bring energy to the team

“Coordinator” identifies relationships between ideas; creates cohesion

“Opinion seeker” encourages involvement from all team members; ensures talk time is spread evenly

“Deviant” challenges the status quo and says what no one else is willing to articulate (“hold on, why are we doing this?  
what if we looked at it a totally different way?”)

“Task Master” keeps an eye on the clock; pushes the team to reach its objectives 

“Demand maker” holds people accountable for agreed-upon goals and action items

“Harmonizer” resolves differences between individuals. Seeks to reduce tension through compromise, bridge-building, or humor

“Doer” the person (or people) who does the work between meetings 

VISIONARY DOERPROCESS 
ENFORCER ENERGIZER OPINION 

SEEKER DEVIANT TASK  
MASTER

DEMAND 
MAKER HARMONIZERCOORDINATOR
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• We also rarely choose based on technical skills. 
Sometimes we choose for functional expertise  
(“we need an expert”), but we rarely choose mem-
bers for their technical skills—project management, 
analysis, communications skills—which can be 
crucial for team success. 

• Choosing team members based on working style or 
“team maker” skills (Exhibit 3) seems to be one of the 
least used methods in districts, even though we know 
that the “team dynamic” ultimately determines the 
level of functioning of our teams. Whom we choose 
not to select may be as important as whom we do 
select. Choosing not to select the bully in the office 
may save your team from future frustration.

Creating a team: achieving that  
special blend
Team leaders should consider which of these skills  
they really need and which ones they have selected  
for in the past.

Leaders are often looking for the secret ingredient  
that makes a mediocre team good, or a good team  
great. Selecting for “team maker” skills shown in  
Exhibit 3—those skills held by team members that  
help unlock great team performance—is a critical task 
that contributes to getting team structure right. For  
example, many great teams have a “task master” that 
keeps a team on track, a “connector” who creates  
cohesion by identifying relationships between ideas,  
or a “demand maker” who holds people accountable  
for agreed-upon goals. 

In our consulting engagements with districts, we  
often hear from superintendents about their most 
pressing “midnight concerns.” Almost invariably, these 
concerns revolve around the effectiveness of senior 
leadership teams. We often hear that leadership teams 
are too large, that certain individuals hamper the forma-
tion of a team dynamic, or that team members defer too 
often to the team leader. An effective reselection of team 
members can help these problems dissipate, while at the 
same time increasing the results that a leadership team—
or any team—is able to achieve. 

EXAMPLE: Ector County ISD

One of DMC’s member superintendents found that  
by introducing just one new team member onto his 

senior leadership team, he was able to completely  
change the effectiveness of the group. In Ector  
County ISD (TX), Superintendent Hector Mendez  
was grappling with how to increase the performance  
of his senior leadership team. He knew that his team  
was capable of exceptional performance—they had 
banded together in his first 30 days as superintendent  
to successfully open district schools and address a variety 
of neglected issues left by his predecessor’s departure. 
However, he felt that they had grown stagnant over  
time and were failing to muster the same sense of  
urgency and high level of performance. 

In order to get things moving again, Mendez resolved 
to bring a new leader into the group; he hired a young 
administrator, Heliodoro “H.T.” Sanchez, who had 
demonstrated success in another Texas district. Sanchez 
quickly assumed two key roles on the leadership team: 
(1) he was willing to question the way the team oper-
ated, and (2) he was willing to manage the tasks of the 
team and hold his colleagues accountable to commitments 
they had made as a group. Through the use of simple 
tools and the injection of a new burst of energy, Sanchez 
and Mendez were able to inspire the leadership team  
to recapture its full potential (for further detail, see  
“Ector County Independent School District: Building a  
Great Leadership Team to Supercharge Strategic Plan  
Implementation” by Hector Mendez in The District  
Management Journal, v.8).

Create a team charter & a team  
meeting follow-up tool
A team charter is a relatively simple tool that can create 
clarity for team members by establishing the purpose and 
objectives, the schedule of meetings, roles and respon-
sibilities, specific goals, and timelines and deliverables. 
Involving the team in the creation of the charter can 
generate additional understanding and buy-in. A team  

2Procedural levers help get 
the team off the ground
Once the team is structured, procedural  
levers can be used to set the team on the  
right path with effective processes.
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charter is typically a one- or two-page document,  
written at the team’s inception, that serves as a guide 
throughout the life of the team. It should be a living 
document, one that is continually revised and used to 
track the achievement of the team’s objectives  
and process milestones.

Equally important is a team meeting follow-up tool  
to track the decisions made and to summarize who is to 
do what. At the end of the meeting, it is helpful to read 
aloud a summary of the decisions that were agreed to 
during the meeting. At the beginning of the next  
meeting, reading aloud the summary from the prior 
meeting of who was to do what can be very effective 
in maintaining accountability and ensuring progress is 
made from meeting to meeting.

Establish results-oriented goals  
for the team
Establishing goals is one of the most effective ways to 
prepare any team for success, for it helps to create focus, 
energy, effort, and persistence.6 It has become common-
place in goal-setting processes to talk about the importance 
of setting “SMART” goals—goals that are specific,  
measurable, aggressive yet attainable, relevant, and  
time-bound. Most importantly, goals should target spe-
cific outcomes—improvements in student achievement, 
cost, or service quality. If we fail to identify outcomes,  
we risk spending a lot of time and effort in the pursuit  
of the wrong thing. Many teams have fallen victim to 
the pursuit of activities (e.g. making recommendations; 
writing a report; gathering input) without connecting 
those important activities to the achievement of change.

EXAMPLE: The Boston Public  
Schools Management Institute

In our work with the Boston Public Schools (BPS), 
DMC helped over 100 central office managers to  
establish SMART, outcomes-oriented “Performance 
Challenges” as part of a twelve-week leadership  
development program. By making the achievement  
of an individual’s goal the central purpose of the  
program, and then providing multiple forms of  
support to achieve that goal—including coaching,  
peer group brainstorming, targeted professional  
development, and public reporting—participants  
knew unambiguously where to focus their attention, and 
were able to achieve results (for further detail on the BPS 
Management Institute, please see “Boston Public Schools: 
Growing Leadership, Improving Quality, and Reducing 
Costs” in The District Management Journal, v.5).7 

Create time for the team
One often neglected procedural lever is the use of time, 
an important performance dimension. To make progress, 
teams need time together—often significant amounts  
of time. Often, we fail to structure enough time together 
to realistically accomplish the objectives we have estab-
lished. Not only can this lead to disappointment and 
frustration, but it can detract from the legitimacy of the 
team itself. There are two different reasons we struggle to 
get time together. The first is that time is not established 
on the calendar early enough—schedules get chaotic, 
and the bigger the team, the harder it is to get everyone 
in the same room at the same time. The second is that 
time on the calendar is eroded by conflicting priorities, 
urgent situations, or simply by people showing up late.  
It is essential that our most important teams find time  
together and then hold that time sacred. Regardless  
of the type of team (informational, consultative, coor-
dinating, decision-making), if the group is not able to 
communicate together, they are unlikely to find common 
ground to move the organization forward.

Ensure accountability
Teams often struggle with accountability. When a  
team is successful, team members enjoy sharing credit  
for the achievement. However, if a team fails to deliver 

Often in school districts, we  
create big teams and rush to be 
inclusive—in reality, we should 

choose the members carefully based on 
the type of team we need and the critical 
roles we envision members playing.
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the results it promised, do the team members point  
fingers across the table, or worse, do they scatter like  
rats? Mutual accountability is often elusive, but certain 
processes help establish the shared accountability  
necessary for individuals to participate to their fullest. 
First, regular periodic reviews of goals are critical.  
When a milestone is at risk or not achieved, the team 
should identify solutions or workarounds proactively.  
A break in mutual accountability will occur if the full 
team is not kept apprised of progress as well as risks to 
overall work completion. Second, regular follow-up 
about tasks assigned to individuals as well as about  
key pending decisions is another essential process to 
ensure accountability. To set expectations appropriately, 
these types of discussions should be embedded in the 
regular meeting structure.

Team-wrecking behavior is  
not allowed
We have all encountered classic “team-wrecking”  
behaviors: coming late or missing the meeting altogether, 
bringing a negative attitude that dampens the team 
spirit, checking email, falling asleep, just generally not 
contributing to the conversation, and the list goes on …
It is important for the leader to create a context  
that staves off such disruptive behavior and allows the 
team to flourish. The most direct and tangible way for  
a leader to shape the context is to establish, practice,  
and enforce norms. Norms can be as simple as “we  
start on time” or they can become more nuanced and 

customized to a particular group: “we use a specific  
brainstorming process.”

Leaders will naturally differ in their appetite for  
structured norms. We have worked with many district 
leaders who scoff at the establishment of norms—a  
“not for me” kind of approach. However, we have often 
observed that these leaders who nominally eschew norms 
have actually established the most effective norms of 
operation with their teams. To reconcile this paradox,  
it is important to note that the absence of formal  
norms is a norm in and of itself! For example, some 
teams always start meetings on time while others never 
do. There is no denying that the implicit norm of the 
latter group is that “starting on time is not important.” 

Determining which norms matter is likely to be 
context-driven. Nevertheless, the norms should be 
proactively set and managed over time. Because team 
members tend to follow the dynamic established by  
the leader of the group, the leader’s adherence to the 
agreed-upon norms is crucial. This sounds straight  
forward—as leaders we generally have a set of norms  
that we value and believe are important—but sometimes  
we forget or fail to allow the time to practice them on a 
day-to-day basis. 

Cultivate your teams and  
unleash potential
We have a lot of teams, and our calendars are very busy. 
Getting all of these teams to become high-performing is 
an enormous challenge. 

Often, we form teams assuming 
that the benefits of collaboration  
will be easy to achieve;  

however, bringing a group together to 
tackle a problem is not always a simple  
or smooth path. Determining the  
situations that really require a team  
can help avoid a lot of frustration.  

3Behavioral levers keep 
the team on track
Regardless of how precisely the team 
is structured and how attentively its 
procedures are honored, its success  
in the final analysis owes to the  
ongoing behavior of its members.  
Pulling behavioral levers enables a 
team to establish, practice, and  
enforce norms for operation. 
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The prevailing wisdom is that morale and motivation 
in our school systems are low, and that there is little we 
can do to change the intrinsic satisfaction and behaviors 
of our staff. DMC takes an alternative view—we believe 
that establishing a context in which effective teams can 
flourish actually shapes behaviors and can build motiva-
tion, energy, and effectiveness.

By intentionally focusing on creating a context that 
encourages high-performance among teams, we can turn 
mediocre teams into high performing ones. Pulling the 
structural, procedural, and behavioral levers can help  
us target key pressure points for team effectiveness and 
help unlock the potential of the district’s most important 
asset—its people.

1	� Ruth Wageman, Debra A. Nunes, James A. Burruss, and J. Richard  
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3	� Jon R. Katzenbach and Douglas K. Smith, The Discipline of Teams  
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Establishing a context in which  
effective teams can flourish  
actually shapes behaviors and  

can build motivation, energy, and  
effectiveness.
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DMC MANAGER’S TOOLKIT

Establishing & Managing  
Effective Teams
The following tools are intended to help you increase the effectiveness of your teams 
by using the three levers discussed in the Spotlight article: improving team structures, 
procedures, and behaviors.  

The tools are designed to support conversations that:

  Assist in team design around a common purpose

  Select team members for specific roles

  Manage processes and deliverables through a SMART goal format

  �Run meetings and ongoing communications  
with increased efficiency

Turn the page for your DMC Toolkit  
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TEAM CHARTERS:  
Defining the Team and How it Works
Teams should develop a charter—a 1–2 page document following the structure below—that provides a common 
identity and mission for the team, as well as a valuable communications and process management tool.  

Team Member Name
Specific Role (if applicable)  
(e.g. data analyst and team energizer)

1

2

3

Activity Deliverable Timing/Deadline
1

2

3

SMART Goals (Goals should be outcome oriented; goals should not be activity oriented (e.g. gathering input, writing  
a report). Goals need to be SMART: Specific, Measurable, Aggressive yet Attainable, Relevant, and Time-bound.)

1

2

3

Team Name:

Team Members and Roles:

Timeline & Deliverables: (major activities & timing)

Goals: (specific outcomes we will achieve, articulated as SMART goals)

Mission/Objective: (description of what we hope to accomplish)

Operations Notes: (meeting times, expected agenda, communications planning)

Problem and Context: (description of why we are here)

Establishing & Managing        Effective Teams
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MEETING MANAGEMENT:  
Building Mutual Accountability for Teams
Use this Meeting Management tool to organize your meetings around specific objectives, track key decisions made, and  
agree on and communicate next steps. The tool should be used at the next meeting to review progress on the tasks.

Agenda Topic Today’s Meeting Objective
1

2

3

4

5

Task Person Responsible Timing/Deadline
1

2

3

4

5

Meeting Agenda:

Goals: (specific outcomes we will achieve, articulated as SMART goals)

Next Steps: Who’s going to do what? (start with a recap of this during your next meeting)

What decisions were made? (read this list aloud before the meeting ends)

Establishing & Managing        Effective Teams
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Take this quick test to find out how big an opportunity exists

Can Your District Manage Special Education  
More Effectively?

All districts are struggling with the growing cost of providing services to students with special 
needs, but many administrators consider these expenses as unavoidable. Are you just hoping 
and waiting for more state or federal dollars to solve the problem? Districts can become more 
proactive. This quiz will gauge how big an opportunity exists in your district to rein in special ed 
costs, without decreasing student learning or parent satisfaction.

Do you agree with the following statements?
Completely 
Agree

Somewhat 
Agree Disagree

Don’t 
Know

My front line special ed teachers and building based 
administrators genuinely believe special ed costs can be 
reduced without reducing necessary services for children.

At least half my senior special ed administrators have 
strong financial skills and a passion for crunching 
numbers.

The number of students attending out-of-district  
placements has declined over the last few years.

We would open a new in-house substantially separate  
program if 2 or 3 students could be served.

My front line special ed teachers and building based 
administrators genuinely believe teaching assistants 
(paraprofessionals) for inclusion seldom improve  
student learning.

Most aides in classrooms stay for just a few hours per 
day and have a very specific student learning focus.

Special ed transportation is managed by a team of  
financial and routing experts who communicate  
weekly with special ed staff.

I know for certain that our special education staffing 
levels are in line with like districts.

Remediation in math, English and reading is  
provided by teachers certified in these subjects.

We have a large scale partnership with non-profits to 
provide counseling, social workers, and drug & alcohol 
support to our students.

 

“HOW DID YOUR MEETING GO?”:  
Managing Processes & Enforcing Norms
Use this Effective Meeting Diagnostic to complement the meeting management tools.  
Rate yourself as a leader or as a participant on  key measures of meeting performance,  
and discuss the results as a group to plan for improvement.

As the leader, I:
Rating

5=good, 1=bad Comments
Prepared for the meeting

Started on time

Stated the meeting’s purpose

Shared the agenda

Established, followed, and enforced ground rules

Encouraged participation by 100% of the  
team members

Encouraged ideas shared in private to be voiced  
to the full team

Remained focused on the task

Clarified next steps in writing, specifying roles  
and timelines

Ended on time

As the participant, I:
Rating

5=good, 1=bad Comments
Prepared for the meeting

Arrived on time

Understood the meeting’s purpose

Understood the agenda

Helped establish, follow, and enforce ground rules

Participated and encouraged others to participate

Listened to others’ ideas

Remained focused on the task

Agreed on next steps, roles, and timelines

Establishing & Managing Effective Teams



Call 877.DMC.3500 or visit http://dmcouncil.org/teacher-effectiveness to receive a FREE copy 
of our Manager’s Toolkit: Guide for Developing a Multidimensional Teacher Evaluation System.

As the national dialogue shifts from teacher quality to teacher effectiveness, 
school districts around the country must tackle the challenge of instituting 
teacher evaluation systems that are explicitly tied to improving student achieve-
ment, and use the resulting data to improve a broad set of district processes. 

To help school districts succeed, The District Management Council (DMC)  
has designed a 10-step process for districts to pursue a more robust teacher 
effectiveness program. 

Contact DMC today at  

877.DMC.3500 
to learn about our  
Teacher Effectiveness  
Consulting Services. 

Strengthen Teacher  
Effectiveness
DMC’s 10-Step Process for Designing & Implementing  
a Teacher Evaluation System
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A
t this juncture in the fiscal crisis, public 
school districts have exhausted the  
potential of a defensive strategy. They 
have endured rounds upon rounds of 
cost-cutting, and have wrested savings 

from throughout the organization. Now, in the midst of 
ongoing and even intensifying fiscal challenge, a defen-
sive strategy must yield to an offensive one. In having 
to do more with less, we must, in other words, shift from 
finding more to cut toward identifying more to leverage. 

A school district’s greatest asset to leverage is its 
people. Transforming an organization by unleashing the 
full potential of its people was the organizing theme of 
DMC’s 2012 Superintendents’ Strategy Summit, held 
in New York City, January 19th–January 21st. 

Taking a transformative approach to human capital 
sounds abstract and elusive. To make it more concrete, 
DMC put forth a framework adapted from the work of 
Harvard Business School Dean Nitin Nohria and his 
colleagues that charts four key “drives” for motivating 

DMC’s 9th Annual  
Superintendents’ Strategy Summit
Unleashing Your Greatest Asset: 
Human Capital

From left to right: Mr. Jim Smith, DMC Senior Associate; Dr. Diane Ullman, Superintendent of Simsbury Public Schools (CT); Mr. Steven Engravalle,  
Acting Superintendent of Fort Lee Public Schools (NJ); Dr. Susan Lusi, Superintendent of Providence Public School District (RI); Ms. Kathleen Greider, 
Superintendent of Farmington Public Schools (CT)
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employees to tap their latent capacity and deliver  
ever-higher performance. These four drives can be 
stated as follows:
• Acquire—to obtain resources that “bolster our sense  

of well-being.”

• Bond—to feel “proud of belonging to the organization.”

• Comprehend—to “grow and learn” and “make a 
meaningful contribution.”

• Defend—to be part of “institutions that promote 
justice.”1 

There are high-yield levers to influence each of these 
drives. Exhibit 1 depicts this translation of broad moti-
vational drives into specific and actionable strategies.

Bond
Perhaps the most enigmatic of the four drives is  
the desire to “bond,” a feeling that culture and  
collaboration strive to elicit. For many companies, 
culture arises as an unplanned 
and unmanaged by-product  
of the focus on performance. 
Yet the online shoe retailer 
Zappos.com, the subject of a 
case-study discussion led by 
DMC CEO John Kim, has  
become renowned for elevating  
culture to constitute a central 
aspect of its business strategy. 
After reviewing research 
that established a connection 
between motivation and 
productivity, Zappos codified 
a set of 10 “core values”  
to engage employees by  
communicating their role in 
the organization’s purpose. 
Identifying individuals who 
will exhibit and reinforce 
these values is the objective  
of a “culture interview” that 
all candidates must undergo 
along with a traditional skills-
based interview. Promoting 
a definite and distinctive 
culture also shapes Zappos’ 

Ms. Kathleen Greider, Superintendent of Farmington Public Schools (CT)

Districts can manage motivation through four major levers

EXHIBIT 1

 
Source: Adapted from Nohria et al. 2008

Reward System Culture & Collaboration

Career Management Staffing Strategy

 Differentiate good  
from average and poor  

performers across the district

 Tie rewards—both monetary 
and non—to performance

 Pay as well as your  
competitors

 Increase transparency  
of all processes

 Emphasize process  
fairness and equity

 Use transparency to build 
trust when granting  

rewards and recognition

 Build credibility, trust,  
and mutual reliance  
among co-workers

 Establish results-oriented team 
structures and collaboration

 Manage the context to  
drive performance

 Design and communicate job 
responsibilities that have important 
roles for the district’s goals

 Design and communicate each 
employee’s contribution  
to the organization

C O M P R E H E N
D

A C Q U I R E

D
E F E N D

B O N D
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ongoing development program. All employees must 
complete 225 hours of training on the core values. 
Those who decide the culture is not for them are even 
offered $2,000 just to move on!2 

It is, of course, easier to inject culture from an  
organization’s inception, as Zappos has done, than to 
instill it in a well-established organization, as school 
districts would have to do. But, even if it requires more 
patience, the principle of bringing a proactive and 
methodological focus to culture still holds. The notion  
of a team often conjures up “softer” characteristics like 
friendship and camaraderie. But high-functioning teams 
can also redound to “harder” performance improvements  
including commitment to and accountability for 
organizational goals. A robust team draws strength  

from attributes in three distinct, albeit reinforcing, 
spheres: how the team is structured, what procedures  
it follows, and how it behaves. Each sphere lends itself  
to careful management.

Comprehend
Comprehending one’s contribution to the larger  
organizational enterprise is critical to motivation.  
The linkage between an employee’s individual  
work and the organization’s overarching mission  
becomes opaque in the absence of a strategic  
staffing strategy. Under a strategic staffing strategy,  
the overall strategy directly shapes job titles, respon-
sibilities, and descriptions. This stands in marked 
contrast to staffing patterns based on historical  
organization charts. 

Dr. Abelardo Saavedra, DMC Senior Advisor, and Ms. Cynthia Wilson, Superintendent of  
Orangeburg Consolidated School District 5 (SC)

Mr. Charles Dupre, Superintendent of Pflugerville 
Independent School District (TX)

The catchword of the summit was “intentionality”: it is important to 
be intentional about managing motivation and culture rather than 
treating them merely as by-products of day-to-day work.
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Ms. Cynthia Randina, Superintendent of Secaucus  
School District (NJ)

Dr. Bernard Taylor, Superintendent of Grand Rapids Public Schools (MI)

Dr. Diane Ullman, Superintendent of Simsbury Public Schools (CT), and Mr. Steven Engravalle, Acting Superintendent of Fort Lee Public Schools (NJ)
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A strategic staffing strategy feeds directly into  
recruitment. The responsibilities clarified and aligned 
by the overall strategy need to be translated into 
identification of those skills and characteristics that 
candidates must possess. Techniques to yield more 
predictive insight about a candidate’s ability have been 
the subject of previous DMC research. In this session, 
we shifted the focus from ability to motivation and 
advocated for the latter to receive equal regard in the 
selection process. We then suggested some specific  
ways to gauge motivation in candidates. 

Defend
Organizations can “defend” their employees from 
attrition and poaching by managing their development 
in a way that underscores the openness, fairness, and 
equity of the process. Contrary to popular usage, “career 
management” is not synonymous with replacement 
planning.3 In replacement planning, which is the 
all-too-prevalent practice in many organizations, 
backups are found to fill vacancies on an organization 
chart. Career management grooms the talent needed for 
the future. It integrates assessments of past performance 
and future potential into a careful but critical review of 
current employees that informs career planning.

Acquire
We reserved the upper-left-hand quadrant for last 
because discussions of motivation instinctively gravitate 
toward this quadrant, and we therefore wanted first to 
factor the other quadrants into the picture. Nonetheless, 
the impulse to “acquire”—or, from an organization’s 
perspective, to “reward” performance—forms an important 
element in any program to sustain and raise motivation. 
The reason this quadrant becomes the default is that it 
is the one most tied up with monetary considerations. 
As DMC distilled the extensive research on this 
subject, salary is an important, even the predominant, 
motivator, but only up to the point at which people feel 
they are justly compensated.4 At that point, intrinsic 
considerations—a sense of fulfillment fostered by 
recognition—trump the mighty dollar. 

Motivation is a big topic, and its application to any 
setting is highly contextual. If summit participants 
derived one overarching takeaway, it was to be  
intentional about which motivational levers to pull, 
under what conditions, and for which employees.

From left to right: Dr. Abelardo Saavedra, DMC Senior Advisor; Dr. Duncan 
Klussmann, Superintendent of Spring Branch Independent School District (TX);  
Mr. Ed Pratt-Dannals, Superintendent of Duval County Public Schools (FL)

Dr. Brian Osborne, Superintendent of South Orange and Maplewood 
School District (NJ)

1	� Nitin Nohria, Boris Groysberg, and Linda Eling-Lee, “Employee Motivation: A Powerful New Model,” Harvard Business Review, July–August 2008.
2	� Frances X. Frei, Robin J. Ely, and Laura Winig, Zappos.com 2009: Clothing, Customer Service, and Company Culture, Harvard Business School, rev. June 27, 2011.
3	� William J. Rothwell, Effective Succession Planning: Ensuring Leadership Continuity and Building Talent from Within (New York: American Management Association, 

2005), p. 16. 
4	� Frederick Herzberg, “One More Time: How Do You Motivate Employees?” Harvard Business Review, January–February 1968.
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