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F ro m  t h e  e d i t o r

The District Management Journal is sporting a new look and layout, but our mission  

remains the same. Too often, important research or interesting stories of success  

can be hard to apply; the goal of DMJ is to bridge the gap and help you bring these suc-

cessful theories and practices to life in your districts. Drawing on the best fact-based 

research and management insights, we seek to deliver practical applications to help 

you move your district forward. 

We are very pleased that since its launch in spring 2009, DMJ has been 

having a growing impact. We now frequently receive calls from DMC 

members saying they are implementing management ideas they have 

read about in the journal. Ideas on aligning strategy and tactics, new 

models for teacher assessment, and reassessing staffing models have 

been particular areas of interest. We hope that our new look will make 

the journal easier to read and to use, and we look forward to hearing your 

feedback. 

This issue is focused on resource allocation, with particular emphasis on 

transforming perspectives and aligning incentives, teamwork, and lead-

ership so that a district can work in concert toward its objectives. In this 

issue, you’ll hear how John Barry at Aurora Public Schools (CO) has been 

making dramatic improvements despite radical declines in the budget 

and how the School District of Lancaster (PA) is focusing its  

declining resources on four initiatives to transform student outcomes.

We look forward to seeing many of you at our Leadership Development Meeting in  

November in Boston, and at the Superintendents’ Strategy Summit in January in  

New York City.

John J-H Kim,  
Editor

A New Look for DMJ
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Improving Outcomes  
Despite Big Budget Cuts: 
An Interview with John Barry

John Barry, superintendent of Aurora Public Schools (CO) since 2006, brings his 

unique background and perspective to managing public school districts. Before  

becoming the superintendent of Aurora Public Schools (APS), he served in the  

U.S. Air Force for more than 30 years, retiring as a two-star major general, led the 

2003 Columbia Accident Investigation Team as executive director and board 

member, and worked as a vice president for SAP, a leading provider of business  

software solutions. He has studied political science, international affairs, and  

public administration and was a 2004 fellow of the Broad Academy for School  

Superintendents. In 2011 he was named Colorado Superintendent of the Year.

As superintendent, Barry has created and implemented a bold strategic plan  

that drastically improved the people, achievement, community, and environment  

(PACE) of Aurora Public Schools across numerous metrics. He has accomplished  

all of this amid budget cuts on the order of $70 million. In this edited interview 

with DMC CEO John J-H Kim, Barry discusses how he has successfully improved  

student outcomes in the face of daunting budgetary challenges and specifically  

addresses the change in culture that was required for this achievement.

$279 million total annual budget   |   $0.72 of every dollar goes directly to support instructional programs

Fast facts: Aurora Public Schools

36,297 
students

59  
schools

38% speak English  
as a second language

73% receive free 
and reduced lunch

54.6%  
graduation rate>>
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Aurora Public Schools has seen tremendous  
improvements since you became superin-
tendent. Tell us about what you have done 
and how you have accomplished it.

We implemented our strategic plan. Staying  
focused on that has given us a clear roadmap of 
where to go. We have ex perienced a transforma-
tion on an order of magnitude that rivals any in the 
countr y. Our dropout rate has gone from 10 % to 
4.6% , and we have increased our graduation rates 
from the low 40s to the mid- 60s. Truancy has been 
cut by at least 28 % . Of course, we have plent y of 
work to do in each of these areas, but we have been 
able to meet the state CSA P (Colorado Student  
A ssessment Program), now TCA P ( Transit ional 
Colorado A ssessment Program), for si x years in a 
row on reading, writ ing, and science. T he state’s 
results have gone up, and we’ve gone up even more. 
A ll these are encouraging signs that we are moving 
in the right direction.

How have you deployed your financial  
resources to achieve these gains?

W hen I first arrived here in Aurora Public Schools 
in 2006, we initiated budget cuts ourselves. It was 
the first time A PS had cut the budget, and we did 
that in order to generate funds to support initiatives 
in our strategic plan. We needed some resources to 
be able to move in the right direction. 

T he following year, our enrollment decreased for  
the f irst t ime in about ten or f if teen years, which 
prompted some adjustments ; then right af ter that, 
we started having to deal with the economic  
challenges that we have all been ex periencing 
nationwide as well as in our individual states. In 
short, we have been dealing with deficits of sorts 
since 2006. 

W hat we’ve tried to do throughout all this is 
to stay focused on our strategic plan and keep 
our priorit ies at the forefront. Now, we’ve made  
mistakes—there are no ifs, ands, or buts about 

Key  
Improvements  
at APS (2006–2012)

John Barry celebrates Aurora’s vote for the $215 million bond to fund the district.

50%+
Decline in  
dropout rate

>

50%+
Improvement in 
graduation rate

>

28%
Reduction in 
truancy

>
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that—but we are getting into a rhy thm of working 
within a climate of deficits while keeping our focus 
on student achievement. T hat ’s our litmus test : if  
a project is not working to raise achievement or 
close achievement gaps, then we either make  
adjustments or let it go. 

Colorado itself is not a high-spending 
state relative to the rest of the country and  
you’ve had these self-imposed and exter-
nally imposed cuts on top of that. What 
did you do? There was the proverbial low-
hanging fruit in the beginning, but you’ve 
been at this a long time. How have you been 
realigning your resources?

In Colorado, we receive $1,800 less per pupil than 
the average per pupil funding in the rest of the 
states of the nation. We get less as a state—that ’s 
clearly got to be reworked. I’m not a big tax guy, but  
I am competitive. We need more funding to be com-
petit ive locally, domestically, and internationally.

We’ve cut about $70 million in three years— 
and it looks like we will reach almost $100 million 
by the end of this year. I would say the f irst $35 
million of cuts were painful, but manageable. We 
identif ied cuts to make and we could get it done. 

T he second $35 million in cuts really involved 
cutting to the bone. T hose cuts were absolutely 
painful, without question. We stayed away from 
the classroom as much as possible because that ’s 
where our focus is. If we could still raise achieve-
ment and close achievement gaps, we felt we were 
making good use of ta x payer money. We needed to 
do as much as possible, so we cut down transpor-
tation, IT, maintenance and operations, and cus-
todians, adjusted classroom sizes, ever y thing. But 
we didn’ t do a R IF (Reduction in Force), and we 
managed that by not replacing people who retired. 
Doing a R IF with the povert y we have in our area 
would have been ex tremely devastating. 

You will remember that the economy declined 
rapidly in September 2008. T hat November, we  
were able to pass a bond for $215 million and a mill  
lev y for $14.7 million, and that helped stop the  
bleeding to some ex tent. But managing a district  
by running to the electorate ever y year to ask for 

i n t e rv i e w

 

Education

U.S. Air  
Force Academy 
B.A.

University of 
Oklahoma M.P.A.

White House  
Fellow 1985–86

Harvard  
University’s  
Kennedy School 
of Government  
1993–94

Broad Academy 
for Superinten-
dents—Fellow 
2004

           Experience

Aurora Public 
Schools,  
Superintendent,  
2006–present

SAP, Vice President

2003 Columbia 
Accident  
Investigation 
Team, Executive 
Director and  
board member 

U.S. Air Force,  
retired as a Two-Star 
Major General; 30 years 
of service included  
serving as a combat 
veteran, fighter pilot, 
and commander 

Awards

Top 10 “Tech Savvy  
Superintendents” 
in the nation by eSchool News—2008

Business Person of the Year  
by the Aurora Chamber of Commerce—2009

Superintendent of the Year  
for Colorado—2011

JOHN BARRY



more ta xes with a mill lev y override isn’ t the best  
way to run a “railroad,” so to speak. T he benefits of  
having good, clear evidence to show that our  
district was moving ahead allowed us to convince 
the electorate to have enough faith in us to give us 
a chance with more funding. T his November, we  
are going to have another mill lev y, this t ime for $15 
million, and again, it will help us stop the bleeding.  
But we have to get back on track as a countr y,  
a state, and a school district to manage school  
district budgets.

I would categorize the first $35 million of 
cuts as resulting from technical changes—
learning how to do the same things more 
efficiently. The second $35 million of cuts 
sound like they are the result of adap-
tive changes that involve fundamentally  
reconsidering what you’re trying to  
accomplish and the set of motivations and 
values guiding that. Can you talk about  
how you did this?

I approach it in two ways—internal and ex ternal.  
One way is to look inside and think about the 
core competency of what our vision is : graduate  
ever y student with the choice to attend college  
without remediation. W hat I found when I looked 

internally gave me some concern about the  
ex pectations we were setting. Let me tell a stor y—
it was a rare exception to what I usually see, but it 
was a cause of concern.

I go into classrooms and see amazing teach-
ers doing amazing things all the t ime, but one 
day, I walked into a third-grade class and saw 
this young A frican A merican boy talking to his 

teacher. T here was clearly af fection between the 
two ; it was really fun to watch. I let them finish 
and then I went over to the teacher and said, “It ’s 
prett y clear that boy adores you. How’s he doing? ” 
T he teacher said, “A mazing.” A nd, I thought, this 
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That’s our litmus test: if a  
project is not working to raise 
achievement or close achieve-
ment gaps, then we either  
make adjustments or let it go. 

John Barry on one of his frequent classroom visits.
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is great: there’s a good relationship, and there are 
good results. But, as I always do, I asked for the 
data and found that this student ’s progress, at 
best , was highly unsatisfactor y. T he teacher, who 
had a true heart for these kids, did not have the 
ex pectations for them that we need. We can love 
these kids to death, but we’ve got to be able to 
connect that to high ex pectations of what a child 
can do. T his student was not doing amazing; he 
was doing horribly. He had been with us since  
k indergarten, and he had never risen above  
unsatisfactor y. Setting those ex pectations involves 
a culture shif t that does not happen overnight,  
but high ex pectations are a must for ever y student. 

W hen I was on the 2003 Columbia Accident  
Investigation Team, we realized ver y quickly that 
if we were going to change NASA , it wouldn’ t  
happen quickly. T hat ’s why when the board  
made 29 recommendations, 14 were technical. T he 
technical items needed to be f i xed before the nex t 
f light; the remaining 15 were culture-management 
recommendations—adaptive changes, to use your 

term. We did not say that these needed to be f i xed 
before the nex t f light. We knew that one group of 
changes needed to come first , not because it was 
more important, but because the cultural changes 
might be pencil-whipped if not given enough time.

And what has the process been like in 
terms of changing values externally? 

T hat was a big question for us : how do you engage 
effectively with the communit y? My opinion is that 
in the 21st centur y we have divorced economic 
development from academic development. T hey 
have gone separate ways, and the only t ime they 
intersect is when someone needs to be hired for a 
job. We can’ t have it be like that anymore.

In engaging with the communit y, we knew that 
the system needed to be built on mutual interest , 
not just philanthropy. Philanthropy can’ t last ver y 
long—it dries up. So, we have built four Academic 
and Career Pathways, curricula connected with 
focused, hands-on relevant learning that prepares 
students for higher education and the workforce. 
T he pathways are focused on four areas : health 
sciences ; arts and communications ; business ;  
science, technology, engineering, and math.  
Each pathway has a collection of partnerships in 
the communit y; in health sciences, for instance, 
we have a group of hospitals in the area with which 
we work ver y closely.

T his partnership with the communit y is cer-
tainly an adaptive change. But it is with this k ind 
of partnership that we can align academic and  
economic development and take on challenges like 
the Colorado paradox—Colorado is the second- 
highest educated place in terms of bachelor’s,  
master’s, and PhD’s, but we import our talent and 
don’ t take care of our children’s education as much 
as we need to. One thing we had writ ten into our 
partnerships in our strategic plan were offerings—
internships, ex ternships, job shadowing, mentor-

We need to do more than put kids  
in a rectangular box for twelve 
years, same thing for every kid, 
and then spit them out expecting 
them to be globally competitive. 
It’s not going to work. 
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John Barry celebrates a student’s success.



ing, the capabilit y to get certif icates, etc. A nd most 
CEOs understand that they have to get involved in 
their communities if they want to be competit ive ; 
it ’s more than simply writ ing a check. We need 
to do more than put k ids in a rectangular box for 
twelve years, same thing for ever y kid, and then spit  
them out ex pecting them to be globally competi-
t ive. It ’s not going to work. Our communities have 
to be engaged if this is going to work. 

We understand you did quite a bit of joint 
fact-finding in forging your ties with the 
community. Joint fact-finding is powerful 
because it steers discussions toward data 
rather than philosophy. 

Our joint fact-f inding was compelling to us because 
we saw how useful it was to bring in people who are 
looking for the f irst t ime at things that you’ve been 
looking at for years, or maybe longer. T he commu-
nit y workforce planning team had representatives 
from higher education, the Department of Labor, 
thirt y-two companies we were working with in the 
communit y, the Chamber of Commerce, and the 
Aurora Economic Development Council. We were 
looking at our process of tr ying to f igure out how 
we could do our work better. We did a lot of joint 
fact-f inding, and lots of really good questions were 
asked : W hy are we doing this ? W hy are we not con-
sidering this new technology? W hy is this st ill hap-
pening in education ?

It was a good one-year discussion with probably 
a half-dozen meetings with some ver y inf luential 
people and companies. T his work allowed us to put 
the plan together that we’ve been implementing for 
two years now. A ll this adaptive change happened 
because we were able to use communit y personnel 
to do joint fact-f inding and to determine how we 
could realign our incentives more effectively.

What is the applicability of your experi-
ences in the Air Force and in the private 
sector? What are the limits of applying 
these experiences to running a complex  
organization such as Aurora Public Schools?

The ability to prioritize, to plan strategically, to 
manage personnel, and to take a problem and orga-

nize a team around it to find solutions are all skill 
sets that are easily transferrable to any organization. 

T he Broad Academy for School Superinten-
dents really helped me to cross the bridge between 
my previous ex periences and the education world. 
T hey helped me with that 10 –15% of what I didn’ t 
know about public education, which really helped 
me to apply better what I had learned elsewhere. 
A nd, of course, I keep learning something new  
ever y day in my time here at Aurora Public Schools. 

I f ind that it ’s of ten ver y helpful to bring people 
from another school district or state or industr y 
into your organization. T he analogy I use is that 
ever y organization has a rock in the road that hurts 
your abilit y to be effective. W hen you first arrive 
in an organization you didn’ t grow up in, you see  
it . You have to make sure other people see it ,  
because those who have been there a while don’ t 
see it anymore ; they just step around it out of habit.  
It ’s that fresh set of eyes, that abilit y to look from  
a new perspective at something, that can really  
make a dif ference.

It ’s funny—when I was in the militar y, we studied  
business and education ; in the business world,  
we looked at the militar y and education ; and in  
education, we often look at the militar y and  
business. T he abilit y to have those fresh eyes and 
see those rocks in the road is key. Ever yone thinks 
he or she is an ex pert on education because we all 
went through it , but sometimes we have to break 
out of that mindset and take a fresh look. u
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In engaging with the community,  
we knew that the system needed  
to be built on mutual interest,  
not just philanthropy. Philanthropy 
can’t last very long—it dries up.  



Building Support  
for Tough  
Budget Decisions: 

Nine Steps to Align Values  
and Raise Achievement

DMC    Sp  o t l i g h t



e all know that resources are increas-
ingly scarce in school districts. Over 

the nex t several years, nearly ever y 
district will face tough budget deci-

sions as they feel the effects of national 
and state deficits and the end of federal 

st imulus dollars. Over the last few years, 
there has been mounting energy around how to 
do more with less through technology-supported 
instruction, class-size management, scheduling 
eff iciencies, new staff ing patterns, school closures, 
etc. W hile some viable ideas have emerged, few 
have been implemented.

In the end, many districts have resorted to doing 
less with less, such as offering fewer electives, 
reducing administrator and support staff posit ions,  
delaying maintenance, postponing tex tbook  
adoptions, and increasing class sizes. These district 
leaders lament that the budgeting process doesn’ t 
allow them to make the resource changes they 
think best , and so they sett le for the ones they can 
get approved. But, in fact, roadblocks to effective  
resource allocation can be pushed aside by  
aligning values, incentives, and teamwork— 
elements of ten ignored in the budgeting process.

Creating buy-in and support for bold, student- 
centered resource decisions will help districts 
better ser ve children and ta x payers in t imes  
of t ight f inances. Based on DMC’s research  
in districts across the countr y and published 
accounts of success (and failure), we crafted a  
nine-step process for cultivating support for  
meaningful resource reallocation that goes  
beyond simply balancing a shrinking budget to 
actually raising student achievement.

T h e  D i s t r i c t  M a n ag e m e n t  J o u r n a l   |  Fall 2012          11

W



12          T h e  D i s t r i c t  M a n ag e m e n t  C o u n c i l   |  www.dmcouncil.org

Recognize that building smart  
budgets is both technical  
and adaptive.

Virtually ever y superintendent we meet has several  
great ideas for trimming the budget in ways that 
don’ t jeopardize the district ’s strategy or focus on 
students. “ We should shif t money from unskilled 
paraprofessionals and add reading teachers,” or “If 
only we redesigned the bus routes, we could afford 
to lengthen the school day,” or “ W hy do we pay for 
higher ed credits ?  I wish we used that money for 
targeted in-district training and coaching.” T he list 
of ideas is of ten ver y long. T hese are all examples 
of thoughtful technical solutions to t ight budgets.

But any superintendent or school board that has 
proposed significant resource allocations knows 
all too well the pushback that of ten comes from the 

central off ice, school leaders, teachers, and par-
ents. However, pushback can be supplanted with 
support by taking an adaptive change approach—
an approach that creates a shif t in thinking or 
perspective. 

Addressing both technical and adaptive pro-
cesses in resource allocation is a must. Knowing the 
right thing to do and creating the culture shift to  
accomplish it go hand in hand. Aligning incentives, 
values, and teamwork is the most powerful lever that 
district leaders can pull to facilitate adaptive change.

Map the current incentives  
and values. 

Because adaptive changes involve shif t ing the 
beliefs and practices of team members, it is crucial 
f irst to know the baseline values and incentives in 
a district and to identif y and avoid potential land 
mines. W hat do your key stakeholders really value ? 
W hat are the sacred cows ? 

Incentives and motivations are often well below 
the surface. Few principals would publicly declare, 
“I would rather have 100 students in my build-
ing never learn to read than upset f ive of my staff 
members,” but ex perience tells us that this is of ten 
the case. If implementing a new reading program 
requires demoting two literacy coaches back to 
the classroom, moving two longtime teachers to 
a new school, and laying off a beloved paraprofes-
sional, then many principals will f ight the change. 
A n honest look at the incentives and motivations 
involved might reveal that the principal will be 
beseeched by his or her staff to protect the teachers  
impacted by the change or will jeopardize a  
longtime friendship with one of the dislocated  
teachers, all amid doubts about the eff icacy of the  
new reading program. T his is a lot of pain for lit t le  
perceived gain. Given this calculus, the principal 
has a strong incentive to f ight the change. Once 
the situation is understood from the principal ’s 
perspective, his or her reaction is understandable. 

In framing discussions about resource alloca-
tion, it is important to be mindful of the values 
and incentives among stakeholder groups so that  
discussions and decisions can be structured to 
ma ximize support.

Knowing the right thing to do 
and creating the culture shift to 
accomplish it go hand in hand.

DMC    Sp  o t l i g h t

Know the Terrain
Before setting out on a long, arduous journey, well-prepared travelers carefully map 

out the route. They know not only their end destination, but what the roads have in 

store, major stopping points along the way, and potential headaches. When unex-

pected traffic jams or detours arise, prepared travelers are better equipped to cope 

with the challenges. Resource allocation is a complex journey, and the same rules 

apply. If district leaders know the landscape well and can anticipate where the roads 

will be the roughest, they are more likely to arrive at their destinations.

1 2



Develop team buy-in through joint 
fact-finding and open dialogue.

A team approach is often crucial to developing and 
implementing smart budgets. In order to establish 
effective conditions for teamwork, teams need to 
first agree on the problem. When a superintendent 
suggests reducing foreign language staff or ending a 
program, it is presumably for good reason, but some-
times the superintendent is the only one who fully 
understands the reason. Is it because fewer students 
now take Latin, and so fewer staff are needed (the 
superintendent’s actual reason), or because Latin 
isn’t valued as much as Spanish (which may be the 
perception of the Latin teachers and the principals)?

A n effective way to build a common under- 
standing of the problem is through joint fact- 
f inding. If ever yone on a team shares in collecting  
the data, then team members will create a shared 
knowledge base that will drive fact-based decisions  
and set the stage for team buy-in. By asking the 
principals to collect the teaching loads of all staf f 
in their building and gather enrollment f igures  
by course, all key stakeholders will come to 

understand that fewer students are taking Latin and  
that the district has more Latin teachers than 
needed. W hile the assistant superintendent could 
have gathered this information, there is value to 
having stakeholders collect and analyze the infor-
mation themselves. 

A fter the data is collected and shared, creating 
a safe environment to question the findings and 
implications is critical. A leader may be fearful of 
“opening Pandora’s box” by encouraging ques-
tions and pushback, but the questions exist. It is far  
better to discuss concerns openly than to have these 
discussions occur behind the scenes. Everyone 
should know that they are welcome to speak openly, 
but everyone should also know that once a decision 
is made, group support is an expected norm.

 Consider A rlington Public Schools (M A), 
where the district saved over $340,000 by shif t ing 
from librarians to librar y paraprofessionals in the  
elementar y schools. T he idea was init ially opposed 
by all, and was dead on arrival. A year later, the 
district formed a fact-f inding committee to collect  
data, review documents, and hold inter views. 
W hen the committee found that most librarians 
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Technical changes involve implementing specific identifiable solutions to a challenge. Here, content 
expertise rules. Technical changes focus on improving processes and practices—in other words, doing 
something that is well understood, but doing it a bit better. For example, a car with worn-out brake pads 
requires technical fixes requiring the expertise of a mechanic. Redesigning a district’s school schedule 
so that fewer buses are required requires technical scheduling solutions. 

Adaptive changes involve creating a shift in an organization’s thinking and practices. Stakeholders will 
have to break old habits, think differently, reassess old values, and redefine loyalties. Adaptive changes 
require that the people with the problem are also part of the solution. 

Shifting the allegiance of building principals is a difficult but important adaptive change. Take the 
case of enrollment shifting between schools. Most principals, if they are candid, think of their staff 
and their students as their primary responsibility. They look after them and do what’s best for them. 
While this might seem like a good idea, it is better when principals worry about all staff and all  
children in the district. A school with declining enrollment should send staff to a school with growing  
enrollment, but the sending principal often resists losing “one of ours.” This view serves neither  
students nor the budget well, but simply reporting the enrollment figures (a technical solution) is  
insufficient to effect change. Changing mindsets (an adaptive solution) is also needed in order for real, 
sustainable change to occur. 

Technical vs. Adaptive Change

3
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in the district had only part-t ime responsibilit ies  
but full-t ime posit ions, that lit t le instruction took 
place during librar y period, and that few books 
were ever checked out, they were able to make 
more objective decisions based on their shared 

knowledge. T he committee ultimately supported 
the decision to shif t toward paraprofessionals  
and to reallocate resources to other init iatives  
that would have greater impact on improving  
reading skills. 

DMC    Sp  o t l i g h t

Do the Right Thing
All educators want to help children. Strategic resource allocation, if executed well, 

can be a key lever to raising student achievement and outcomes. By framing smart 

budgets as a tool to allow districts to do the right thing, district leaders can build 

support around seemingly unpopular decisions and create a path to success.

Connect decisions to district  
priorities and be explicit about 
the gains to be had as a result  
of these decisions.

In t ight budgeting t imes, there will always be trad-
eoffs. In order to build broad-based support, it is 
important to view these tradeoffs with district 
values f irmly in mind. Instead of focusing on line 
items, it is more productive to ex plicit ly connect 
decisions to the district ’s priorit ies and to keep the 
focus on what is best for the district ’s students.

Making smart but tough budget decisions is the 
hard work necessar y to achieve the district ’s desired 
ends. One key way to build support is to focus on 
the gain and not just the pain ; it is important to 
be ex plicit about what the district ’s future will look 

like af ter the tough decision is implemented. In the 
A rlington example, the pain was front and center: 
seven good people would not have a place in the 
district. T he most compelling argument wasn’ t 
why these roles were not needed, but rather what 
could be had instead—a robust early-inter vention 
reading program. Yes, the future holds less money, 
but it can also include 95% of students reading at 
grade level. Detailing a better future for students 
and keeping everyone focused on district priorities  
can fortify support for otherwise unpopular resource 
decisions. A smart budget can be the tool to student 
success, and that ’s an idea many can get behind. 

Be bold and comprehensive.
Nearly ever y superintendent has wrestled with the 
question, “Do I play it safe and seek a bit of change, 
or do I tr y for comprehensive improvement? ” W hen  
it comes to building support for resource decisions,  
bold, student-centered decisions can be just as easy  
or sometimes even easier than more t imid mea-
sures. T he pushback for trimming half a program 
versus its outright elimination is the same—vocal, 
forceful, and impassioned. Often, partial shif ts 
in resources lead to watered-down new efforts 
with unimpressive outcomes. Minimal gains then 
discourage principals and key stakeholders. T he 
pain is no longer worth the gain. A comprehensive 
plan is ult imately easier to support because people 
believe that students will actually benefit.

4

5Principals and department  
heads hold the key to solidifying 
adaptive changes. After all,  
they are usually the ones most 
directly impacted by any  
resource allocation decisions.



W hen the Boston Public Schools (M A) 
decided to move toward a new funding model 
in 2010, they exemplif ied the power of bold,  
child-centered decision-making. T he district 
knew that implementing weighted student fund-
ing would be transformational, but would require  
the district and all its schools to make dif f icult 
tradeoffs and to adjust to big swings in funding in 
some cases. 

Yet, Boston Public Schools (BPS) was able to roll 
out this new funding plan with significant buy-in 
from stakeholders, including principals who would 
be most impacted by the change and had the most  
reasons to push back. The district accomplished  
this by starting with a bold commitment that  
centered on the equitable distribution of resources 
for Boston students ; the objective nicely aligned 
to principals’ sense of fairness. In the past, student 
enrollment drove funding more than student need 
did. For example, a school with a higher proportion 
of students with special needs or English language 
learners didn’t receive greater funding despite 
greater needs. As the formulas for redistribution 
were developed, the district avoided half-measures 
and sought very high levels of equity and fairness. 
Significant dollars were reallocated to support 
high-needs students. W hen the temptation arose 
to redistribute a smaller amount of funds to mini-
mize the change, the leadership resisted the urge.  
A system that is half equitable would have been  
harder to support.

Bend, but don’t break, through  
small adjustments.

Bold decisions are the best place to start , but  
f inding the right balance of give-and-take is crit ical  
to garnering support and successfully implementing  
child-centered resource allocation decisions. 
Watering down a bold plan can undermine crit ical  
support, but so can holding too rigidly to an idea. 
A s big decisions are discussed, team members 
will have input and concerns. T he goal isn’ t to 
talk away their concerns, but to address them 
and make adjustments as needed—as long as the 
changes don’ t dilute the project beyond its point 
of effectiveness. 
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While each district creates a culture with  
unique values, there are several common-

alities among educators. A nationally normed 
survey of values, the TTI Personal Interests,  
Attitudes, and Values™, was administered to over 600 
educators. This assessment measured six values:

Social: appreciates making a  
difference for the greater good

Theory: appreciates big ideas

Individual: aims to achieve a  
higher position or role

Tradition: appreciates a fixed  
and consistent way of doing things

Utility: appreciates value  
for money spent 

Aesthetic: appreciates art,  
beauty, and design

Among superintendents and principals, the 
overwhelming majority ranked utility and  

aesthetic as the least important values, well below  
national norms for adults across a wide range of 
professions. Social values ranked very high. 

Because utility or return on investment is not 
widely valued, resource allocation decisions can 
be problematic. It is therefore important to stay  
focused on the ultimate goal of improving outcomes 
for students given limited resources.

What Do Educators Value?

6
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Drawing the line between bending to build sup-
port and destroying the value of the init iative can 
be dif f icult. “Bending” might mean rolling out 
a new plan over the course of two years, rather 
than a single year. Or, schools might be allowed 
to opt in to participate in a program during the 
f irst year. For example, when Hamilton Count y 
Public Schools ( T N) decided to implement a new 
teacher evaluation program, Project COACH, 
they introduced the changes gradually, allowing 
schools to opt in for the f irst year. At f irst , only  
25 schools chose to participate, but in short order 
68 of the district ’s 78 schools opted in for the f irst 
year. T he success of the system in these schools 
built confidence and support among the remaining 
ten schools, and made full-scale implementation 
over a two-year period possible without changing  
the core of the new program. It also greatly reduced 
pushback during the f irst year, since the ten  
principals who were most reluctant weren’ t 
required to get on board.  

Other common ways to bend include phasing in 
by grade or level, or allowing staff to help define 
the training and support needed. Timing shif ts in 
staff ing to mirror staff turnover can greatly reduce 
pushback. Over t ime, the district migrates to the 
desired goal, with minimal impact on current staff. 
Unfortunately, in districts with low turnover, this 
option can be too slow to be good for k ids. 

Some bending can enhance support, but the 
bending must be done cautiously to avoid “ break-
ing” the init iative. “Breaking” can take several 
forms, such as compromising a core component  
of a program in order to avoid controversy, or  
staf f ing an effort with people who don’ t have the 
skills necessar y for success. A s obvious as this last 
pit fall sounds, it is ver y common. For example,  
many efforts to improve elementar y math have 
been assigned to teachers who struggle with  
mastering the content themselves. Failed efforts 
waste funds and undermine future support.

DMC    Sp  o t l i g h t

Build Support through Strategic Communication
When tough choices are made, district leaders may not be able to make everyone 

happy. However, leaders and team members can use well-conceived communica-

tion strategies to increase district-wide buy-in. How much support a particular idea  

or change ultimately receives is, in part, a function of how well it is communicated.

Engage and align key 
stakeholders.

Principals and department heads hold the key to 
solidif ying adaptive changes. A fter all, they are 
usually the ones most directly impacted by any 
resource allocation decisions. Building admin-
istrators directly feel the impact of staff cuts and 
new programs but of ten aren’ t enthusiastic about 
them. T he foreign language department head 
is wounded professionally, and often personally, 
when Latin teachers are let go. So, it is imperative  
to focus on aligning incentives for principals  
and department heads to get their support for the 
reallocation of resources. 

Broadly, there are four ways to align principals. 
First , district leaders must keep front and center 
that the ultimate goal is to raise student achieve-
ment. Often, district leaders assume that the  
value of the change is obvious and don’ t spend  
enough time highlighting its benefits. T his is  
especially true if the benefit is correcting a pro-
gram with poor performance. A new program for 
dropout prevention may obviously be a good idea, 
but if it is replacing a ver y ineffective one, leaders  
can be reluctant to highlight the urgency for 
change because it means acknowledging the  
inadequacy of the current effort.

7



Second, districts can garner principal, depart-
ment head, and communit y support by elicit ing 
meaningful input into resource decisions. Fairfa x 
Count y Public Schools’ ( VA) approach to resource 
reallocation highlights the benefits of seek-
ing stakeholder input. A s Fairfa x Count y Public 
Schools faced $18 million in cuts, it was forced to 
make a variet y of allocation choices to help balance 
the budget. T he district took unprecedented steps 
to engage the communit y, school board, and other 
key stakeholders in the budget process. T hey pre-
sented several options for reallocating resources in 
the district , and then asked stakeholders to weigh 
costs and benefits associated with each option and 
provide feedback to the district. Instead of simply 
pushing back, stakeholders were forced to consider 
the possible options and make choices.

Similarly, district leaders can ask principals 
to evaluate various options, weigh the tradeoffs, 
and help make the hard decisions, rather than 
have principals be bystanders having decisions 
foisted upon them. Principals will not only be  
better informed, but can personally attest that this 
was the best choice among dif f icult options. W hile 
some principals may not agree with the ultimate 
decision, they will have deeper understanding 
of the potential benefits and feel that they had a 
voice. T his inclusion can empower principals to 
support the ultimate outcome of resource alloca-
tion decisions, as well as better communicate it to 
members of their schools and communities. 

T he third way to align principals is to give  
principals authorit y over resource allocation  
decisions and to incorporate effective resource 
allocation into principal evaluations. Ex plicit ly 
making resource allocation, particularly as it  
relates to staff ing, part of a principal ’s job 
description aligns incentives so that principals  
will have ownership over tough allocation deci-
sions. W hen a district is tr ying to t ightly man-
age class size to a given set of guidelines, 
for example, central off ice f ights for staff 
reductions when enrollment declines, while  
principals f ight to hang on to F T E. T he incen-
tives are in total conf lict. If principals were given 
ownership of the issue and evaluated on staff ing to 

guidelines, they might weigh in on who is reduced, 
but not on the need for a reduction. 

T he f inal way to align principal incentives is 
to reward principals for supporting bold resource 
allocation decisions. T he reward isn’ t cash to take 
home, but cash to spend on their schools. One 
superintendent, determined to shif t funds for a 
reading program but out of ideas on how to balance 
a shrinking budget and facing an unsupportive 
group of principals who had suffered through  
many cuts, turned to principal incentives. For ever y 
dollar that a principal recommended for trimming, 
half could be spent by the principal to support the 
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A leader may be fearful of  
“opening Pandora’s box” by  
encouraging questions and  
pushback, but the questions 
exist. It is far better to  
discuss concerns openly  
than to have these discussions 
occur behind the scenes.



4 Ways to Gain Principal Support for Resource Allocation
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district strategy as he or she saw fit. T he balance 
was redirected toward reading efforts and closing 
the budget gap. A fter the init ial shock and disbe-
lief as to whether the offer would be honored, the  
principals eventually scoured their budgets for 
underutilized staff, old programs that could be 
eliminated, and creative ways to combine roles. 
Nearly ever y idea was solid, and some could never 
have been found by the central off ice. Equally 
important was that the changes were championed 
by the principals. 

Communicate the connection 
between resource allocation 
changes and community and  
district values.

Child-centered resource reallocation is not easy. 
Decisions directly af fect people’s lives, f rom staff 
to students. How a potential decision is commu-
nicated can determine whether there is sufficient 
support or not. Communication should be centered  
on the connection between the decision taken 
and the district ’s values and priorit ies. In Step 4, 

DMC    Sp  o t l i g h t

8

1 Keep the ultimate goal of raising student 
achievement front and center.

2 Seek principal input on weighing  
tradeoffs and making choices.

3 Give principals authority over resource 
allocation and incorporate resource al-
location into principal evaluations.

4 Reward principals with cash for their 
schools in return for supporting bold 
resource allocation decisions.
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9

Smarter Budgets Are Possible
Decreasing costs and increasing student achievement are not opposing goals. Students can achieve  

during tight financial times, and resource reallocation can provide solutions to districts’ existing achieve-

ment problems. The hardest part is winning support for these bold and necessary decisions. For  

resource allocation to be a solution rather than a problem, it must be backed by bold leadership,  

thoughtful planning, teamwork, and open communication. With these nine steps, districts can better  

allocate resources to better serve children. u

we discussed the importance of examining trad-
eoffs with district values f irmly in mind. Similarly, 
when it is t ime to communicate the decision more 
broadly, it is crit ical to make sure all stakeholders 
understand that tradeoffs had to be made, but the 
decision was taken with the objective of furthering 
the district ’s values and priorit ies. 

Joint School District No. 2 (ID) was facing 
another round of deep budget cuts. A s it looked to 
close the gap while ser ving students well, it looked 
to special education. It might seem odd that  
cutting staff who ser ve the neediest students could 
align with district values, but it did. T hrough joint 
fact-f inding, the district learned that students with 
special needs were not achieving at high levels 
and that there was significant variabilit y among  
special education staff in terms of how much time 
they spent with students each week. T he deci-
sion to revamp academic support and reduce the  
number of speech therapists was discussed  
(correctly so) as an effort to help students and 
to create equit y between similar staff. Both 
values resonated with many. W hile acknowl-
edging how painful it is to reduce staff, the 
conversation stayed focused squarely on bet-
ter achievement for students and equal work-
loads for teachers. If communication centers 
on resource allocation as not just a solution 
to a budget problem, but as an opportunit y to 
improve results for children, then support grows.

Many voices should communicate  
a consistent message.

It is important to remember that the superintendent 
is not the sole spokesman for resource allocation  
decisions. Parents and staff and even some school 
board members get their information through  
private conversations with principals, department 
heads, and teachers. T his informal communi-
cation network often is the dif ference between 
support and defeat. It is not uncommon for  
principals and department heads to nod agree-
ment at a cabinet meeting and then share with  
others that the cuts are ill-conceived and harmful  
to students. T herefore, an essential f irst step is to 
align internal communication to ensure that all 
school leaders relay a consistent message. A s we 
discussed in Step 3, it is helpful to cultivate team 
buy-in from the outset ; engaging the team in fact-
f inding and promoting open dialogue in the early 
stages aligns the team. 

Once internal communication is well estab-
lished, districts should employ a team approach 
to ex ternal communication. R ather than having  
a superintendent be the sole voice of a new  
budget, multiple members of the team should  
publicly communicate the resource alloca-
tion strategy, its benefits, and its alignment with  
district values. Many voices may make lighter  
and more effective work. 

DMC Spotlight represents the collective thinking and approach of The District Management 
Council. This Spotlight was authored by Nathan Levenson and Bridget McNamara.
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Do you agree with the following statements? Strongly 
Agree

Somewhat 
Agree

Somewhat 
Disagree

Strongly 
Disagree

1 Principals put the needs of the district before  
the needs of their schools.

2 Principals have a deep understanding of the  
district’s priorities.

3 Principals have a personal and philosophical  
commitment to the district strategic plan.

4 �Principals understand the district’s revenues  
and expenses.

5 Principals are consulted early and often in  
budget deliberations.

6 �Principals understand how staffing decisions  
are made.

7 Principals believe staffing is fair and equitable  
between schools.

8 Principals expect and accept that staff will be 
shifted between buildings as enrollment changes.

9 Principals have access to data on program  
effectiveness.

10 Principals have significant input into how dollars 
are spent in their buildings.

Are your principals aligned to support  
student-centered budgeting?
Principals are key to solidifying adaptive changes. After all, they are usually the ones most directly affected as a result of  

any resource allocation decisions. Additionally, principals often informally shape how teachers, department heads, parents,  

and the community perceive new initiatives or changes to the budget. It is therefore essential to focus on aligning principals  

and to get their support for the reallocation of resources. 
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Do you agree with the following statements? Strongly 
Agree

Somewhat 
Agree

Somewhat 
Disagree

Strongly 
Disagree

1 Principals put the needs of the district before  
the needs of their schools.

2 Principals have a deep understanding of the  
district’s priorities.

3 Principals have a personal and philosophical  
commitment to the district strategic plan.

4 �Principals understand the district’s revenues  
and expenses.

5 Principals are consulted early and often in  
budget deliberations.

6 �Principals understand how staffing decisions  
are made.

7 Principals believe staffing is fair and equitable  
between schools.

8 Principals expect and accept that staff will be 
shifted between buildings as enrollment changes.

9 Principals have access to data on program  
effectiveness.

10 Principals have significant input into how dollars 
are spent in their buildings.

Score Your Results
How aligned are your principals to support student-centered budgeting?

Give yourself 1 POINT for every time you answered Strongly AGREE	                 	

Give yourself 5 POINTS for every time you answered SOMEWHAT AGREE	  	    

Give yourself 10 POINTS for every time you answered SOMEWHAT DISAGREE	      	

Give yourself 15 POINTS for every time you answered Strongly DISAGREE           		   

						              TOTAL SCORE	  ___________  

Your Score
Your Opportunity to Increase Principal Support for  
Resource Reallocation

0 - 25 Your principals are very well aligned to support district initiatives.

26 - 50
You have many key elements in place; further efforts to align principals’ 
incentives and values can enhance their support of district initiatives.    

51 - 75
Some important pieces are in place, but there are significant opportunities  
to further align principals so that they can better support district initiatives. 

75 plus
Principals are currently not well-aligned to support district initiatives; 
working to align their values and incentives could significantly change  
the budget dynamics in your district.

Did you know
Leadership is second only to classroom  
instruction among all school-related  
factors that contribute to what students  
learn at school.

?Are your principals aligned to support  
student-centered budgeting?



1 Don’t make tough decisions alone.

Tough, student-centered decisions require the support of many  
stakeholders. When only a small group of leaders make decisions,  
those who were not involved often fail to support the decision. 

2 Don’t ignore unstated values.

Everyone professes to put “children first” and “to spend money prudently,” but  
key stakeholders like principals and central office staff often have myriad, complex 
values and allegiances. Loyalty to their staffs or departments, employment of local 
residents, and appreciation for seniority can be competing values. 

3 Don’t forget that making the wise choice isn’t sufficient. 

Resource allocation isn’t just a technical exercise of making good decisions. How 
decisions are made matters as much as the decision itself. Be sure to involve deep 
influencers in the decision-making process. 

4 Don’t assume others know the facts.

Leaders often have information that drives their decisions, such as a program’s  
disappointing results or the high-cost per student served. Other key stakeholders 
may be unaware of this information. Joint fact-finding can change perceptions  
and garner support.
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Managing the budget during tight times is never easy and making 

bold, student-centered resource allocation decisions can be even 

more challenging. Thoughtfully managing the decision-making 

process can build support for good ideas, minimize pushback, and 

put limited resources to their best use. 

10 Mistakes to Avoid

Making Difficult Resource 
Allocation Decisions 



5 Don’t frame choices as “good” or “bad.”

Resource allocation is all about trade-offs, but positioning one option as good and 
another as bad personalizes the decisions and encourages strong pushback. Decisions 
framed as aligned (or not) with a strategic vision are easier for many of those affected 
to accept. 

6 Don’t forget to involve the principals.

Building administrators often feel the brunt of resource decisions, and they are a key 
informal communication channel with teachers and parents. Failing to involve them in 
the decision-making process can lead to limited support from parents and teachers. 

7 Don’t advocate for half measures.

In the political tussle of making tough decisions, it can be tempting to water down a 
good idea to minimize the pushback. Be careful not to undermine the integrity of the 
proposal. Half measures will cause support to dissipate. 

8 Don’t be stubborn.

There is a difference between watering down a good idea to the point of undermining 
an initiative and being willing to incorporate feedback and bend to ensure support 

and success. It’s important to know the difference.  

9 Don’t assume central office support. 

Even your trusted staff at central office has many conflicting loyalties.  
Be sure to understand their values, involve them in the process,  

and let them wrestle with the tough tradeoffs. Building  
a team that puts the good of the district ahead of  

individual departments creates much needed  
support for difficult decisions.

10 Don’t despair. 

Managing declining budgets isn’t easy,  
but it can be done if you address not  
only “technical” changes—solutions  
to a problem, but also focus on making 
adaptive changes—shifting thinking  
and perspectives.  
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DMC    Ca s e  St  u dy
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T hrough an inclusive strategic planning effort ,  
Superintendent Pedro R ivera refocused  
dozens of ex ist ing init iatives around four 

powerful and interconnected themes, and then 
motivated an entire district to get involved in 
implementing the plan. Shunning the conventional 
top-down implementation model, he distributed 
leadership across a wide group of teachers, build-
ing administrators, and central off ice staff. His 
approach ensured broad-based support and light-
ning-fast implementation of sweeping efforts with 
lit t le pushback.

Background
T he state of Pennsylvania cut $ 860 million from the 
education budget in 2011-2012 , and Governor Tom 
Corbett ’s 2012-2013 budget proposed another $100 
million for the chopping block. With the latest round 
of cuts, Pennsylvania’s school districts will have lost 
$1.5 billion since 2008, funds previously received 
from the state or from federal st imulus—a 15% drop 
over four years. T he School District of Lancaster 
lost $10 million in 2011-2012 , and was forecasting 
another $ 6 to $ 8 million reduction. To balance the 
budget, the district would have to resort to increases 

A multiyear budget crisis hardly seems like an opportune time to launch a comprehensive 

student improvement effort, but for the leaders of the School District of Lancaster (PA) it 

seemed to be exactly the right time. Amid drastic state budget cuts, they confronted the 

daunting task of doing more with less. Concentrating the district’s funds and leadership 

energy became the strategic priority. 

Teamwork Transforms the 
School District of Lancaster

20  
schools

1,645  
staff members

$160  
million operating 
budget (2011–12)

11,000  
students

13  
elementary

58% 
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4 
middle schools
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1  
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2  
alternative schools

17% 
Caucasian

Fast facts: School District of Lancaster (PA)
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>> Urban district within the 
largely bucolic Lancaster 
County, which is 97% white. 
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in class sizes ; the loss of instruc-
tional coaches in math and literacy 
at the high schools and elemen-
tar y schools ; reductions in tutoring  
ser vices, ESL facilitators, librar y  
ser vices, and summer school and  
other extended-time learning; plus cuts  
to many other important programs. 

T he superintendent feared that 
these cuts would undermine the 
impressive gains the district had  
been making in raising student 
achievement. Between 2003 and 
2011, the percentage of 11th graders 
in Lancaster scoring proficient or 
above in math increased 73% , (going 
from 19 % to 33%) and increased 52 % 
in reading, (going from 29 % to 44%). 
The percentage of students scoring 
below basic decreased 24% in math 
(from 62 % to 47%) and 30 % in reading  
(from 53% to 37%). 

Superintendent Rivera was deter-
mined to change the discussion. 
Rather than focus on what was out 
of his control, he shifted the district ’s  
attention to the real question at 
hand—what could they continue to 
improve with the funds they did have? 

T he process started with codif ying  
their theor y of action and creating  
a focused strategic plan that 
embraced cost-effectiveness and 
the shif t ing of ex ist ing funds. T he 
plan harnessed the district ’s energy, 
which had been dispersed among 
hundreds of individual attempts and mini-programs, 
and instead focused it on four simple but effective 
init iatives : creating a district-wide best-practices  
approach to elementar y reading, addressing the 
challenges of struggling readers at the secondar y 
level, aggressively rethinking drop-out prevention,  
and building the capacit y of district leaders. But  
how Superintendent R ivera developed the details  
of each program and implemented all four  
programs in just one year was just as forward- 
thinking as the contents of the plan itself. 

Distributed leadership 
and joint fact-finding 
made all the difference
In only one year, the district was 
able to get an enormous amount 
of work done, accomplishing 
much more than similar transfor-
mations elsewhere that had taken 
three or four years to achieve. 
How? In addition to laser focus 
on goals, leadership responsi-
bilit y was truly distributed. A n 
entire district transformation 
was not dependent on one or two 
administrators ; instead, a multi-
disciplinar y leadership team was 
created with over 40 members, 
split into working groups of seven 
to ten people for each of the four 
init iatives. 

The obvious benefit of a dis-
tributed approach was that lots of 
work was shared by many more 
people than might be customary. 
And, because such a large number 
of people was involved, discussion 
of the plan quickly extended from 
the working groups to many of the 
other administrators, principals, 
and teachers as participants talked 
to friends and colleagues about 
what they were working on. That 
built even more momentum and 
later facilitated getting support 
from teachers, parents, and other 
stakeholders. Distributed leader-

ship was key to implementing all the work that needed 
to be done in a short time, and getting it done well.

In addition to building a broad-based team, 
Superintendent R ivera took a personal role in  
ensuring that the work moved forward. W hile he 
could not sit in on all of the working group meetings, 
his presence was certainly felt at each one ; any time 
there was a roadblock, he stepped in personally to 
help remove it. W hen important elements began to 
get watered down by the committees, perhaps out 
of fear that bold changes might generate pushback, 

Gains in 
student 
achievement 
(2003–2011 for 
11th graders)
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24%
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the superintendent stepped in to urge the com-
mittee to do what was best for students. Another 
tactic Superintendent R ivera employed to ensure 
buy-in and faithful implementation was to utilize  
his regularly scheduled cabinet meetings and  
meetings with the district ’s principals to follow up 
on strategic efforts. 

Superintendent R ivera made implementing 
the strategic plan a constant, teamwork-based 
endeavor, involving as many leaders as he could, 
distributing responsibilit y to all of them, and being 
personally involved, as of ten as needed, all year 
long. T he result was that the full weight of his  
off ice and the strength of his personal commitment  
to successfully implementing the plan inspired 
ever yone involved to work together and to work 
even harder. 

Nothing matters more than  
elementary reading

T he first of the four strategic init iatives focused 
on elementar y reading, with the goal of imple-
menting a comprehensive approach to improv-
ing literacy. A ll educators are in agreement about 
the importance of reading and how fundamen-
tal it is to begin teaching reading skills from the 
moment students enter school. But ever y school in 
Lancaster had its own approach, and almost ever y 
teacher taught reading dif ferently. At the district 
level, literacy would be hard to improve if ever yone 
was doing something dif ferent. Hence, the goal 
was to create a common district-wide approach to 
literacy—a powerful idea if ever yone could get on 
the same page. 

In an effort to make sure the common approach 
would be accepted by teachers and staff and  

would actually be usable in the classroom, 
Superintendent R ivera and the Elementar y 
Reading working group began with joint fact-
f inding to help ever yone fully understand the  
current situation. T hey cataloged the many dif-
ferent approaches being used and did so in a way 
that became a learning tool for ever yone who  
participated. In addition to the detailed sur vey 
of elementar y teachers, the district worked ver y 
closely with the three elementar y school princi-
pals to understand what was really happening at 
the building level and what help and resources 
were needed to make the unified approach work as 
effectively as possible. 

This approach differed from the typical method 
of central office leaders coming up with the  
plan and mandating that it be implemented. By 
researching teaching programs as a team, many in 
the district learned how varied and at times scat-
tered the district ’s approach to reading had been. 
Few would have understood the need for a common  
program if the principals and staff hadn’t learned 
firsthand about the current situation. Additionally, 
very practical ideas came to the fore, which all 
worked to ease the ultimate implementation. Many 
members of the working group and many of the 
teachers consulted were extraordinarily knowledge-
able about what makes a great reading program; 
developing the plan together, they included these 
ideas in the final program. 

T he working group developed 10 non- 
negotiables for the Elementar y Reading program 
(Ex hibit 1) . T hese were based on best practices—
what was already working in the most effective  
classrooms or schools—and were refined in part-
nership with all the elementar y school principals 
through multiple meetings and feedback rounds. 
T he 10 items were built around a commitment  
to shif t resources as needed, especially t ime  
during the school day, central off ice support, and 
professional development.

Nex t, a ver y detailed plan of how this new strat-
egy would be rolled out was devised, again drafted 
with principal involvement. Principal involvement 
was key, as participants felt they had helped come 
up with the plan and were thus more willing to  
support it and able to cultivate buy-in from their  
colleagues within each building. 
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In order to raise proficiency, the district’s Elementary Literacy working group developed a list of recommen-
dations to guide future work. The committee’s vision was to implement the following non-negotiables—tools, 
training, and values—over the next three years. In practice, all were implemented in their very first year.

Exhibit 1  Elementary Literacy’s 10 Non-Negotiables

5 Sustained, embedded, on-going professional development 
Professional development should occur in many formats— 
coaching, videos, meetings, peer observations, webinars— 
and not just “sit and get.” Fifty hours of sustained,  
embedded professional development on a narrowly  
focused topic provides appropriate time to learn new 
skills and to receive and incorporate feedback.

6 Support for principals and accountability for  
implementation without judgment 
Principals and coordinators need to feel supported  
in their own learning and professional growth. An  
atmosphere without judgment will allow for open  
dialogue about strengths, weaknesses, and realities.

1 Common materials and resources 
Common materials and resources promote high standards 
for all students, promote collaboration among teachers, 
and increase the ability of building leaders and the district 
to monitor and support high-quality instruction.

2 Common formative assessments  
Common formative assessments with explicit  
benchmarks and common ways to look at data ensure 
that all students are held to high standards. They  
reduce inconsistency across buildings, allow for easier 
transfer of data for highly mobile students, and can  
build momentum to move the entire district forward,  
not just individual schools.

3 A map of the 90-minute block 
Having a common, communicated understanding of  
what makes a good 90-minute block provides additional 
support to teachers and will emphasize the district’s 
focus on its approach to reading beyond just materials.

4 Observational look-fors 
Providing a list to teachers, principals, and coaches that 
details what principals and coaches will be looking for 
when observing literacy instruction helps to make clear 
what is most important and builds a foundation for  
feedback conversations.

Source: School District of Lancaster

7 Broad understanding and support for  
“how we teach reading”  
Teaching reading really is rocket science. By focusing on 
“how we teach reading,” we are providing best practices 
in literacy instruction that can be applied to any core  
program or content area. The materials become less  
of the focus; teaching our children to read is the goal.

8 An appropriately supported and supplemented core 
A strong core program that meets the needs of 80 to  
85% of students, appropriate materials, and guidelines 
for the 90-minute block that use the best practices in 
literacy instruction ensure that the needs of students  
are being met. 

9 Incorporating all strands of literacy 
Literacy instruction encompasses more than reading 
skills. All strands of literacy (reading, writing, speaking, 
listening, and possibly handwriting/keyboarding) should 
be addressed in the literacy curriculum for students to 
have a deep, rich base of skills by which they can analyze, 
experience, and understand the world around them. 

10 Integration of literacy 
Teaching content-area reading and writing skills,  
especially in social studies and science, as well as  
maximizing the use of instructional time we have  
with students allow for cross-curricular teaching  
and align with common-core state standards.
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T he district was able to implement all 10 of  
their “non-negotiables” in the f irst year, a task  
that would have taken many districts two to three 
years of development and implementation. T he 
working group’s assessment of current practice 
and needs took three months, developing the 
“non-negotiables” took another three months, and 
crafting the implementation plan occupied the 
f inal three months. T his was fast , but not rushed. 
Committee members met three to four t imes a 
month, and full-day principal and cabinet meet-
ings were devoted to the four strategic init iatives 
each month. By treating these init iatives as the 
most important work, the district ensured that they 
became ever yone’s highest priorit y.

Taking bold action regarding 
secondary reading

T he second element in the four-part plan was to 
improve secondar y reading. T he data showed 
that 48 % of students in middle and high school 
were not proficient readers, especially in com-
prehension skills, which is a common situation 
in urban districts. Equally common was the fact 
that Lancaster’s secondar y schools did not teach  
reading. A lthough English and social studies 
classes involved reading, teachers of those classes 
did not teach reading. So the district made an 
incredibly bold decision : if our secondar y students 
can’ t read, we need to teach them reading.

The first real obstacle the working group faced  
was the already tight daily schedule; there was 
no period available to teach a reading course, which 

meant the entire school schedule would need to be 
revised. Equally daunting was that there were no 
secondary reading teachers in the schools, nor was 
there money for adding them.

A s in the elementar y reading init iative, a  
principal-led working group first researched best 
practices to understand how middle and high 
school k ids learn to read. T he research revealed 
that significant t ime on task was required, between 
45 to 90 minutes a day, f ive days a week—for half 
the students in the school. T his demanded a major 
overhaul of the schedules.

Distributed leadership, joint fact-finding, and 
visionary leadership carried the day. The working 
group brought together the four middle schools to 
jointly revamp their schedules. There had never 
been any coordination between the schools, and 
everything was different: start and end times, num-
ber of days in a cycle, number of periods, and period 
lengths. In what was itself a heroic achievement, all 
four schools adopted the exact same schedule, and 
that schedule included a period every day to teach 
reading, five days a week, as a full course. They even 
created a common planning block at the same time 
at each school, just before lunch. This would allow 
staff from all four schools to meet together over 
lunch for 90 minutes when needed. 

Many districts might have come to the conclu-
sion that the schedule change was too complex, 
that much more study was needed, and that only a 
watered-down plan could be adopted. But, again, 
collaboration, teamwork, and strong leadership 
got them through this difficult situation. It turned 
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out that one of the four principals was a scheduling 
guru who offered to help the other three come to 
terms with how to work things out. A similar plan 
was instituted in the high schools. Those who still 
struggled with reading were enrolled in a 90 -min-
ute double-block of reading education a day, up 
from literally zero minutes one year before. The 
rationale behind this intensive strategy was that 
if a student still couldn’t read well by high school,  
a quarter of the day would be time well spent  
working on that skill. The reading course was  
designed specifically for the 48 % of the student 
body who struggled, allowing the stronger stu-
dents to use the time for electives. In an effort to 
normalize the reading program for the enrolled  
students, the schedule was designed so that everyone 
in the school still received music, art, and physical  
education classes, plus the usual core courses. 

With the schedule redesigned, the focus turned 
to staff ing. W ho would teach the new reading 
course ? At f irst , t imid suggestions emerged. “Let ’s 
have the English teachers run the classes.” Or, 
“ We will have ex tra special education staff, since 
many students will be in reading rather than the 
resource room, so let ’s have those staff members 
teach reading.” Both were simple solutions, but 
not consistent with the district ’s theor y of action, 
which called for highly skilled teachers. Many high 
school English and special education staff are not 
specifically trained to teach reading. T he commit-
ment was made to use only proven, well-trained 
reading teachers. New teachers would have to be 
hired. But how to pay for them ?

A gain, distributed leadership came to the rescue.  
T he principals and special education director,  
who were leading the effort , offered to reduce  
their current staff in order to fund these crit ical  
posit ions. T hey weren’ t asked or forced, but they 
volunteered ! If they hadn’ t been involved ever y 
week for ten months in the planning, it is unlikely 
that such a sacrif ice would have been supported. 
A new job description was posted, a detailed  
inter view process was created, and some ver y tal-
ented teachers were ultimately hired.

The leadership team also researched and  
identified programs and materials that could 
help teach secondary reading, as there was no  

established curriculum  
to work from. They  
undertook a rigorous  
analysis of which stu-
dents needed support  
by looking closely at 
test scores and other  
indicators, and used 
this information to 
design the best curricu-
lum possible to achieve 
the goal of improving literacy.

T he new reading plan was such a bold shif t that 
the district decided to start with grades 6 and 9 
and ex pand each year. A ll this occurred, of course, 
while the district was bracing for an $ 8 million 
reduction for 2012-2103 in state and federal aid.

Drop-out prevention:  
A new look at an old problem

T he third element of the district strategy was 
drop-out prevention. Across the School District 
of Lancaster, about 40 % of high school students 
were dropping out. Obviously, keeping kids in 
school was a long-established district priorit y. 
Even though much thought and effort had already  
been put into countless approaches to drop-out 
prevention, the sad statist ic meant that nothing 
was working well enough. 

R ather than following the usual approach of  
outlining a plan to keep students in school, the  
working committee took a backwards design 
approach. T hey set out to f ind out, empirically, 
why Lancaster students actually drop out. 

Ever yone on the committee had a dif ferent  
theor y of why students drop out, but no one  
definit ively knew the real reasons, so it was ver y  
hard to know what to do to keep students in school. 
A fter a brainstorming session, over twent y likely 
causes were identif ied : inabilit y to read, high 
mobilit y, pregnancy, suspension for poor behavior, 
bullying, dif f icult home life. T he list went on. But 
which were the true causes ?

T he committee decided to conduct a detailed 
root-cause analysis. T he working group for  
Drop-out Prevention f irst compiled a list of all the 
students who had dropped out over the previous 
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two years, then they compiled more and more 
information about those students : their atten-
dance, where they lived, when they moved to 
Lancaster, how often they changed houses or 
neighborhood, which teachers taught them, what 
programs they were in, whether they received 
special education, whether they attended alterna-
tive high schools, whether they had siblings who 
graduated, their grades going back to f if th grade, 
suspension reports, teacher comments, and any 
other bits of information that confirmed or refuted 
a hy pothesis.

T he goal was to be ver y fact-based in their 
analysis, but the working group faced technical 
challenges. In some cases, computer systems had 
been updated and old data had been lost ; in some 
schools, the data was intact, but was on countless 
pieces of paper. Many other districts might have 
given up on incorporating more information, and 
tried to make do with the lit t le that was easily  
available. But because the superintendent had 

instilled a culture of not cutting any corners in 
implementing the new plan, team members sif ted 
through paper records, photocopied attendance 
slips, inter viewed teachers who had specific  
students, pulled paper copies of report cards, and 
printed out reports from four dif ferent sources to 
compile the most accurate picture possible of who 
these students really were. Once they had amassed 
all the data, the District Management Council 
helped them to create a structure to analyze the 
ex tensive primar y source documentation.

With the data in hand, each member of the 
working group was then able to present a hy poth-
esis of why students were dropping out, and then 
test the theor y against the data set. It turned out 
that the conventional wisdom of the team had 
been off base. 

W hat did they f ind ? Students with special needs 
dropped out a higher rate—not true ; students  
dropped out because of teen pregnancy—not 
true ; those who moved into Lancaster later in 
their school careers dropped out—not true ;  
students who had behavior problems dropped 
out—not true ; and the list went on. T he fact that so 
many of their theories were unfounded ex plained 
why the district ’s programs weren’ t making a big  
dif ference—the root cause hadn’ t been correctly 
diagnosed, making it unlikely that their ef forts 
could accurately address it .

The team ultimately found that there were two 
main reasons that students dropped out in Lancaster: 
(1) failure in the middle school without negative conse-
quences, and (2) rough readjustment after returning to 
mainstream education from an alternative high school.

Identif ying the f irst group was a major achieve-
ment, as was understanding their plight. In middle 
school, a student might start on the road of under-
achievement by failing math, then English. But 
as is the case in many middle schools, if a student 
attends school regularly and is well behaved, he or 
she is promoted at the end of the year. However, 
when the same student reaches high school and 
fails ninth-grade English and math, he’s told that 
he will not graduate unless he passes four years of 
English and math. Learning as a freshman that 
you’re so far behind that it will take f ive or si x years 
to graduate, many students give up and drop out. 

Fully understanding the problem, the working 
group sent high school staff to bring their ex pla-
nation to the middle schools, where the problems 
f irst began. Lancaster began to face the drop-out 
challenge where it actually starts. 

T his past spring, for the f irst t ime in the district , 
eighth graders who failed too many courses were 
not promoted to ninth grade—a real consequence 
for their failure. To make up the credits, each 
of the students was enrolled in a new, intensive  
summer school developed as part of the Drop-out 

Distributed leadership,  
collaboration, the utilization of 
data, and joint fact-finding are  
the keys to developing and  
implementing major change.
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Prevention plan and run by tough-love teachers  
who demanded high performance, complete 
attendance, and hard work. Nearly all the students 
who were eligible enrolled, and nearly all of them 
passed, eventually graduating into ninth grade. 
Introducing real consequences in the form of  
having to give up a summer reset the students’ old 
patterns into new, more successful ones.

The second cohort of students who dropped 
out was made up of kids who had spent time at the  
alternative high schools. The purpose of the alterna-
tive high schools was to create a smaller, more struc-
tured environment where students wouldn’t get lost 
in the crowd. The alternative schools were a weigh 
station to help students through problems or a crisis 
so they could get back to the regular high school.  
But, it turned out, once students returned to the 
mainstream environment, they decided to drop out. 

For the second group, a new program was  
created within the high school that would ser ve 
those returning students in a unique way, creating 
a transit ional space in a separate wing of the main 
campus, where teachers could work with these  
students more closely and ensure that their  
re-entr y was supported and well super vised.

T hese were bold strategies that were ver y 
thoughtful and logical. T he root causes behind 
the drop-out crisis were identif ied and the work-
ing group had the willingness to give up on long-
held beliefs. T hey let data drive their analysis, and 
the group was able to create the targeted programs 
necessar y to keep Lancaster’s k ids in school. 

Building leadership capacity
T he final element of the four-part plan was lead-
ership development. T he goal of this working 
group was to increase leadership capacit y for 
assistant principals, principals, and central off ice 
staff. Given the district ’s use of collaborative 
leadership, it was crit ical to have talented lead-
ers and a strong succession and development 
plan. T he Leadership working group set out on 
a two-pronged approach to build more capacit y:  
hiring candidates with more capacity and increasing 
the skill set of those already working in Lancaster. 

T he f irst step was to determine which skills, 
traits, and abilit ies mattered most in a leader. 

A fter gathering much input, the leadership  
team came to the conclusion that some skills  
could be learned, but others could not. With  
this insight, they determined that inter viewers 
need to look for evidence of innate skills ever y 
successful administrator must possess, such as 
empathy, a supportive approach, and comfort  

with making hard decisions. T hese skills were in 
contrast to other more teachable skills like being 
comfortable looking at data or familiarit y with  
certain curriculum.

T he traditional hiring system, unfortunately, 
of ten overlooked candidates with innate abilit ies 
in favor of those with specific, relevant ex peri-
ence. Most of the highest-performing principals  
didn’ t have a lot of technical ex perience when 
hired, but because they were internal candidates, 
this was overlooked. Strangely enough, these 
ver y same high performers would not necessarily  
have been hired if they weren’ t already known 
to the district. Hiring criteria in Lancaster, and 
in most districts, don’ t include looking for these 
innate abilit ies. 

T he new inter view questions targeted many of 
the innate skills and approaches, rather than work 
histor y. T he new revamped plan also included a 
series of performance challenges that would allow 
the inter viewer to judge key skills. W hen inter-
viewing for a posit ion as a principal, for example, 
the candidate would be asked to analyze a data set  
and write a one-page summar y of conclusions, 
showing his or her thought process and writ ing 

Exhibit 1
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abilit y. During a second inter view, a candidate 
might be asked to write a letter to staff sharing good 
and bad news, so that the inter view team could 
judge the capacit y to be diplomatic, an innate 
abilit y of ten ignored in the inter view process,  
but crucial just the same.

A fter countless years of using the traditional 
inter view system, the district fully adopted the new 
approach, implementing it to evaluate ever y new 
administrative candidate only nine months af ter 
the leadership team first tackled reforming the hir-
ing process.

For ex ist ing staff, the working group designed  
a new approach to job-embedded training to  
foster more hands-on leadership development. For 
example, many assistant principals will become 
future principals, so one strategy was to give them 
a few specific roles or responsibilit ies similar to 
those of the principal, and evaluate them on those 
skills. T he assistant principals could then be taught 
to overcome shortcomings.

For current principals, the working group  
determined that Superintendent R ivera should 
review their skills compared to the desired skills and 
create an individualized plan to work on one or two 
skills per year. 

Overall, the working group recognized that every 
administrator can grow and improve. They believed 
Lancaster benefited from a strong administrative 
team, and their plan focused on how to make all 
administrators stronger at their jobs.

Leadership, not money
The successful implementation of the four projects 
was enabled both by the strong leadership of the 
superintendent, who empowered his teams to think 
big and who didn’t allow cutting corners, and by  
distributing leadership and responsibility for  
designing and implementing the strategic initiatives. 
The budget crisis was a given, but never an excuse.

Superintendent Rivera demonstrated his leader-
ship by making implementation of the four projects 
part of the day-to-day work in the district, bringing 
the topic into standing meetings, and making it not 
a second job or an afterthought, but a primary part 
of everyone’s daily tasks. Work was done between 
the meetings so that meetings were not just a time 
to pick up where discussion had left off but rather to 
be used as meaningful working sessions. The results 
of those meetings were shared with principals and 
other administrators for their feedback in a continual  
process that assured full team buy-in of the goals.

Superintendent R ivera inter vened whenever 
roadblocks came up, clearing the way for work  
to continue. A lthough he set a demanding pace, 
the pace was not too fast and the workload was 
never too heav y because tasks were distributed  
to principals and teachers.

Lancaster was able to implement the plan 
so well because the process was built around a  
two-way dialogue, rather than having the central 
off ice dictate change. A lthough the conventional 
wisdom is that a top-down approach to change 
is the quickest , the School District of Lancaster 
proved that distributed leadership, collaboration, 
the utilization of data, and joint fact-f inding are 
the keys to developing and implementing major 
change and doing so in record t ime. u 
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Superintendent Rivera  
intervened whenever roadblocks 
came up, clearing the way for  
work to continue.
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Special education consumes a large 
and growing share of district budgets, 
yet sadly, few students with special 

needs are achieving academic proficiency. 
With school budgets squeezed by the  
lingering impact of the 2008 recession, 
the end of federal stimulus funds, and  
declining state funding, there is height-
ened urgency to examine the relationship 
between special education spending and  
results for students. 

DMC’s Nate Levenson and a DMC team 
gathered and analyzed data from over 
1,400 school districts, representing 43% 
of all U.S. school systems enrolling more 
than 3,000 students. The analysis  
focused on how special  

DMC’s Nathan Levenson Authors Fordham Institute Report 

Boosting the Quality and  
Efficiency of Special Education

For a FREE download of the full report, Boosting  
the Quality and Efficiency of Special Education, go to  
www.dmcouncil.org or go to http://www.edexcellence.
net/publications
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education dollars are spent and the rela-
tionship between spending and results. 

The analysis focused on three key questions:

1. How much variation exists in special  
education spending among districts?

2. What can we learn from school districts 
that spend less on special education, yet 
achieve the same or better outcomes than 
their demographically similar but higher- 
spending counterparts?

3. What savings might be realized if the 
special education field focused on out-
comes rather than inputs?

Key Findings

There is high variability in special  
education staffing, with some districts 
having almost three times as many special 
education teachers as others, and some 
districts having four times as many para-
professionals as others (Figures 1 and 2). 

If school districts with above-average 
staffing levels were to staff at the median 
level, they would collectively free up over 
$10 billion a year.

The vast majority of special education 
spending in districts is for staff. In some 
places, staffing costs constitute as much 
as 95% of total special education costs, 
and are seldom less than 70%. The data 
collected for this study revealed that the 
variation in staffing level for special educa-
tion personnel is wide—much wider than 
in general education staffing. 

Variation among general education 
teachers at the elementary level is just  
1.4 fold. Compared to general education, 
variation is twice as great for special  
education teachers and three times as great 
for paraprofessionals. 

In short, school districts across the 
country spend and staff at markedly  
different levels to serve students with  
special needs—a level of variation that is 
nearly twice as large as that of general  
education staffing. The variation is not  
explained by differences in student  
demographics or in total per-pupil spending.  
 While a district may have less control over 
some special education costs, such as 
transportation and out-of-district costs, 
staffing is very much under a district’s  
control. It is the largest lever that districts 
have to manage learning and spending for 
students with special needs. 

      No one is suggesting  
balancing school budgets  
on the backs of those  
students most in need. 
But neither should special  
education be exempt from 
cost-benefit analysis and 
fresh thinking. That’s the 
message of the Fordham 
study [Boosting the Quality  
and Efficiency of Special  
Education by Levenson],  
and it’s one both local offi-
cials and federal education 
officials need to hear.

More Isn’t Better for Special Ed: 
A new study shows how school 
districts can get better results 

Review & Outlook,  
September 10, 2012

If districts with above-average special education  
staffing were able to staff at the national median,  
collectively they would save over $10 billion a year.
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‘‘      In [Levenson’s] new study, 

Boosting the Quality and  

Efficiency of Special Education, 

he and his team identified 

school districts that get simi-

lar (or superior) results for  

special-education students as  

their peer districts, yet do so at 

significantly lower cost. They 

are doing right by kids and 

right by the bottom line. Both 

at once. And their practices 

are eminently imitate-able.

“Maintenance of Inefficiency”   

September 7, 2012

FIGURE 1

Special Education Teachers (per 1,000 Students]
How to read this figure: All districts in the national 
database are ordered from most special education 
teachers to least (adjusted for total enrollment). 
Each district is then plotted on the graph. The 
district at the 90th percentile for staffing has 2.7 
times as many special education teachers per one 
thousand students enrolled in the district as the 
district at the 10th percentile.

FIGURE 2

Paraprofessionals (per 1,000 Students]
How to read this figure: All districts in the national 
database are ordered from most special education 
paraprofessionals to least (adjusted for total  
enrollment). Each district is then plotted on the 
graph. The district at the 90th percentile for staffing 
has 4.3 times as many special education paraprofes-
sionals per one thousand students enrolled in  
the district as the district at the 10th percentile.

More money does not automatically 
equal improved achievement.

Using pairs of demographically similar 
districts from Florida, Massachusetts, 
Minnesota, Ohio, and Texas, the analysis 
shows that districts that spend less on 
special education often produce better  
academic outcomes for special-needs 
youngsters than do their higher-spending 
counterparts (Figure 3).

The pairs dispel the myth that more 
money equals improved achievement. On 
average, the higher-achieving districts 
within the pairs had 25% more special  
education pupils at the proficient level,  
although the lower-achieving district 
within the pairs spent 22% more (adjusted 
for enrollment).
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3
2 5

1 4
Policy Recommendations

Based on the analysis of this data, Levenson outlines five steps to improve the  
outcomes and efficiency of American special education:

Employ more effective general edu-
cation and special education 
teachers at the district level— 
not just more of them or more 
non-teachers (i.e., aides). The 
federal Race to the Top competi-
tions have unleashed a wave of 
redesigned teacher evaluation 
systems. This emphasis on 
teacher effectiveness will benefit 
all students, including students 
with special needs. Ensuring that 
an effective teacher instructs every 
one of these students will likely be 
more beneficial than spending yet 
another dollar on paraprofessionals, 
therapists, or paperwork. 

Carefully manage pupil loads for 
special education teachers. 
Virtually every school board 
member in America knows the 
average class size in his or her 
district, but virtually none knows 
the teaching loads of their special 
education staff. Since some 
districts have nearly three times as 
many special education teachers as 
others, this information is worth 
knowing and managing.

End federal “maintenance of effort” 
requirements that prohibit states 
and districts from reducing 
spending on special education.  
This provision says, in essence, 
that considerations of cost 
effectiveness have no place in 
special education. It serves 
neither the needs of students nor 
the interests of taxpayers very 
well. The focus should be on 
better outcomes for students,  
not on mandating spending.

Preserve the Elementary and 
Secondary Education Act’s (ESEA) 
subgroup accountability and 
reporting requirements, including 
those that pertain to students with 
special needs. The No Child Left 
Behind Act (NCLB) requirement 
that districts and schools  
disaggregate their academic 
results for students with special 
needs (as well as other subgroups) 
is what brought to light the fact that 
many students with special needs 
were not learning nearly enough to 
succeed in life. Retaining the 
disaggregation and reporting of 
subgroup data, including data on 
the performance of students with 
special needs, is an important tool 
that keeps the focus on achievement. 

Permit greater flexibility in the use 
of federal special education (IDEA) 
funds. Currently, both federal and 
state laws prohibit the bulk of 
IDEA (Individuals with Disabilities 
Education Act) funds from flowing 
to teachers who do not possess 
special education certification. In 
cases where a student with special 
needs struggles in reading, math, 
or another content area, federal 
dollars should be permitted to pay 
for any highly effective teacher 
who can assist that child. The 
certification requirements force 
many students with special needs 
to receive instruction from 
teachers who do not have an 
expertise in the content and from 
noncertified special education 
paraprofessionals (which, strangely 
enough, is an allowable use of IDEA 
funds), while excluding general 
education instructors with greater 
content knowledge.

On average, the  
higher-achieving  
districts within  
the pairs had 25% 
more special  
education pupils at 
the proficient level, 
although the  
lower-achieving  
district within the  
pairs spent 22%  
more (adjusted for  
enrollment).
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Focus on Results

While general education reform has shifted its focus  
to outcomes (student growth, graduation rates,  
college acceptance, college graduation, etc.),  
special education remains focused principally on  
inputs—namely, more money, people, and services. 
Still, despite many constraints, some school districts 
have managed to find ways to stretch their special  
education dollars—to do more with less than their 
similarly matched counterparts. Changes in the  
approach to special education need to be made, and 
the focus needs to be on outcomes. “Special  
education spending can’t be exempt from efforts  
to improve educational outcomes and efficiency,” 
said Fordham Institute President Chester E. Finn Jr. 
“Kids with special needs deserve better, and  
districts literally can’t afford not to do better.” u

Boosting the Quality and Efficiency of Special  
Education by Nathan Levenson is published by 
the Thomas B. Fordham Institute, and funded 
with support from the Bill & Melinda Gates 
Foundation, the Searle Freedom Trust, and  
the Thomas B. Fordham Foundation. DMC  
team members Rachel Cai, Keith MacLeod, 
Nicholas Morgan, Jim Smith, and Rebecca Kes-
sler provided research assistance and  
analytical support.

FIGURE 3

Differences in Outcomes and Spending by Pair

How to read this table: The higher-achieving district in Pair 2 has 21 percent more  
students with disabilities scoring proficient or better compared to the other district  
in the pair, while the lower performing district spends 30 percent more on special  
education, adjusted for total enrollment.

*Difference is the percentage change between the percentage of students scoring  
proficient or above at the higher-achieving district and the percentage of students  
scoring proficient or above at the lower-achieving district.

Staffing is very much under  
a district’s control. It is the  
largest lever that districts have  
to manage learning and spending 
for students with special needs.



38          T h e  D i s t r i c t  M a n ag e m e n t  C o u n c i l   |  www.dmcouncil.org

A Sampling of our Engagements:

Finding focus and deciding where to star t 
( Pf luger ville, T X ) 

Like in many districts we support, the leader-
ship knows something must change in special 
education but isn’ t sure where to focus. A DMC 
special education opportunities review creates a 
clear, achievable road map to raise achievement, 
improve equit y for staff, and reduce costs. 

Improved elementar y reading  
( Simsbur y, CT )

Reading is the gateway to all learning and the 
inabilit y to read well is the most common path to 
special education. By shif t ing ex isting resources, 
the district dramatically strengthened and 
ex panded its core and inter vention elementar y 
reading program for students with and without 
special needs. 

Developing special education staff more  
effectively ( Virginia Beach, CA)

Unlike their general education counterparts, 
the guidelines for how many special education  
teachers or other inter vention staff should be 
assigned to a given school are often unstated and 
based on histor y or feel. T he district is develop-
ing student-centered allocation rules and a data  
system to support better staff ing plans.  

Improved math and English ( Granby, CT )

A s content gets more complex at the secondar y 
level, the talent, skills, and training of the reme-
diation and inter vention staff must be sufficiently 
strong. T he district is shif t ing resources to allow 
highly effective general education staff to instruct 
more students with special needs.

i n s i d e  d m c

Putting Ideas into Action 
DMC’s Special Education Practice

Improving outcomes for students with special needs while reducing costs and  

increasing fairness for the staff isn’t easy, but it is possible. DMC has worked with 

scores of districts across the country helping students with disabilities and taxpayers 

at the same time. 

Our work is based on a few  
simple but powerful ideas:

• Focus on a short list of high impact ideas

• General education is a big part of the solution

• Outcomes matter more than inputs

• �Students who struggle need support from  
very talented teachers

• Time is a variable; learning should be constant

• �Good decisions require good, detailed information

To learn more about DMC’s Technology Solutions for Special Education 
or to read related articles and case studies, go to www.dmcouncil.org.
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DMC Welcomes Dr. Karla Baehr  
as a DMC Senior Advisor

DMC is pleased to announce that  
Dr. Karla Baehr has joined us as a 
DMC Senior Advisor and will also 
be actively involved in some DMC 
consulting engagements. Baehr’s  
career has had a tremendous impact  
on education in Massachusetts, and we 
are happy to have her join us.

Baehr has most recently served 
at the Massachusetts Department of  
Elementary and Secondary Education  
(DESE), where she led the team 
to design, develop, and launch the  
department’s model system for edu-
cator evaluation. The model includes 
rubrics and protocols for evaluating  
teachers and administrators and  
implementation guides for districts 
and schools. Prior to that, Baehr was 

the deputy commissioner of account-
ability, assistance, and partnership at  
DESE. In this role, she redesigned the 
state’s district and school accountability  
and assistance systems, and articu-
lated key components of the state’s  
successful Race to the Top application.  

Prior to her work at DESE, Baehr  
served as a superintendent for nearly  
twenty years in both urban and  
suburban districts in Massachusetts. 
Having begun her career in education  
as a high school social studies  
teacher, Baehr more recently taught 
as an assistant professor at Lesley  
University’s School of Education  
Graduate Programs in Education  
Administration and Teaching, Learning,  
and Assessment.

Education
Ed.D. Boston University

Ed.M. Harvard University

A.B. Middlebury College

Executive Leadership Program 
for Educators, Harvard University

Major Awards
2012 Christos Doulas Award for 
Outstanding Service from the 
Massachusetts Association of 
School Superintendents

2011 Thomas P. (“Tip”) O’Neill Jr. 
Award for Lifetime Contributions 
to Public Education from the 
Massachusetts Association  
of School Committees

Experience

Lexington  
Public  
Schools (MA) 
Interim  
Superintendent 
(1998-1999)

Franklin  
Public  
Schools (MA) 
Acting  
Superintendent 
(1981)

�Lowell Public 
Schools (MA) 
Superintendent 
(2000-2008)

Massachusetts  
Department of  
Elementary  
and Secondary  
Education 
(2008-2012)

Wellesley  
Public Schools 
(MA) 
Superintendent 
(1986-1995)

Lesley  
University 
School of  
Education 
Assistant 
Professor 
(1995-2000)

1980 1990 2010 20122000

The  
District 
Management 
Council 
Senior Advisor
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Anthony Annunziato 
Named Superintendent  
of Smithtown Central School  
District (NY)

Annunziato had served as superinten-
dent of Bayport–Blue Point Union Free 
School District (NY) for seven years  
prior to taking on his new position. 

Daniel Nerad 
Selected as Superintendent of 
Birmingham Public Schools (MI)

Nerad previously served as superinten-
dent of Madison Metropolitan School 
District (WI), and during his tenure  
was named 2006 Superintendent of  
the Year in Wisconsin.

Marcia Lyles 
Appointed Superintendent of 
Jersey City Public Schools (NJ)  

Lyles moves from Christina  
School District, Delaware’s largest  
school district, where she served  
as superintendent for the past  
three years.  

Alan Ingram  
Appointed Deputy Education Commissioner of Elementary and  
Secondary Education for Massachusetts

Alan Ingram has assumed his new position at the Massachusetts Department of  
Elementary and Secondary Education where he will be working to advance reform 
efforts in the 400 operating school districts in Massachusetts. Prior to this, Ingram 

served for four years as superintendent of Springfield Public Schools, the state’s 
second-largest school district. There, Ingram made admirable progress in 

closing the proficiency gap in math and English language arts, increasing 
the percentage of highly qualified teachers in the classrooms, and raising 
participation rates in AP exams and SAT tests. Ingram worked for many 
years at Oklahoma City Public Schools, serving in many capacities 
including chief accountability officer. Before his career in public 
education, Ingram served in the U.S. Air Force, where he attained  
the rank of Chief Master Sergeant. He is a graduate of the University 
of Maryland and holds a master’s degree from Webster University  
and a doctorate in education administration from the University of 
Oklahoma. He is a 2007 Broad Superintendents Academy fellow.

Congratulations to our Members
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