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The District Management Council
the premier network of school district leaders and managers

JOIN US

Join a growing membership network of the most progressive and innovative school district leaders in 
the country. Your annual DMC Membership offers a wide range of benefits, from superior actionable 
advice to networking opportunities with other members:

Best Practices Network
district management journal (quarterly)

The District Management Journal is an 
in-depth, unbiased information resource 
that provides actionable insights on 
how to better lead and manage your 
school district. 

management advisory newsletter 
Monthly newsletter provides management 
insights and best practices along with 
news regarding DMC members.

management resource library  
On-demand access to DMC’s growing 
library of school district case studies, 
rigorous analytical frameworks, and 
research via the website. 

DMC Membership Network Access
interactive website access

Access to DMC’s network of innovative 
and successful school district leaders 
from across the country.

Leadership Development Events
superintendents’ strategy summit

The premier annual superintendents- 
only gathering to address the most 
urgent and complex organizational  
challenges, and share best practices. 

leadership development meetings  
and conferences

DMC hosts multiple professional  
development meetings for cabinet-level 
executives to focus on actionable solutions 
for common management challenges. 

Management Advisory Services
call-in support 
Call-in access to our experienced team 
of consultants for additional support  
on any topic in our management  
resource library. 

management consulting services 
Comprehensive and complementary 
set of management consulting services 
custom-tailored to support members’ 
academic mission while improving 
district management.

“DMC exposes school  
district leaders to the best 
new management ideas and 
most innovative practitioners 
from around the country. For 
forward-thinking districts, 
DMC is simply the best value 
for developing high-impact 
organizational leaders.”
—Arlene Ackerman, Superintendent, 
School District of Philadelphia

CONTACT US
Call 1-877-DMC-3500 or email  
membership@dmcouncil.org.
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Best Practices Network
district management journal (quarterly)

The District Management Journal is an in-depth, 
unbiased information resource that provides  
actionable insights on how to better lead and  
manage your school district. 

management advisory newsletter 
Monthly newsletters provide management  
insights and best practices along with news  
regarding DMC members.

management resource library  
On-demand access to DMC’s growing library of 
school district case studies, rigorous analytical  
frameworks, and research via the website. 

DMC Membership Network Access
interactive web site access

Access to DMC’s network of innovative and  
successful school district leaders from across  
the country.

Leadership Development Events
superintendents’ strategy summit

The premier annual superintendents-only gathering 
to address the most urgent and complex organizational 
challenges, and share best practices. 

leadership development meetings  
and conferences

DMC hosts multiple professional development  
meetings for cabinet-level executives to focus 
on actionable solutions for common  
management challenges.

Management Advisory Services
call-in support 
Call-in access to our experienced team of consultants 
for additional support on any topic in our management 
resource library. 

management consulting services 
Comprehensive and complementary set of  
management consulting services custom-tailored  
to support members’ educational mission while  
improving district management.

What is the DMC

“DMC exposes 
school district  
leaders to the best 
new management 
ideas and most  
innovative practi-
tioners from around 
the country. For 
forward-thinking 
districts, DMC is 
simply the best 
value for developing 
high-impact organi-
zational leaders.”
Arlene Ackerman 
Superintendent
School District of 
Philadelphia

 

The District Management Council (DMC) is the nation’s premier network of public 

school district leaders. DMC was founded in 2004 to support our members’ educational mission 

while improving district management and operations. DMC provides superior management  

insights and tactical solutions to the most common and pressing challenges facing school system 

leaders today. We draw upon the collective wisdom of our growing membership, the veteran  

perspectives of our Senior Advisors, and the analytical expertise of our management consultants. 

By combining these resources, a DMC membership provides a powerful management tool. 

A DMC membership offers a wide range of benefits, from superior actionable management  

advice to networking opportunities with other DMC members. 
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“DMC provides a 
space where practice 
and scholarship come 
together to improve 
public education. 
Our membership is 
a key investment in  
our district improve-
ment efforts.”
Clayton Wilcox 
Former Superintendent
Pinellas County 
School District
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DMC Senior Advisors
Ramon Cortines 
Superintendent, Los Angeles USD;  
former Superintendent of New York 
City, San Francisco, and Pasadena 
school districts

Ellen Condliffe Lagemann 
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Mike Moses
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Tom Payzant 
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Andrew Parsons 
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George Russell 
Superintendent
Eugene School 
District 4-J,  
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“DMC’s sessions  
are very informative 
and I’ve learned  
much from being  
part of the network  
of superintendents 
involved. ”
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Superintendents’ Strategy Summit
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John J-H Kim, Editor

While the education-related funding in the  
American Recovery and Reinvestment Act  
(ARRA), the federal stimulus bill, has  
dampened the severity and immediacy of the  
budget crisis facing most school districts, this 
funding is neither a stopgap to plug a district’s  
shortfall nor a regular revenue stream to fund  
a district’s long-term operations. The aid is  
massive, totaling over $150 billion over the next 
three fiscal years. But, it is temporary. Even 
under the most optimistic assumptions, the  
revenue recovery will not be dramatic enough 
or occur soon enough to avert the need for  
either significant budget cuts or large tax increases.

To spend stimulus 
dollars effectively 
and to prepare for 
budget rationaliza- 
tion, district leaders 
must think more   
strategically. Indeed, 
the Department of 
Education  explicitly 
supports a more  
strategic and less  
operational direc-
tion by encouraging  
ARRA funds to  
be used for such investments as new teacher 
training and certification programs, improved 
data systems, reorganized schools, and strengthened 
early learning.

One important way in which school districts 
can meet these long-term strategic goals is to 
use data and evidence in assessing programs, 
and avoid a “luxury goods” mentality. Many 
of the most strategic investments districts can 
make, such as professional development or a 
branding strategy, suffer from their image as 
“luxury goods” that can be afforded only in good  
times. In reality, these items can yield  
significant long-term benefits. In this issue  
of the District Management Journal, we focus  
specifically on the importance of succession  
planning and strategic planning. 

Focusing on long-term objectives and thinking  
strategically  will sound  
very familiar to mem- 
bers of The District  
Management Council  
(DMC), the nation’s  
premier network of  
public school leaders.  
DMC will continue  
to identify, analyze,  
and disseminate best  
practices from within  
and outside our mem- 
bership to help our  
members improve  

student achievement while improving operational 
effectiveness and controlling cost. 

—John J-H Kim		

Over the past several months,  school districts across 

the country have been scrambling to respond to the new budget 

realities arising from the economic crisis. Many have realized that, 

unlike other recent economic downturns, this crisis will have long-

term effects. For the first time since 2002, revenues from all three 

major sources — sales tax, personal income tax, and corporate tax 

— have decreased, and the decline in tax collections could greatly 
exceed that of the recessions of 1981, 1990, and 2001. 

Strategic Planning &  
Cost Efficiency

Leadership  
Capacity

Communications

Recommended Areas of Management Focus

The goal should be to continue building a great  
organization, not simply arriving at a balanced budget.
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Ray Cortines, Superintendent of the Los Angeles Unified School District (LAUSD), began  

his career as a teacher in 1956. His career includes over twenty years in the superintendency, 

having served as Superintendent of San Jose, San Francisco, and Pasadena, California, and he 

has overseen two of the nation’s largest school districts as Chancellor in New York City from 

1993 to 1995, and as Superintendent in Los Angeles from 1999 to 2000. Mr. Cortines has also 

served as Special Advisor to the Secretary of Education in 1995, Acting Assistant Secretary for 

the Office of Educational Research and Improvement in 1997, and Deputy Mayor of Education, 

Youth and Families for the City of Los Angeles. 

Mr. Cortines has been an Adjunct Professor of Education at Brown University, Stanford University, 

 and Harvard University. He sits on numerous boards, including the J. Paul Getty Trust, Scholastic 

Inc., Board Governor of the San Francisco Symphony, and the National Center for Public Policy 

and Higher Education. He is a consultant to the Eli Broad Foundation, the William & Flora Hewlett 

Foundation, the James Irvine Foundation, and the Institute for Learning at the University of  

Pittsburgh. Mr. Cortines is also a Senior Advisor to the District Management Council (DMC).

In this edited interview with DMC’s Dr. Joseph Scherer, Mr. Cortines reflects on his career,  

and shares his thoughts on mentoring, teamwork, and the importance of cultivating leadership.

Cultivating Leadership: 
An Interview with Ray Cortines

You are a strong proponent of mentoring 
and have been very open about the  
importance of mentoring in your career.  
Can you share with us why mentoring is  
so important to you?

Whatever I have done and whatever contributions 
I have made were because somebody invested in 
me. Whether it was my first sixth grade class of forty-  
four kids, the principal of that school, or the teacher 
next door, they were all there for me. Over the 
course of my career, I have had many mentors and 
they have been very important to me. I would not 
be Superintendent of LAUSD today if it were not 
for the many individuals who helped shape my career. 

When I was starting out as a young school 
administrator, people noticed that I worked hard 
and that I wanted to learn, and as a result, they 
provided me with many opportunities. One of the 

reasons I make time to visit schools is that I am  
trying to look for talent and support that talent  
like I was supported. I constantly reflect on the 
people who invested in me, and I need to be  
doing the same thing for young people today.

When you visit schools as Superintendent, 
what kinds of things are you looking for?   
In your eyes, what makes someone stand 
out as a potential leader?

I am looking at how they interact with students, 
how they interact with their peers, and what they 
talk about when I ask how things are going. Do 
they talk about their 8:00–3:00 job or do they talk 
about all of the activities that they are engaged in 
other than their regular teaching assignment?  I ask 
how they got into teaching or how they got into 

Tori W
hite
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administration. What are their goals?  What  
should we be doing as a district to further their 
professional development? 

How did your mentors help you?  What did 
they do for you, and how did they make a 
difference in your career?

I had mentors that encouraged me, but at the same 
time raised the bar with high expectations. They 
were extremely honest, direct, and candid with  
me. That kind of honesty, directness and candor 
are too often lacking today as we prepare individuals 
for senior leadership positions in schools. For me, 
the constructive criticism was more important  
than the pat on the back. What was special for  
me was that my mentors helped me understand 
that even though I was not on the same level as 
the superintendent or the principal or the assistant 
superintendent, I had the right to ask questions.  
I worked hard to ask questions in an intelligent 
way. I recognize today at my age and at this point 
in my career that my mentors’ encouraging me to 
ask questions earmarked me as a learner. I have 
always been a learner. And, until they close the  
lid, I will be a learner. 

How do you teach people to be comfortable 
asking questions? You indicated that you 
felt comfortable asking questions, but that 
doesn’t seem common today.

Mentors have to model the behavior they seek. 
Since I have been working as the Deputy Mayor, 
the Deputy Superintendent, and now the Superin-
tendent, I have been approached by six young 
people asking me if I would be willing to be their 
mentor; to all six I have said yes. For them, it 

meant that I would be willing to spend some time 
with them so they could ask me questions or ask 
my advice. I try to avoid the arrogance of position 
and create an atmosphere where they feel it is okay 
to talk with me. If they ever refer to me as their 
boss, I quickly respond that we are colleagues and 
that the learning goes both ways. I say, “I’ve just 
lived longer and have had a different kind of life 
experience. For me to understand you and do what 
I do every day, I need to understand your path of 
growth and development.” Then, I ask them questions.

Another skill you value highly is listening. 
Why is listening so important?

Listening to the voices of people at all levels provides 
insight. Some of the greatest insights that I have 
had about the Los Angeles Unified School District in 
the last year have come from students, even though  
I haven’t always liked everything they said to me. 

There have also been times where I think I talked 
too much instead of listening. Too many times we 
talk too much because we are trying to prove that 
we are knowledgeable. I think that points to our 
own insecurities. There’s too much prattle and not 
enough insightful listening and not enough direct, 
succinct, and focused responses to issues.

In your opinion, is it personal characteristics 
or their position that qualifies someone to 
be a good mentor?

To me, it is the personal characteristics of the mentor 
that are most important—far more important than 
position. I think often of Felix Rohatyn in New 
York, who brought New York back from the brink 
of bankruptcy. For whatever reason, he and his wife 
Elizabeth adopted me when I was in New York and 
created a safe haven for me so that I could have a 
place to think. One of the things we don’t encourage  
enough is nurturing because we are always busy 
encouraging people to do things, do things, do 
things. But, you don’t do things well if you don’t 
pause and think about what you are doing. The 
Rohatyns, both Liz and Felix, understood that, and  
on numerous occasions in New York, I needed to 
be alone or to be alone with them to think.

“I constantly reflect on the people 
who invested in me, and I need to  
be doing the same thing for young 
people today.”
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Tori W
hite

I have always looked for people from different 
professions and walks of life to be my mentors.  
One example is Harold Williams, the former 
Executive Director and President and CEO of  
The Getty Museum. I first met him when I was a 
young Assistant Superintendent, and our friendship 
continued when I became a Superintendent. He 
took an interest in what I was attempting to do in 
the arts and maintained contact over the years.  
He was constantly encouraging and expanding my 
understanding and commitment to artistic endeavors.  
The day that I left the Chancellorship in New York,  
Harold Williams called and said that if I were 
returning to California, he needed to talk with me. 
At that point in time there were no educators on 
the board of The Getty Museum, and he felt that  
I could make a contribution. Within six months 
after meeting with the appropriate people on the 
Board, I was on that board and have served twelve 
years. Now that’s a different kind of mentoring. 

You just described some unique people doing  
unique things, but can we institutionalize 
mentoring or is it simply dependent  
on individuals?  

I believe you can institutionalize it. I ask the 
people I work with, whether it was in City Hall as 
the Deputy or now in this job, “How many people 
are you bringing along?” Sometimes I startle them 
by asking, “Are you training somebody to take your 
place?” They begin to understand that I am not 
trying to get rid of them, but that I am trying to 
remind them of their responsibility to provide 
others the opportunity. So, when you ask whether 
mentoring can be institutionalized, I believe that 
mentoring absolutely should be a part of leadership 
training. Whether I was at Stanford, Harvard, or 
Brown, I would always ask faculty and students, 
“How are you trying to influence others? How  
are you trying to provide others opportunities to 
develop?” I think it is very important for leaders  
to contribute to the development of new leaders.

DMC Managing Director Joe Scherer (left) and Ray Cortines (right)
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Mentoring requires a significant time commit-
ment. You indicated that you do a great deal 
of mentoring even with your demanding 
schedule. Can we really expect busy people 
like yourself to set aside the time? 

I make time to mentor others because a lot of people 
still mentor me. It’s a quid pro quo. If I want to be 
mentored and if I believe in the importance of 
mentoring, then it is my responsibility to be 
engaged in the same activity. 

The people that have been there for me were all 
very busy people, but they always seemed to find 
the time to support my development. Recently, I 
met a thirty-six year old young man who runs a 
community educational center in east LA. He  
had given a speech to introduce the Mayor of  
Los Angeles Antonio Villaraigosa, and I compli-
mented him on his introduction. He didn’t know 
who I was, and later, once he found out, he called 
me and asked, “Could I talk to you about my long 
range plans for my own education?  I need some 
advice.” I could have said, “Well, I’ll point you to 
somebody, or I am very busy,” but for me, it was an 
obligation to listen and to help. This professional 
obligation turned into a friendship with this young 
man and his wife, a teacher for the LAUSD, and 
their five children. One can be rich with possessions, 
but it is more important to be rich in terms of the 
people you surround yourself with. 

Preparing people to manage school districts 
regardless of size seems to have become 
increasingly difficult as witnessed by the 
decreasing number of applicants for these 
jobs. Why is that?

For me, it is simply the lack of practical experience in 
management. Somebody asked me where I got my 

training to become a superintendent. I said my  
first sixth grade class of forty-four kids taught me a lot  
about management. I didn’t know that a class of  
forty-four children was too large or that maximizing 
potential would be difficult given the different 
levels of learning among the forty-four. Well, isn’t 
that what school management is all about?  It is 
about being able to identify all of the needs. It is 
about being able to keep all of the balls in the air. 
It is about being able to recognize when you have 
failed with some, and when you could have done 
better with others. It’s about being honest with 
yourself. Asking for help in our profession has 
become a sign of weakness. These jobs are very 
difficult. You can have all sorts of degrees and 
experience, but each day is a learning experience, 
and you have to look at it as a learning experience; 
you can’t think that you automatically have all of 
the answers because of the title, the pedigree, or 
the experience you have had before.

If practical experience is missing from the 
traditional instruction at college or university,  
does the career ladder need to provide the 
necessary experience?

I think individuals need to be thrust into internships  
early on. I also think it is very important that we 
encourage people to learn from mistakes. Negative 
learning is as important as the positive learning, 
because you may find out,  “Well, I wouldn’t have 
handled it that way. Well, I wouldn’t have done  
it that way.” For me, handling negative situations  
is positive learning on how I might better handle  
a situation next time. I ask myself, “How could  
you handle it in a different way? Who would you 
have talked to?” Recently I sent a group of people 
out to investigate an incident on a school campus. 
The report came back two days later, and I saw that 
it was incomplete. I realized immediately that I did 
not have the right people on the investigation 
team. So, I sent a different group out to do the job. 
I recognized that I had made a mistake. And, so, 
there is an example of learning in a very positive 
way from that negative experience.

“Whatever I have done and whatever 
contributions I have made were because 
somebody invested in me.”
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You have managed the two largest school 
systems in the United States. What  
management practice have you employed 
that has produced the best results for you  
in these districts? And was this practice  
situational to New York or LA or  
applicable anywhere?

The five districts in which I served as Superintendent 
were very diverse and not one of the five locales 
was the same. I never imposed the Pasadena model 
on San Jose. I never imposed what I did in San Jose 
on San Francisco. I looked at each district and  
studied every aspect of that district by talking  
to people, by studying the data that was made  
available, and by getting to know the policy makers  
such as the school board. Then, in each case I  
designed a plan that was needs-based for that 
locale. Certainly, there were some similarities and 
common strands, but each situation is different. 

I have always approached each assignment I 
have had with a little nervousness. I think that has 
been good for me. People that think that they have 
all of the answers because they have done it before 
are doomed to make major mistakes. I think some 
anxiety is healthy. I’ve never worked so hard in all 
my life as in my present job and I have doubts as 
I’ve never had before in any job.

Is that because you’ve had more experience 
and more opportunity to think about what’s 
possible and what isn’t?  

Maybe. I’m not sure. I certainly think that the 
complicated issues that I face now in Los Angeles 
demand a team approach. We have many fine team 
members, but I think that I need to be looking 
simultaneously at developing capacity within and 
providing supplemental external support to get a 
clearer view of what is happening. The outsiders’ 
view forces us to think about why we have always 
done something in a certain way, or why we have 
done it this way for the last five years. I am always 
asking questions. What if? Why not? How come?  
That makes people uncomfortable. I’m not telling 
them that they are not good at their jobs or that 
they don’t have the skills, but I just want to know if 
there is another way. Isn’t that what science does? 

Isn’t that what we do in medicine?  Medical science 
keeps working to find a better way and that’s what 
we need to be doing in education. We tend to get 
some things right and then rest on our laurels. 
When our young people who are in Advanced 
Placement or honors courses get good scores, we 
celebrate those scores; but, at the same time, we 
need to raise the bar a little higher for those young 
people and their teachers. We need to engage in 
the long, complex work of improving education. 
One of the things that we have not used well as 
educators is research. Part of that is our fault, and 
part of it is the researchers’ fault. The researchers 
have not been able to put their research into 
language that a sixth grade teacher, elementary 
Principal, Assistant Superintendent or Superintendent 
can understand. They also fail to synthesize their 
findings, which sometimes educators can’t do because 
they either lack the ability or simply lack the time.

Often school district operations are silos. 
How do you create an effective team? How 
do you break down these silos?

I think you have to work at building teams. 
Recently, when I was out of the district for a day,  
I called in two or three times and was told that 
there was a major issue that they wanted me to 
resolve. Instead of making the decision myself, I 
told one of my key staff members that I trusted his 
judgment and that he should test his decision with 
one other individual; if both of them agreed, they 
should move forward. That forces a relationship 
that generally isn’t there. 

It is also critical to model that you value teamwork. 
Too often, people come to meetings unprepared; I 
expect staff to come prepared the same way I prepare 
for meetings. I want to share and debate ideas. I do 
not want people to try to second guess what the 

“Management is an ongoing process,
and to do it successfully in whatever
size school district takes a team.”
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Superintendent thinks or wants. Exploring options 
and supporting ideas with concrete data and 
information allows the team to come together to 
fashion the best solution. And if we find out that it 
isn’t the best solution, then we have to have the 
courage to say it isn’t working and change it. I 
think we need to do some things, make some mistakes, 
make some improvements, modify it, and move on. 
For me, it’s a continuous loop. Management is an 
ongoing process, and to do it successfully in 
whatever size school district takes a team.

What does working as a team mean to you?

Working as a team does not mean that everybody 
has to agree. Working as a team means having an 
environment where you can be honest, open, and 
constructively critical of each other. Many of the 
people in district administrative organizations have 
not risen to where they are by being  team players. 
They have gotten to where they are as a result of 
how many people they have slaughtered along the 
way. They may be very bright, and they may have 
the right pedigrees, but, whether it’s a large system 
or a small system, you are not going to maximize 
progress if you don’t work as a team. Working with 
the Board of Education can sometimes be a 
challenge, but the Board needs to be a part of your 
team. You can’t ignore the teachers’ union, if you 
have one. You can’t ignore the carpenters. You 
can’t ignore the custodians who take care of the 
environment where teaching and learning take 
place. How do you value and recognize the people 
that make a system work? You have to let them 
know that their ideas and their contributions are 
important. I receive over a hundred e-mails a day 
now that I am cutting the budget. The reason I 
receive so many, people say, is because I respond to 
them. Now, “no” is a response. People don’t think 
it is, but it is. But, I think that if you encourage 
people to be engaged, you need to recognize that 
engagement. It’s time consuming, but it’s worth it 
in the long run if school systems across America 
whether rural, urban, or suburban are going to be 
able to deal effectively with the kinds of economic 
issues they face today. 

I was in Pasadena eleven years as Superintendent  
and in the system for fifteen years. After leaving 

Pasadena, I understood more about the importance 
of a team. In Pasadena, I did too much myself. It 
wasn’t about my ego, but I was just trying to handle 
a horrendous issue of desegregation, and make it 
work, and keep the community calm. I was the one 
who was constantly out in front, and I don’t think 
that I developed the capacity in others as I should 
have. In going to San Jose to settle the bankruptcy, 
I didn’t settle the bankruptcy—we settled the 
bankruptcy. It was a team effort. In moving the 
academic achievement in San Francisco, it was we 
that did it. It was the teachers’ union, the adminis-
trators’ association, the parents in that community, 
and the students themselves. The whole standards 
movement that I brought to New York City wasn’t 
about my standards, but it was about providing the 
opportunity for teachers, higher education, the 
business community, and parents to talk about 
what the standards should be for children; the 
ultimate goal of graduation at the twelfth grade  
is a team effort of elementary, middle and high 
schools. I have been the most productive in team 
situations, whether it was at the university, as the 
Deputy Mayor in LA, or as Chancellor or Superin-
tendent. I am not always sure that I have been the 
best team member, but I know I profited from the 
team experience. 

What advice would you give to young people 
aspiring to be the next Superintendent in 
Los Angeles, San Francisco, or Pasadena?

My advice to aspiring leaders is to take advantage 
of every leadership opportunity that becomes 
available. Seize the opportunity, solve problems, 
make things work, and don’t worry whether it  
is going to lead to your next promotion. Good 
judgement, integrity, and knowing who you are 
personally and professionally are the things that 
are important. 

joseph scherer is a managing  
director of the district  
management council.  
he can be reached at  
jscherer@dmcouncil.org.
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M
ost superintendents and 
their senior teams have 
come to develop a fi nely 
calibrated sense of how 
to best manage the year-
to-year changes in their 

districts. Even in the face of large annual growth 
in student population, signifi cant building projects, 
or major changes to curriculum, school leadership 
teams have developed an effective approach 
combining experience, intuition, and analytical 
analyses to help make good decisions.

In the past year, however, the level of uncertainty 
has changed dramatically. As the nation (and the 
world!) lurches through an unprecedented economic 
recession, the ripple effects are affecting school 
districts around the country in unprecedented 
ways. All of a sudden, the future looks highly 
unpredictable and the well-honed decision-making 
skills driven from experience no longer seem 
applicable. School districts must now make 
onerous decisions in the face of highly 
uncertain information. 

The size, scope, and timing of the federal stimulus 
bill ironically have added even greater complexity 
to school districts’ decisions. The Department of 
Education has so far made clear only the broad 
outlines of the American Recovery and Reinvestment 
Act (ARRA). District leaders know they will receive 
more money, but they do not know precisely how 
much money will be allotted, when it will be 
delivered, and what requirements will accompany 

the distribution of funds. Furthermore, because the 
stimulus funds are designed to address short-term 
needs such as preservation of jobs as well as promote 
longer-term goals connected to reform, the level of 
uncertainty is even greater.

The most common responses to increasing 
uncertainty tend to be the least prudent. At a 
recent meeting of school district Chief Financial 
Offi cers, there were a wide range of responses to 
the budgeting problem posed by the economic 
crisis and the potential for signifi cant ARRA 
funds. A few districts stated that they would 
essentially ignore the uncertainty, plan as usual, 
and come up with a budget. Others stated that they 
would go ahead with a “gut” guess as to what the 
future would look like and do the best they could. 
But most said they were taking a wait-and-see 
approach and hoping for guidance from the 
states on how the stimulus dollars could be spent. 
While it may seem logical to postpone making 
an important decision until there is greater clarity, 
it is unlikely that uncertainty will completely 
evanesce; more likely, new dimensions of 
uncertainty will arise. 

With proactive preparation, districts can manage 
the downside risk, and seize the upside opportunity 
that uncertainty creates. The key to transforming 
the current crisis into a strategic opportunity is 
to accept the uncertainty of the current fi scal 
situation, recognize the uncertain dimensions of 
each individual decision, and structure the strategic 
planning process accordingly. 

How To Be Proactive 

In The Face of Unce
rtainty:  

Scenario Planning for School Districts

|  John J-h KiM anD hugh CourTneY
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This article establishes a framework and a process for 
scenario planning to allow school districts to act in a 
strategic, long-term capacity given the uncertainty of 
the times. 

The Power of Scenario Planning

School districts aren’t alone in having to wrestle with 
highly uncertain information. Like school districts, the 
fi nancial markets have also lost their sense of balance. In 
calmer times, fi nanciers and economists used to be able to 
use basic economic theory to determine how one variable 
would affect others. They could make good estimates about 
growth rates and unemployment and anticipate infl ation 
and interest rates accordingly. 

But the recent fi scal crisis has changed all that. Since 
the fall, investors have faced the uncertainty imposed by 
the convergence of a credit crisis, a cratering stock market, 
and declining interest rates. Wall Street isn’t even sure 
anymore about what to be on the lookout for. Investors can’t 
tell whether infl ation or defl ation is the bigger threat. They 
don’t know how effective the bailout and stimulus packages 
will prove in promoting growth and lowering unemployment. 
Without a grasp of what will happen to growth rates and 
unemployment, they can’t predict interest rates. And, not 
knowing the trajectory of interest rates, they can’t bet on 
all the products-the dollar, commodities, home values, and 
the stock market-that interest rates affect.

A recent Wall Street Journal article showed investors how 
they could use scenario planning to deal with heightened 
uncertainty.1  To help the investment community through 
the dizzying confusion of unknown variables, the Wall Street 
Journal constructed three broad scenarios of how the market 

could unfold in the coming months. Each scenario has very 
different implications for decision-making:

In the “too hot” scenario, the huge infusion of liquidity 
resulting from the government stimulus and Federal Reserve 
policy would trigger fears of infl ation. To compensate for 
the risk of infl ation, investors would demand much higher 
interest rates. They would fl ock to infl ation-protected assets 
such as gold, oil, and other commodities.

In the opposite, “too cold” scenario, fi scal and monetary 
policies would fail to jump-start the economy. Unemployment 
would remain high, and the reduced demand would raise 
the specter of defl ation. To continue to try and stimulate 
the economy and protect against defl ation, interest rates 
would remain low. This scenario would encourage investments 
in securities such as Treasury bills that effectively protect 
principal and interest payments from devaluation.

Finally, as in “Goldilocks,” the “just right” scenario 
would be the combination of government spending, tax 
breaks, and monetary easing that would propel consumer 
demand, increase GDP, and reduce unemployment. In this 
ideal scenario, interest rates would steady somewhat above 
their current all-time lows. The return of confi dence and 
stability would bring investors back to the stock market.2

The Wall Street Journal scenarios provide a framework 
for investors to rethink and readjust their investment mix. 
Rather than ignoring uncertainty and holding steady with 
one predetermined investment strategy or shifting aimlessly 
from one investment product to another, scenario planning 
prompts investors to deliberate in more rigorous terms 
about the forms that the future could take. This structure 
enables investors to frame a response that maintains their 
desired strategy in a variety of potential situations. A risk-
averse investor, unsure of which of the Wall Street Journal 

How To Be Proactive 

In The Face of Unce
rtainty:  

Scenario Planning for School Districts
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scenarios will become reality, may craft an investment 
portfolio that includes commodities, bonds, and equities 
in order to capture the upside across the possibilities. An 
investor more willing to embrace risk may place a bet on 
the direction of the interest rates, and emphasize one type 
of investment over others.

School districts can use a process similar to that of the Wall 
Street Journal to structure their response to the fiscal crisis. 
To start with, it is useful to categorize uncertainty into four 
distinct levels. At each level, a different amount of information  
can be determined, and the rest remains uncertain. 

Level 1:  A Clear-Enough Future

Level 1 uncertainty, “business as 
usual,” is an area that most people 
handle comfortably. With reasonable 
assuredness, superintendents could 
once chart many of their decisions 
with a solid prediction of the future. 

To be sure, no event that has not yet taken place can  
permit a totally precise roadmap. But, in a level 1 situation, 
the projection of the possibilities is sufficiently narrow to 
point toward one dominant strategic direction.3

Level 2:  Alternate Futures

On the whole, the decisions confronting 
superintendents have migrated away 
from Level 1: A Clear-Enough Future. 
The recession, its uncertain duration, 
and its impact on all levels of tax  
collection, coupled with the potentially  

significant policy transitions of a new administration and 
the unclear strictures of state distribution of stimulus 
money have placed more issues in higher categories  
of uncertainty.

An increasingly common designation is Level 2 uncertainty. 
Instead of identifying the dominant direction, decision-
makers must respond to Level 2 situations by defining a set 
of mutually exclusive outcomes. Ultimately, only one of 
these distinct possibilities will actually occur. Because of 
the discrete and limited nature of the routes it could follow, 
Level 2 uncertainty often results from a point of potentially 
sharp divergence, such as an election or a regulatory change. 

A superintendent preparing a budget in advance of  
a scheduled override election or bond referendum, for  
example, can trace a definitive break with two branches:  
1) the revenue the district will receive if the election or 
referendum passes, and 2) the amount the district will 
receive if the mandate fails. 

Level 3:  A Range of Futures

Many strategic choices lack a sharp 
breaking point that yields different  
paths. Decisions not framed by an im-
petus such as an election or a distinct 
regulatory reform more often produce 
a range of possible outcomes. The 

actual outcome may ultimately lie anywhere in that range. 
Municipal revenue, for instance, depends on a broad 

host of factors, which could cause infinite potential variations 
in a district’s final budget allocation. Based on projections  
of the tax levy, new growth, state aid, local receipts, and 
other revenues, a superintendent may know that the school  
budget allocation will decline between 10% and 30%, but 
the final number could fall anywhere within that range.

Level 4:  True Ambiguity

Quantitative analysis becomes  
impossible at Level 4. Level 4 refers  
to situations in which future outcomes 
are not and cannot be known. No 
amount of analysis will illuminate  
the likely scenarios. The potential 

array of variables is too great and their interaction  
too unpredictable. 

Few decisions, if any, that a district will face within the 
next five years would merit Level 4 categorization. But, 
with a longer view, Level 4 situations do exist.

Clayton Christensen’s work on disruptive education 
aims to determine what technological innovations would 
bring Level 4 uncertainty to the classroom. Asking expansive  
questions about the state of public education, or the method  
of service delivery in twenty years would constitute a Level 4  
decision because the timespan, indefinite nature of the 
technological changes, and unclear reception by school 
districts would elude quantitative analysis.

A

B
C

?
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Scenario Planning Across The Four Levels

It is important to understand each level of uncertainty and be able to diagnose the situation accordingly. Here is a chart 
to help you structure the scenario planning process across the four levels of uncertainty:4

  

 

Nature of  
scenarios 

N/A Mutually exclusive, 
collectively exhaustive 
(MECE) set of scenarios 
that describes each  
potential outcome

Representative set of 3-5 
scenarios that largely 
covers the range of  
potential outcomes

Integrated sets of  
assumptions that one 
would “have to believe” 
about the future to  
support different proposed 
strategic options

Nature of  
process

Model the impact of 
uncertainty through sen-
sitivity analysis, if at all

Develop implications — 
financial and otherwise — 
of each outcome for the  
industry and company

Assign probabilities to 
each outcome, if possible

Describe the dynamic 
path to each outcome

Choose representative 
points along the continuum 
of possible outcomes 

Develop implications — 
financial and otherwise — 
of these outcomes for the 
industry and company

Describe the dynamic 
path to each outcome

Work backwards from 
potential strategic  
options to scenarios  
that would support  
such options

Test for logic, likelihood 
and internal consistency 
through analogies and 
reference cases

How scenarios  
are used 

N/A Assess the payoffs to 
each strategic option in 
each scenario

Assess how each strategic 
option may influence the  
probability of each scenario

Combine these assess-
ments with decision 
analysis techniques to 
choose the optimal  
strategic option

Assess the payoffs to 
each strategic option in 
each scenario

Assess how each strategic 
option may influence the 
likelihood of different 
points along the continuum  
of outcomes

Combine these assess-
ments with qualitative 
decision analysis logic  
to choose the desired 
strategic option 

Test scenario assumptions  
through comparison 
with analogies, reference 
cases, and executive  
team experiences

Determine the set of 
assumptions (i.e., the 
scenario) that the 
management team  
is most comfortable  
supporting at this time

Level 1:   
A Clear-Enough 
Future

A

B
C

Level 2:   
Alternate  
Futures

Level 3:   
A Range of 
Futures

?

Level 4:   
True Ambiguity

Source: Hugh Courtney, “Decision-Driven Scenarios for Assessing Four Levels of Uncertainty,” Strategy & Leadership, Volume 31 No. 1. January-February 2003.



T
his is a story about a fi ctional district, “Fairview 
Union,” with a storyline representing a com-
posite of several districts that have employed, 
scenario planning.5 Since “Level 3: A Range 

of Futures” decisions are the most prevalent ones for school 
districts in today’s fi scally challenging environment, we would 
now like to illustrate the Level 3 scenario planning process 
through the story of the Fairview Union School District. 

Fairview Union’s superintendent started this school 
year knowing that the district would have to brace for 
major budget cuts.  The recession that offi cially started in 
December 2007 and drastically accelerated in September 
2008 augured an ominous future for Fairview Union’s 
revenue. The fi nal revenue number, depending on tax 
receipts and the status of grants and aid, would not become 
clear for many months, but the Superintendent knew that 
it would be unwise to wait to start factoring the fi scal crisis 
into Fairview Union’s budget planning. With a range of 
possible outcomes in the critical area of district funding, 
the case for scenario planning was clear. The district lead-
ership agreed with the superintendent, and a subset of the 
leadership team convened as a scenario planning team.

The scenario planning began in earnest with the onset 
of the budget season in the fall of 2008. As with any 
previous decision Fairview Union had made, the scenario 
planning team began by establishing a “fact-base” of key 

information. It identifi ed all of the factors-economic, 
business, and demographic-that impinged on the overall 
budget number. 

Because the revenue that Fairview Union ultimately 
received would depend largely on what the city of Fairview 
would allocate to the schools, the district also gleaned
data by maintaining an ongoing dialogue throughout 
the scenario planning process with municipal offi cials. 
District-city collaboration allowed each entity to learn 
more about the other’s budget priorities and reduction 
philosophy. It also enabled the scenario planning team 
to make more concrete estimates of how much money 
Fairview Union could expect to receive from the city. 

Up to this point, the steps Fairview Union followed—
defi ning the need, garnering support, forming a team, and 
collecting information—essentially matched the district’s 
standard and well-honed decision-making process. The 
third stage, creating discrete scenarios, unlocked the full 
power of scenario planning. This stage commenced with 
mapping the “axes of uncertainty,” the decision dynamics 
of both high-importance and high-uncertainty.6  For 
Fairview Union, the overarching question of funding 
depended on two axes of uncertainty. One was the extent 
to which Fairview Union’s normal sources of revenue 
would decline as a result of the recession. The other axis, 
which emerged later in the fall, was the promise of the 
federal stimulus. While mollifying the need for immediate 
budget cuts, the guarantee of a federal infusion raised its 
own issues of uncertainty. The scenario planning team had 
to consider how much money Fairview Union would 
receive through the stimulus, when this money would 
come, and what stipulations might be attached to it.

The spectrum of uncertainty that the axes presented 
became the basis for the set of scenarios. The scenario 
planning team juxtaposed combinations of potential 
amounts the district would receive through its normal 
funding sources with potential amounts the district would 
be granted through the federal stimulus. 

rationalizing the Budget: “Fairview Union”  
An Illustrative Story in Scenario Planning

“But the Superintendent knew 
that it would be unwise to wait... 
With a range of possible outcomes 
in the critical area of district funding, 
the case for scenario planning 
was clear.”
planning team begplanning team began by establishing a “fact-base” of key an by establishing a “fact-base” of key be granted through the federal stimulus. be granted through the federal stimulus. 
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To facilitate decision-making, the team distilled the 
myriad possibilities into three possible and meaningfully 
distinct outcomes. It wrote a description of each scenario:

“Tier 1: Scratching the Surface” represented the need 
for only relatively minor cuts, possible through increased 
effi ciencies and reductions that could be easily and 
swiftly restored. 

“Tier 2: Digging Deep” encompassed signifi cant 
reductions in programs and services that would take 
a decade to recover.

“Tier 3: No Tomorrow,” the most far-reaching, would 
bring severe reductions that would take decades to 
recreate. Under this scenario, there was the possibility 
of noncompliance with state standards. 

Essentially coterminous to the scenario planning steps was 
a process of community input. The district and municipal 
administration worked together to inform employees 
and the public about the budget process and to provide 
opportunities for them to make suggestions. Feedback was 
solicited as to how participants prioritized the district’s 
programs and which services they would be willing to see 
cut. The scenario planning and community input became 
mutually reinforcing activities. As the scenario planning 
team crafted more detailed scenarios, the district and 
municipal administrators were able to galvanize community 
members to wrestle with the harsh realities of specifi c 
budget constraints and necessary trade-offs. Similarly, as 
the district and municipal administrators learned more about 
the community’s priorities, they were able to refi ne their 
projections about how much revenue the district would 
require and how much the city would be willing to provide. 

The three scenarios the scenario planning team had 
charted, as well as the information about the community’s 
priorities gleaned through outreach, provided the frame-
work within which Fairview Union’s decision-making 
process took place. Assuming that each scenario became 
reality and envisioning the future under each scenario, the 
leadership went line-by-line through the district’s entire 
budget and, in light of how much money had to be cut 
overall, discussed alternatives for each program. District 
leadership designed a combination of cuts that matched 
the total cut necessary for each given scenario.  

Each scenario held vastly different consequences for the 
district. Some highly popular programs, such as reading 
initiatives, and some compliance-driven necessities such 
as special education, faced few, if any, cuts across all three 
scenarios. But, in other areas, the move from one tier to 
another portended millions of dollars in funding differ-
ences. For example, if the scenario of “Tier 1: Scratching 
the Surface” became reality, the decision-making team 
would choose to maintain core high school instruction at 
level funding. Yet, in a “Tier 2: Digging Deep” scenario, 
the team planned to cut core high school instruction by 
several million dollars. If the worst-case, “Tier 3: No 
Tomorrow” scenario prevailed, the team would seek to 
eliminate many more millions from the same program.

To be sure, scenario planning did not remove the grave 
challenge facing Fairview Union. Some of the proposed 
reductions that could prove necessary would certainly 
be painful. As diffi cult as these cuts would be, however, 
they represented the product of a proactive and analytical 
process that prioritized instructional quality and targeted 
reductions away from the classroom. 

Not all districts of course would make the same tradeoffs 
as Fairview Union. But, this is precisely the benefi t of scenario 
planning. It can convert fi scal crisis into an opportunity for 
collective discussion about what is most vital for the district. 

By constructing a clear framework for thinking about 
potential cuts, the scenario planning process prepared 
Fairview Union to adapt to any scenario becoming reality. 
The rigorous structure of the process prompted both 
district leaders and the community to refl ect on their 
fundamental priorities for the district. The consensus that 
emerged around the need to maintain core academic and 
enrichment programs across scenarios simultaneously 
informed the city of Fairview as it fi nalized budget allocations. 
In other words, the priorities of upholding and promoting 
student standards that the scenario planning process elicited 
helped to assure that these priorities became reality. 
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Other school districts can easily replicate Fairview 
Union’s approach. Here is a Four-Step Process for  
Scenario Planning:

1. Set the Stage
Articulate which major decision the scenario  
planning process is designed to address. By  
conveying the importance of this decision,  
establish the buy-in of your leadership team  
for using scenario planning. Drawing on the  
skills of your executives, form a scenario planning 
team and communicate the process going forward.

2. Create A “Fact-Base” of Key Information
Identify the key factors, such as money, staff, and 
time, that affect the decision. Also determine the 
dynamics, such as growth or funding, that make 
the future of these factors uncertain. Gather  

available data and projections to ascertain as much 
as possible about the decision factors and the paths 
they will follow.

3. Create Discrete Scenarios to Evaluate
It is at this stage that the real power of scenario 
planning becomes clear. While steps one and two 
apply to a standard decision-making process, the 
creation of scenarios structures the future into a 
set of concrete possibilities. This set of scenarios 
should cover the full spectrum of uncertainty. Pick 
points along the spectrum that represent meaning-
fully distinct visions of the future. For each, write 
out a description of what the future would look 
like. In the Fairview Union story, the descriptions 
were the three tiers of “scratching the surface,” 
“digging deep,” and “no tomorrow.”  

	 Identify key decision factors (e.g. money, staff, time, political climate, etc.)
 	Identify the dynamics that create the uncertainty (e.g. growth, funding, changes in demand, etc.)
 	Gather available data and projections
 	Conduct research as necessary to fill critical knowledge gaps

 	Identify key “axes of uncertainty” (dynamics with both high importance and high uncertainty)
 	Create a set of scenarios that cover the full spectrum of uncertainty
 	Write a description for each scenario

 	Describe what the future would look like in each scenario
 	Arrive at a decision or recommendation
 	Communicate the decision 

	 Articulate which major decision the process is designed to address
	E stablish leadership buy-in for using scenario planning 
	 Form the scenario planning team and assign roles
	 Communicate the process

DMC Scenario Planning Process 

Set the Stage

Create a “Fact-
Base” of Key 
Information 

Create Discrete 
Scenarios to 
Evaluate 

Make a Decision 

Source: Adapted from Bill Ralston and Ian Wilson, The Scenario Planning Handbook: Developing Strategies in Uncertain Times (Mason, OH: Thomson, 2006), p. 25, 61.

Putting Scenario Planning to Work
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	 8 June 2009.
2 	 Ibid.
3	 Levels and descriptions taken from Hugh Courtney, 20/20 Foresight: Crafting 	
	 Strategy in an Uncertain World (Boston, MA:  Harvard Business School Press, 	
	 2001); Hugh Courtney, Jane Kirkland, and Patrick Viguerie, “Strategy Under 	
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6	 Ralston and Wilson, p. 25, 61.

hugh courtney is associate dean of 
executive programs and professor of  
the practice of strategy at the university 
of maryland’s robert h. smith school  
of business. in addition, he is chairman 
of the board of directors of d&e  

communications, inc.  dr. courtney maintains an active  
consulting practice, serving clients on his own and 
through affiliations with mckinsey & company, katzenbach  
partners llc, decision strategies international, and the 
analysis group. dr. courtney’s publications on business 
strategy and competitive dynamics have been featured in 
leading practitioner journals such as the harvard business  
review, mckinsey quarterly, and academy of management 
journal; his book 20/20 foresight (harvard business school 
press, 2001) was a business bestseller on amazon.com.
before returning to academia in 2002, dr. courtney was 
a leader of the global strategy practice at mckinsey & 
company. consulting magazine named him one of the five 
“up and comers” in the consulting industry in 2001.  
dr. courtney earned his ph.d. in economics from the  
massachusetts institute of technology and his b.a.  
in economics from northwestern university. 

4. Make a Decision
Consider the steps that you would take under each  
scenario to further your strategic goals. With a grasp of 
the actions and outcomes that each scenario would entail, 
arrive at and communicate a decision.

A Strategic Approach to Uncertainty

Historically, districts have successfully navigated the future 
with an effective combination of intuition, experience, 
and analysis. However, the fiscal crisis, combined with 
unprecedented federal stimulus funds, have created  
a situation that requires school district leaders to employ  
a more rigorous set of tools in order to ensure that they  
can successfully navigate the future in a strategic and 
proactive way.

Scenario planning, an approach that has been success-
fully used in a variety of industries, can also be adopted by 
public school districts. By following the Four-Step Process 
for Scenario Planning, school districts should be ready, like 
Fairview Union, to confront change and think strategically 
whatever the fiscal crisis may bring. 

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

“With proactive preparation, districts can manage the downside risk,  
and seize the upside opportunity that uncertainty creates.”
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C
lose your eyes and imagine yourself sitting at your desk. A colleague comes running in 
screaming that a key senior leader in your department has been in an accident and will 
be out for eight months. Is your response one of panic?

In the Brevard County Public Schools, we are making progress against one of the 
most overlooked challenges facing public education today:  the lack of formal succession 

planning and management. Due to districts’ inattention to succession planning, changes in leadership 
typically result in changes in direction for schools. As leaders depart, so do the improvement initiatives 
that they fostered. Most school districts in the United States are reactive when it comes to filling positions. 
If any notion of succession planning exists, it typically stops at the building principal level, and is often 
synonymous with “Principal Preparation.” These programs are typically far from what is considered a 
best practice process, and also do not address the most senior leadership positions. 

|  Bill hall, Joy salamone, and susan standley
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Districts must learn to proactively prepare for vacancies 
by having a plan and a process in place before positions 
become available. Ultimately, being proactive means moving 
our school districts away from systems where we rely on 
leaders’ self-selection to ones where the districts intentionally  
help engineer leaders’ identification and growth. In Brevard,  
our district’s tagline is First in the Nation, and we recognize  
the importance of investing in our human capital development 
and leadership succession in order to achieve that goal.

Under the leadership of Superintendent Dr. Richard  
DiPatri, who is retiring this year after serving as the  
district’s superintendent since 2000, our district has  
operated under a tightly aligned and managed strategy.  
We recognized early on the importance of investing in 
human capital to support our district strategy. A strong 
human capital operation will result in better and more 
sustained execution of all curriculum and instruction 
initiatives, and will simultaneously reduce cost through 
improved operations and continuity. In fact, this investment 
has been tightly linked to our strategic plan and district 
objectives. Our district planning process clearly lays out 
district and school targets, School Improvement Plan 
(SIP) planning and objectives, and measurement systems 
including balanced scorecard reporting tools. Notably,  
our strategic plan contains an objective of High Quality 
Leadership, with a discrete strategy for implementing a 
formal succession planning and management process.  
This strategy is closely monitored by a team of leaders 
in Human Resources Services under the supervision of 
Deputy Superintendent Leroy Berry. Human Resources 
team members responsible for the district’s succession 
planning initiative are Bill Hall, Director of Educational 
Leadership, Joy Salamone, Director of Human Resources 
Services/Labor Relations, and Susan Standley, Director of 
Compensation and Benefits. Throughout our experience 
in developing Brevard’s Succession and Management Plan, 
the Superintendent, School Board, and senior leadership 
team were actively involved and maintained the initiative 
as a priority. Our plan includes certificated and non-certificated 
leadership positions, and is currently entering a second 
phase of rollout.

For many districts, these terms and processes will be 
unfamiliar. What does “formal succession planning” really 
mean?  The “name game” conjures up many overlapping 
terms:  Human Capital Management, Creating Capacity, 
Talent Management, Ensuring Leadership Continuity, 
Building Talent from Within, and more. In Brevard, suc-
cession planning is far more than job replacement. Job 
replacement is short-term and short-sighted. Succession 

planning is long-term and systemic. Succession planning 
allows the momentum of existing leadership to continue 
long after the current leader is gone. Succession planning 
allows districts to identify potential leaders and provides 
the process and personnel to fill vacancies. Succession 
planning helps districts focus on leadership skill develop-
ment and professional development opportunities. Finally, 
it helps keep districts prepared and focused on the future.

However, succession planning should not and must  
not stand alone. As defined by Susan Standley, it should 
be considered within a performance management system 
(see Figure 1) that creates a more dynamic environment. 
“Performance Management” is an over-arching concept 
that suggests that in order for an organization to achieve  
its strategic goals, as well as to fulfill its mission and vision, 
all employee behaviors are managed in ways that result  
in movement toward common objectives. The Brevard 
Performance Management System aligns a broad set of  
human capital initiatives and recognizes their interdependency. 
In Brevard, we define succession planning as a deliberate  
and systematic effort to ensure leadership continuity in 
key positions, retain and develop future intellectual and 
knowledge capital, and encourage individual advancement.  
The system should also address the need for critical backups  
and individual development in any job category. An 
effective succession plan without effective performance 

Brevard  
Performance  
Management  

Model

Succession 
Planning

Rewards & 
Recognition

Compensation 
Management

Individual 
Development

Staffing  
Techniques

Individual 
Performance 

Evaluation

Organizational 
Effectiveness 
Assessment

Brevard Public Schools’ 
Performance Management Components

Figure 1
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management is like having no plan at all. A plan without 
the management component is like a new car without an 
engine — it surely looks good, but it won’t go anywhere. 
Organizations must have both components in place —  
a plan and management of that plan.

When we started our planning efforts, we were surprised 
and somewhat dismayed to find that there were few, if 
any, models for us to copy. Despite great attention paid to 
the topic in the private sector, resources and examples in 

education were scarce. Bill Hall informally interviewed 
luminary education researchers with deep interest in  
human capital issues including Michael Fullan and Andy 
Hargreaves; no one knew of any school districts that could 
serve as models for us to follow. A simple set of Google 
searches that we recorded highlighted our challenge:  
Number of results for “Human Capital Management”? 
62,000,000. Number for “Leadership Sustainability”?  
10,800,000. Number for “Succession Planning and Man-
agement”? 6,890,000. Number for “Succession Planning 
and Management and Public Education”?  Zero!  Our  
planning process was therefore developed largely in-house, 
with external assistance from an organizational development  
consulting firm at the outset to provide guidance on 
program design. Fortunately, management theory built 
into other major district initiatives like the development 
of Professional Learning Communities is well aligned and 

“If your school district has no 
succession plan, then that is  
your succession plan.”

DMC: Succession planning and 
human capital management have 
prominent positions in Brevard’s 
strategic plan. Why?  Was there a 
specific catalyst that helped raise 
Succession Planning as a priority?  

DiPatri: There was not so much one 
specific incident or condition — it 
was more of a combination of events 
happening around the same time. 
One of our senior leaders, an Associ-
ate Superintendent, was in a serious 
automobile accident and was out of 
work for an extended period. There 
was a minor push from the board 
on the idea of succession planning. 
We were also starting to work with a 
consultant on assessing our organi-
zational performance based on the 
Malcolm Baldrige National Quality 
Criteria for Performance Excellence. 
We started to realize that our senior 
leaders would not be here forever.  
I saw the initial stages of our efforts 

more as “everybody has to have a 
backup”; we didn’t all have backups 
nor were we thinking along those 
lines. We weren’t thinking of formal, 
systemic sustainability. I did not see 
succession planning that way at first. 
Eventually, we put into our Strategic 
Plan a formal strategic objective to 
implement a succession planning 
and management process.

DMC: As Brevard has rolled out the 
pilot process, have you needed to 
tackle any unforeseen challenges?  

DiPatri: No, there have been no 
unforeseen challenges.

DMC: What tips would you give 
other districts looking to augment 
their succession planning activities?

DiPatri: Simply do it. Think strate-
gically and systemically and start 
somewhere. You have to look at the 
overall organization and at how you 

are going to sustain the initiatives, 
efforts, and direction that you have 
in place. Formal succession planning 
is probably not something you will 
do in the first year of your superin-
tendency because you don’t know 
your people and their strengths and 
developmental areas. After you  
understand who you have on your 
team and where their talents and 
potential lie, you will want to put  
formal structures into place to  
ensure organizational sustainability. 

Q&A with Dr. Richard A. DiPatri, Superintendent, Brevard Public Schools
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serves as a great complement and source of leading succession  
management practices. However, most districts have 
stopped short of applying these concepts and protocols  
to their most senior leaders.

The Brevard Process

As a starting point, we believe that succession planning is 
the responsibility of both the organization’s leadership and 
the individual employee. While the individual employee 
must have an active role in the succession planning process, 
it is leadership’s role to provide the process and structure 
necessary for success. Our structure was developed over 
the course of 2007 and started with a pilot program that 
focused on the superintendent’s position and his  
13 direct reports.

Our succession planning process has five core steps, 
which are similar in nature to DMC’s comprehensive  
process laid out elsewhere in this journal. 

First, we created a workforce forecast and determined 
our overall strategy for the succession planning process. 
We needed to answer questions about where our needs 
and our risks were greatest, and also what we wanted the 
system to look like in the future. The overarching desired 
outcome is to provide for 100% replacement of every  
employee in a key leadership position. This year, we will 
put the full process into effect and in 2010 will continue 
our rollout with an on-going, systemic plan. 

Second, we developed a candidate recruitment plan. 
To achieve this, we conducted an assessment of potential 
internal candidates to determine the potential leadership 
pool. The Superintendent and others in formal leadership  
positions recommended individuals to enable greater  
proactive identification of future leadership talent and 

reduce reliance on a system of simple self-selection.  
The Office of Educational Leadership within Human 
Resources has the lead role in assessing and confirming 
leadership potential and determines placement in the pool. 
Also, clear candidate recruitment and selection processes 
were defined collaboratively. Candidates for future positions 
are identified by supervisors or other leaders. Potential  
candidates complete a career profile that will be reviewed 
by the HR team. For each candidate, a formal development  
plan is created that will guide growth opportunities for that 
individual as their leadership role progresses. If immediate 
replacement is needed, potential candidates are interviewed 
by the HR team and top candidates are recommended.

Third, career paths are being determined for each key 
leadership position. Figure 2 is an example of career paths 
defining the transfer of skill sets and identifying how 
individuals move through an organization. Each position 
needs to be considered for lateral movement, including any 

Figure 2

Function/Salary Guide
1

$–$
2

$–$
3

$–$
4

$–$
5

$–$
6

$–$
7

$–$

Instruction Entry Level II Level III Manager Director

Finance Entry Level II Level III Manager Director

Facilities Entry Level II Level III Manager Director

Sample Job Progression Matrix

“A school improvement process  
that relies on professionals 
learning in concert with each 
other holds the key to developing 
the leadership capacity and  
sustainability that schools and 
systems so desperately need.”
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Entry-Level Level II Level III Manager Director
Decision  
Making

Under close supervi-
sion; specific oral 
and/or written  
instructions pro-
vided as guidelines; 
anything not in 
guidelines is referred 
to supervisor; respon-
sible for bits and 
pieces of a process.

Under general  
supervision; respon-
sible for a complete 
process or a small 
unit; oral and/or 
written guidelines 
provided; apply 
wide variety of rules, 
regulations, and 
procedures.

Work independently 
with limited supervi-
sion; responsible for 
several complete  
processes; may 
supervise the activi-
ties and behaviors of 
staff members. 

Oversee numerous 
functions and staff. 
Principally responsible 
for determining  
policies and pro-
cedures that will 
ensure the success 
of the operation.

Perform work that 
involves high level 
issues, processes, or 
organization needs. 
Responsibility for 
determining goals, 
policies, and desired 
outcomes. Determine 
the level of resources 
to meet the organi-
zation’s needs.

Leadership Work from specific 
directions or proce-
dures. Supervisor 
provides feedback 
and verifies the work.

Work from general 
guidelines but deter-
mine the approach 
for doing the work. 
Supervisor focuses 
on the outcomes of 
the work.

Oversee the work 
of a team engaged 
in providing specific 
services, completing 
specific projects, or 
assisting other units.

Organize work 
around broad orga-
nizational goals and 
processes. Supervisor 
oversees activities 
through regular 
meetings.

Oversee, plan, and 
implement major  
programs and services 
for the organization. 
Report on progress to 
the organization’s  
executive team.

Complexity Perform entry-level 
professional work 
including basic 
data analysis and 
synthesis, report 
creation, process 
performance,  
and regulatory  
or compliance  
activities. Work  
may involve statistics, 
operational analysis, 
or forecasting.

Perform professional- 
level work dealing 
with data, people, 
and technology  
that relates to 
administrative,  
technical, scientific,  
engineering,  
accounting, or  
legal skills.

Perform work that 
encompasses 
advanced technical, 
scientific, legal, or 
mathematical  
concepts. Work 
directly contributes 
to the implemen-
tation of specific 
policies, programs, 
or initiatives of the 
organization.

Oversee work that 
involves the use of 
complex technical, 
scientific, or math-
ematical concepts 
that increases the  
efficiency and 
effectiveness of 
the organization. 
Analyze and make 
recommendations 
on how to improve 
the operational 
performance of  
the organization.

Develop policies, 
long range plans, 
and allocate funds. 
Make decisions that 
involve multiple 
priorities, limited  
resources, and 
internal and external 
challenges. Decisions 
impact the organiza-
tion as a whole.

Relationships Work with less than 
ten coworkers who 
mostly engage in the 
same activities.

Work with more 
than ten coworkers 
who mostly engage 
in the same activities.

Oversee and manage 
more than two 
employees in  
the organization  
performing  
similar work.

Oversee and  
manage work  
involving multiple 
units. Work regularly 
with other managers  
to successfully 
meet the goals and 
objectives of the 
organization.

Provide updates to 
senior staff, elected 
officials, or other 
community groups 
or organizations. 
Work regularly with 
other Directors or 
senior staff to ensure 
the provision of  
efficient and  
effective services. 

Financial  
Responsibilities

Accountable for 
inventory/property 
management

Accept, receive, and/
or collect payments; 
prepare/process 
purchase orders; 
accountable for 
inventory/property 
management

Make recommenda-
tions that impact the 
budget; accept, receive, 
and/or collect  
payments; prepare/
process purchase 
orders; accountable 
for inventory/property 
management

Manage the budget 
within assigned  
department; may 
manage or administer 
grant funds; prepare/
process purchase 
orders; accountable 
for inventory/property 
management

Manage the budget 
within assigned unit/
division; may manage 
or administer grant 
funds; purchasing 
authority; accountable 
for inventory/property 
management 

Figure 3

Sample Career Development Matrix
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potential non-linear movements. This tool transparently 
answers the questions for all employees — “What is the 
next level for me and what is required for me to get there?” 
The matrix is based on functional areas, job titles, job levels,  
education, training, experience, and job requirements. 

Fourth, we are aligning compensation and succession 
planning processes based on the matrix data, asking these 
questions:  Where are the holes?  Where do unreasonable 
jumps exist in skill development? Where does compensa-
tion progress not make sense?  Career paths define transfer 
of skill sets and identify how individuals move through the 
organization. Figure 3 demonstrates how we are articulating 
these shifts in responsibility as people progress up the career 
ladder. This tool will allow us to create career ladders that have 
appropriate steps in compensation as well.

Fifth, we articulated and expanded the structure to 
provide career development opportunities for individual 
leaders. Investing in leadership development, both through 
formal and informal methods, helps provide a pool of 
talent for future positions. Supervisors discuss career 
opportunities with employees on a yearly basis and the 
development plan is updated accordingly. Emerging leaders 
contribute to the process by completing a career profile of 
interests, expertise, background, education, and training. 
Overall, the career planning process is managed by the Brevard 
Human Resources team, which reviews progress with the  
Senior Leadership Team. The HR team meets with each  
potential candidate to discuss their development plans and 
goals. Also, individuals are assigned a mentor or coach.

Leadership development opportunities (see Figure 4) were 
created to align with three leadership development tiers:

	 First tier – career path to Senior Leader

	 Second tier – career path to Director

	 Third tier – career path to Manager

Employees are recruited to participate in leadership  
development programs. Lastly, the process will run as a 
continuous improvement cycle, constantly refreshing itself.

Much of the theory we applied in this process for senior 
leaders parallels that which we promote through our 
professional learning communities (PLC), a concept that 
is more familiar to school districts and that has grown 
tremendously in popularity over the last decade.

Connections with Professional Learning Communities

In Professional Learning Communities at Work: Best Practices  
for Enhancing Student Achievement, Rick DuFour and 

Robert Eaker state that the most promising strategy for 
sustained, substantive school improvement is developing 
the ability of school personnel to function as professional 
learning communities.1 When closely examined, many  
benefits of establishing and maintaining professional 
learning communities become clear — increased student 
learning, quality collaboration among teachers, focus on 
results to name a few. Another advantage is developing 
the leadership capacity in school environments such that 
administrators are viewed as leaders of leaders and teachers  
are viewed as transformational leaders.2 In Leadership & 
Sustainability, Michael Fullan suggests that established 
professional learning communities are more likely to be 
disrupted or discontinued when a new leader steps into the 
principalship. Focusing on internal leadership sustainability  
can counter this discontinuity of direction.3 Building  
professional learning communities is a solid step in  
ensuring continuity.

Succession planning and leadership development are  
consistent with the professional learning community  
culture. Leadership development for the purpose  
of ensuring leadership sustainability  
is the critical element in dealing 
with the cultural changes that 
impact professional learning 
communities. If schools hope 
to weather the storms of 
internal and external changes 
that swirl around them, their 
leadership development must 
be a purposeful, planned,  
and formal component  
of their culture.

“Schools and districts that do 
not adopt formal succession 
planning processes and structures 
expose themselves to external 
change agents who could  
dismantle current practice.”
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A school improvement process that relies on professionals  
learning in concert with each other holds the key to 
developing the leadership capacity and sustainability that 
schools and systems so desperately need. Professional learning 
communities thrive when districts experience consistent 
leadership across the district, and so, succession planning 
and professional learning community development must go 
hand-in-hand. The best way to prepare people for leadership 
is to put them into situations where they are called upon 
to lead. Learning by doing and learning by leading provide 
powerful experiences when embedded into the culture of 
professional learning communities. 

In addition to building professional learning communities 
as a recommended management tactic, there are a number 
of complementary ways that we have identified for schools 
and districts to promote leadership development. In  
Brevard, we are systematically pursuing all of them.

	 Create a formal Leadership Development Plan.  
Planning formalizes the district’s commitment to  
developing leadership and holds district leaders  
accountable. A formal, written plan must clearly  
identify who is responsible for what action and  
must be communicated to all stakeholders. 

	 Develop a Succession Plan at the district level,  
emphasizing a formal process that spells out how districts 
will replace their leaders. This planning process identifies  
critical leadership positions and communicates how the 
district prepares and develops individuals to become 
eligible for these positions when they are left vacant 
through retirements, resignations, and promotions.  
Formal succession planning focuses on the “how” of  
filling vacancies (the process), not on the “who” will  
fill each vacancy (the individual). Professional learning 

Figure 4

Development Opportunities 

Education Job Assignments Mentoring/Networking

Public Seminars Job Rotation Mentoring

Executive Leadership Programs Special Projects Coaching

Advanced Degrees Committees & Team Projects Intern Program

Customized In House Training Lateral Moves Job Shadowing

Brown Bag Lunches Cross Functional Job Moves Cross Functional Assignment

Self Directed Study Temporary Job Assignments Professional Associations

In House Leadership Development On-the-Job Training Conferences

Conducting Training Activity Assignments Business Meetings

External Training from  
Professional Groups

New School Openings, Construction, 
and Start-Up Projects

Community Involvement

Books or Videos Temporary Replacement or Fill-In External Assignments/Relationships

Study Groups Job Enrichment/Increased Scope  
of Responsibility

Professional Learning Communities

Action Learning Stretch Assignments Senior Management Meetings

Experiential Learning Turn Arounds Special Assignments Externally—
Other schools within districts,  
other districts

Leading a Project Team Customer Relationships
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communities can be an integral component of succession  
planning, creating a critical mass of leaders that will 
continue the focus on school improvement and  
student achievement. 

	 Think Laterally and Vertically. This concept builds 
on Michael Fullan’s research advising that a leadership 
development framework must provide for both lateral 
and vertical capacity building.4 In other words, development 
opportunities need to exist across the organization, as 
well as within functional areas. 

	 Distribute Accountability Through Guiding Coalitions. 
One way professional learning communities endure 
changes in the principalship is through vesting leadership 
not solely in the principals, but in collaborative leadership 
teams. John Kotter5 addresses the importance of creating 
guiding coalitions, which are effectively teams, assem-
bled of the right people who trust each other and work 
toward a common goal. These guiding coalitions have 
the capacity to make needed change happen  
despite all the forces of inertia. 

	 Make Leaders Responsible and Accountable for 
Leadership Development. As part of an organization’s 
performance management system, revise all administrative 
and supervisory job descriptions to include leadership 
development as an essential job function. Leadership 
development is not the responsibility of the human 
resources department — it needs to be accepted as the  
responsibility of all leaders. Administrators and supervisors 
should be evaluated on their effectiveness in developing 
employees who report to them. Included in their annual 
performance appraisals are the results of the steps they 
take to develop leadership capacity in their schools, 
departments, or divisions. Through this one strategy, 
leadership development becomes every leader’s responsibility.

Individually, these approaches can contribute to leadership 
development and sustainability efforts. When implemented  
in learning community cultures, these strategies give  
districts potential for substantive, sustained leadership  
development. Schools and systems that integrate leadership  
development with professional learning communities 
will be more likely to thrive when they encounter future 
leadership challenges. 

bill hall is director of educational 
leadership and professional development 
for brevard public schools in viera, fla. 
you can contact him at  
hall.bill@brevardschools.org.

joy salamone is director & chief  
negotiator, office of human  
resources services & labor relations. 
you can contact her at  
salamone.joy@brevardschools.org.

susan standley is director,  
compensation & benefits.  
you can contact her at  
standley.susan@brevardschools.org.

“An effective succession  
plan without the management  
component is like a new car  
without an engine — it surely looks 
good, but it won’t go anywhere.  
Organizations must have both  
components in place — a plan  
and management of that plan.”
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DMC SPOTLIGHT

A
s school districts increase in size, intricacy, 
and accountability, they must invest more 
in the human capital that drives almost all 
of the services they deliver. Accounting 
for over 80% of district operating budgets, 

human capital should be a district’s number one manage-
ment priority.2 A district’s ability to cultivate the unique 
features of its staff is critical to a district’s success. 

In the private sector, many studies have documented 
the benefits of embedding human resources in business  
strategy. Organizations that are able to keep their  
employees “engaged” perform at levels up to 150%  
better than the norm, according to results of a Gallup 
survey. The companies awarded Fortune Magazine’s  
“100 Best Companies to Work For” distinction have 
proved over time to outperform the S & P 500.3 In  
the private sector, this linking of human resources to 
business strategy gained momentum throughout the 
1990s; a 2003 Mercer Consulting report found that 
88% of the 300 organizations studied had linked  
human resources to their business strategies.4

Despite its private-sector successes, prioritizing human  
resources and linking it to overall strategy has not been 
embraced by public school districts. Most districts’ 
reform efforts aimed at human resources have centered 
on the transactional level of improving employee 
services, record keeping, and benefits administration. 
Some progress has occurred with regard to recruitment and 
selection, training, and compensation of employees. But 
the knowledge management, strategic redirection, and 
cultural change that would constitute transformation 

have not yet taken root sufficiently in districts.5

Formal succession planning has not received much 
attention in school districts until very recently. To the 
extent that they exist at all, succession planning discussions  
have been focused primarily on building principals, and 
not on central office and non-instructional leadership 
positions. DMC feels it is critical for districts to focus 
on cultivating human capital not only at the building 
level, but at the central-office level and for instructional 
and non-instructional leaders alike. We focus here on 
Succession Planning, and have laid out a step-by-step 
approach to tackling the challenge of succession planning, 
which will enable the district to better identify future 
leaders, to cultivate leaders, and to minimize disruption  
to the strategic direction of the district.

Succession Planning: An Introduction

What Is Succession Planning?
Succession planning goes beyond the basic question of 
identifying replacements for positions. Replacement 
planning focuses on filling vacancies on an organizational 
chart; succession planning focuses on grooming talent 
for the future. Succession planning needs to encompass  
a dialogue about leadership in the public school district— 
what characteristics define it, who displays it, who  
has the potential to display it, and how to cultivate it.6 
Formal succession planning should inspire a culture  
of motivation and focus that aligns with the district’s 
strategic objectives and that infuses the work of all 
school officials.

|  By nicholas p. Morgan and kEIth macleod

Public school districts have grown into large and highly complex organizations. In 1950, teachers 

made up more than 70% of public school staff. Today, teachers comprise only about half of  

the school workforce; one non-teacher employee exists for every teacher in the district.1 Districts 

must manage an increasingly fragmented staff with different skills, functions, and backgrounds.  

At the same time, the heightened focus on student achievement and the demand for greater  

scrutiny have compounded the pressure on school management. 

Using Succession Planning to 
Drive District Human Capital Growth
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The Urgency of Succession Planning
Succession planning becomes all the more imperative  
given the mounting challenge of finding qualified  
candidates for school leadership positions. After  
interviews with every major search firm in the school 
field, the District Management Council gathered  
startling quotes that expose the severity of the shortage  
problem. One search firm leader vividly described the 
movement from “having a flood of candidates for a 
superintendent vacancy in the early ‘90s to a lake, to  
a river and today to a puddle.” Over 50 percent of 
superintendents “strongly agree” that the dearth of  
applicants for superintendent positions represents  
“a crisis in American education.” Only 46.5% of  
superintendents see themselves still holding a  
superintendent position in five years.7

When vacancies inevitably occur, most school  
districts scramble for successors. Confronted with  
a vacancy, districts most commonly respond by  
1) “Relying on expediency to identify someone to fill 
it” 2) “Secretly preparing successors” or 3) “Waiting 
until positions are vacant and then scurrying around 
madly to find successors.” None of these options adequately  
prepares a district to face challenges and meet goals.

Reframing Succession Planning
Successions should not pose a crisis. Succession  
planning provides an opportunity to formulate a  
district’s objectives and to develop a cadre of leaders  
who can execute them. Research on the effects of  
leadership has documented a consistent and statistically  
significant, albeit small, correlation with student 
achievement.8 But the research has been too limited 
in scope. It has focused on “instructional leadership,” 
the tactics for quality teaching and learning, and its 
relationship to student achievement. Largely ignored 
has been the importance of organizational leadership 
across the district and its importance in bringing about 
effective practices in schools throughout the district.9 

Leadership vs. Management
Legendary management guru Peter Drucker captured 
the difference between leadership and  management 
when he said, 

“Management is doing things right; leadership is doing the 
right things.”

Both are necessary, but leadership and management  
entail distinct competencies. Leadership means  

developing vision, coping with change, and aligning,  
motivating, and inspiring people. Flowing from  
leadership, management provides the structure and  
has a technical quality;  management involves coping 
with complexity, planning and budgeting, organizing 
and staffing, and problem solving.10 

DMC believes that the balance in public schools between  
management and leadership is off. Districts need to 
place more emphasis on developing leadership skills.

Developing Leadership Skills
Because leadership relates more to vision than hierarchy,  
all employees have the potential to exercise leadership. 
Breaking a large organization into smaller units can 
facilitate the dissemination of leadership by allowing 
workers to identify better with one another and to 
perceive the impact of their actions.

Studying leadership skills has dominated both the 
academic and the general press, from research by 
Kouzes and Posner to books by Malcolm Gladwell  
and Jack Welch. Much of this literature has taken the 
form of lists of specific traits that successful leaders 
embody. Creating a litany of characteristics, however, 
raises several problems. The very inclusiveness of such 
lists—“toughness” and “humanity,” “humility” and 

“Perhaps the single most  
significant factor underlying 
effective leadership development 
is open and honest feedback 
about an emerging leader’s  
performance. Without honest 
discourse about an individual’s 
strengths and weaknesses, 
proactive development  
opportunities cannot be  
deliberately pursued.”	
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“confidence”—hinders their usefulness. Moreover, 
while it is possible to refine an individual’s personal 
attributes through formal coaching, it is nonetheless a 
formidable undertaking. Perhaps most fundamentally, 
categorizing certain qualities can obscure other essential 
dimensions of leadership.

Moving Toward “Situational Leadership”
Depending on the situation, a leader must apply different 
styles of leadership, sometimes being more authoritative or 
coercive and at other times being more democratic or col-
legial. Each of these styles demands different capabilities 
within a leader’s overall emotional intelligence. Daniel 
Golman’s heralded work in this area is getting increased 
attention and traction with district leaders. By treating 
leadership as a set of common challenges  and asking 
what leaders should do in these situations, we can study 
leadership as a series of steps to be implemented.11 For 
this reason, DMC has created an 8-step process that 
captured best practices from school districts, the public 
sector, and the private sector (Figure 1).

1. Set the Stage

In beginning a succession planning process, it is worth 
“overinvesting” in setting the stage internally to avoid 
later roadblocks. Contemplate the purpose, goals, and  
expectations of the succession planning process. Recognize  
the expansive reach of succession planning —the avoidance 
of leadership crises, the potential cost savings in hiring 
new leaders, and the cultivation of a leadership culture. 
Use this information to write a mission statement that 
captures the urgency of succession planning for your 
district. Major stakeholder groups, such as the current 
leadership team and the board must be behind the effort 
without reservation. Also, expectations need to be 
firmly established about process duration and intensity.

2. Plan for the Future

The succession planning process should not be designed  
to address today’s organizational challenges, but those 
of the future. As with many DMC initiatives, the  
succession planning process is designed to transform a 
reactive district process (e.g. filling leadership vacan-
cies) to one that is deliberately proactive (growing the 
district’s leadership talent pool.) In this step, districts 
should take into account both endogenous factors  
(organizational changes, board priorities, curricular  
approaches, decentralization, etc.) and exogenous  
factors (demographics, economy, state and federal  
legislature, etc.) to identify future needs for an  
evolving organization.

3. Assess Current Leadership Requirements

Having charted a vision for the district’s future, examine  
the role of leadership in realizing the vision. Assess the 
characteristics necessary for leadership in the district. 
Build a “leadership code” that explains leadership char-
acteristics and behaviors that drive success in the district.12
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Figure 1

“Replacement planning focuses 
on filling vacancies on an organi-
zational chart; succession planning 
focuses on grooming talent for 
the future.”
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A “leadership code” is a consolidated viewpoint of 
what matters as leaders progress up the organization. 
For example, Jim Collins’ popular “Good to Great” 
model traces a progression from capable management—
the ability to make productive contributions, through 
effective leadership—the vigorous pursuit of a clear and  
compelling vision, and finally, to enduring  
executive greatness.13

Leadership is, of course, not a rigid concept. To  
emphasize an earlier theme, the roles and responsibilities  
differ for instructional, organizational, and public 
leadership. While districts are quick to emphasize the 
importance of instructional leadership as closest to the 
core mission of public education, real-world job respon-
sibilities force ever-increasing amounts of organizational 
and public leadership responsibilities as leaders rise 
through the organization. Even within these subfields, 
the desired traits and behaviors depend on the  
organization’s objectives and time horizon.

To create a district-specific leadership code districts 
should first gather opinions from stakeholders about 
what really matters for successful leadership in the 
district. At this stage, the superintendent should mostly 

listen, while the stakeholders brainstorm leadership 
qualities. Then, draft a summary viewpoint that graphically 
expresses the district’s leadership factors. Synthesize the 
common and distinct constituents of leadership into a 
District Leadership Code (Figure 2).

This should allow any district stakeholder to state:  
“Leaders need to demonstrate these qualities to be  
effective in our district.” Finally, establish metrics, such 
as performance reviews, survey data, and recruiting 
statistics that gauge and adjust the leadership program.

Though designing a leadership code is a district-specific 
process, the basic components of leadership generally 
apply to all districts. Indeed, DMC-led exercises in  
several mid-size districts yielded central office leaders 
and building-level leaders generating, on balance,  
very similar lists of desired leadership characteristics. 

Nonetheless, while the desired characteristics of 
leadership may go across districts, the culture of a 
district should be reflected. For instance, do we need 
leaders who must function with a high-degree of 
independence or do we need leaders that must be 
flexible enough to respond to central direction? Is our 
culture ruthless or supportive?  Do we tolerate risk-taking 

DMC SPOTLIGHT

The 8-Step DMC Succession Planning Process 

Figure 2

Sample District Leadership Code

Level 1

 	Subject matter expertise
	“Team Player” (being part of  
the team, leading team)

	Good communication skills  
(interpersonal, written, listening)

 Customer service orientation
 Results and accountability orientation
 Proactive problem solving
 Timeliness and ability to delivery against 
high expectations

Level 2

Level 3

 Vision
 Strategy
 Systems thinking

 Ability to prioritize
 Ability to allocate limited resources  
efficiently and effectively

 Efficient process manager
 Adaptive user of broad range of communications tools
 Can generate support for new initiatives (“buy-in”)

What characteristics matter in your district?

Sh
or

t t
er

m
Lo

ng
 te

rm

Vision & Strategy
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The Leadership Code should 
be used so that any district 
stakeholder can address the 
following statement:

Leaders need to demonstrate 
these qualities to be effective 
in our district.

High Performance
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or not?  What types of leaders will be successful in this 
culture?  With brutal honesty, deliberate on the 
district’s attributes, positive, negative, and neutral. 
Adopt the perspective of a candidate considering 
various districts to put into relief the opportunities, 
resources, and culture your district would offer a leader, 
both positive and negative. 

4. Conduct Effective Evaluations

Perhaps the single most significant factor underlying 
effective leadership development is open and honest  
feedback about an emerging leader’s performance. 
Without honest discourse about an individual’s 
strengths and weaknesses, proactive development  
opportunities cannot be deliberately pursued. A district 
should evaluate its current and emerging leaders against 
its leadership code through development and use of a 
formal evaluation rubric. 

To provide a relative view of these emerging leaders, 
districts can evaluate leadership candidates on a matrix 
that serves as a function of both past performance and 

future potential (Figure 3). One purpose of such a matrix 
is to identify the district’s “high-potential” leaders, com-
monly referred to as “hi-pos.” Using such a matrix to drive 
further proactive human capital development activities is 
widely considered a “best practice” in the private sector, 
and is increasing in use in the public sector as well.14

The performance rating assesses an employee’s  
fulfillment of the requirements of his/her position. 
“Workhorses” and “stars” have surpassed their overall  
job requirements, whereas “underperformers” and 
“question marks” have not satisfied duties or have 
extensive room for improvement. 

The potential rating forecasts an employee’s latent 
value. It rewards “stars” and “question marks” who can 
proceed to levels above their current position or who 
can at least undertake additional responsibilities. By 
this measure, “workhorses,” who possess vital technical 
knowledge that precludes transfer, and “underperformers,”  
who are functioning at or near capacity, receive lower scores.

On average, about 20 to 25% of employees may reside  
in the “stars” category displaying both outstanding 
achievement and great potential, whereas 10-15% may 
reside in the “underperformer” category. An individual’s 
placement is not immutable. Rather, the matrix should 
prompt a discussion about how to shift people to higher 
groups on the grid while addressing clear non-performers.

A good example from the public sector is The State of 
Georgia, which employs a variation of such a talent matrix  
to evaluate its employees and nourish leaders. Echoing 
Peter Drucker’s leadership/management scheme, Georgia 
distinguishes between “doing the right things,” a reflection 
of leadership potential, and “getting the right results,”  
an appraisal of management process (Figure 4). As  

Understanding Your District’s  
High-Potential Leaders

Figure 3
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“Successions should not pose  
a crisis.  Succession planning 
provides an opportunity to  
formulate a district’s objectives 
and to develop a cadre of leaders 
who can execute them.”
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state employees hone their technical prowess and their  
functional leadership, they can ideally reach the level 
of “consistent star,” someone who is fully developed in 
the current assignment and merits more responsibility.15

Understanding where your leaders are helps the district 
plan corrective action, either driven by the district in 
forms like formal training or job rotations, or by the 
employee through self-actuated behavioral change.

5. Assess Leaders’ Mobility

Once the pool of leadership talent has been identified 
against the leadership code rubrics, further analysis is 
needed to evaluate the district’s “bench strength” and 
leadership mobility within the organization. Districts 
should force themselves to complete a deep bench 
strength analysis, which yields measures concerning 
the depth of leadership talent within the organization. 
Compute this measure by listing potential successors for 
each major position and assigning successors a ranking 
to denote: 

	 Level 1-Successor ready to lead within one year 

	 Level 2-Successor ready in one to two years 

	 Level 3-No successor ready within a five-year period

A Level 3 ranking presents an organizational “hole.”  
The lower the percentage of holes relative to key positions, 
the greater the organization’s bench strength.

The basic bench strength measure serves as a foundation  
on which to calculate several other metrics of an  
organization’s human capital inventory, such as:

	 Average number of candidates “ready now”  
for key positions

	 Number of vacant key positions

	 Percentage of positions open without “ready now” 
candidates

	 Total number of high-potential leaders in the  
succession pool per key position

Armed with this data, districts can make targeted 
investment in readying internal candidates or  
proactively recruiting external candidates where  
succession risk is present. 

Figure 4

Case Example: Georgia Merit System
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6. Develop Leaders to Fill the Gap

By this stage in the succession planning process, a 
district will have a very good view of where the high-
potential leaders lie and where the major risks are. 
Those potential successors ranked in an organization’s 
bench strength must be further cultivated through 
on-the-job learning and formal training. 

Each participant in leadership training programs 
should have an individualized development plan (an 
“IDP”). The plan should ask such questions as: For what 
key position should this person be prepared? What kinds 
of competencies should be developed? What are the 
individual’s career objectives? What learning objectives 
should guide the individual’s development? By what 
methods or strategies may the objectives be met?

Generally, the most productive lever for leadership 
development is on-the-job opportunities that widen 
the scope, increase the depth, and vary the routine of 
responsibilities (Figure 5). Examples of assignments that 

satisfy these three areas could take the form of relaunching 
or revamping a failing service, launching a new service, 
managing a turnaround situation, handling a rapidly 
expanding service, preparing a strategic proposal for top 
management, taking on a diffi cult assignment, leading an 
unpopular change, or chairing a multi-functional team.16

In addition to on-the-job opportunities, organizations 
may be able to invest in expert leadership coaching and 
mentoring with good results. Through a “360 degree” 
evaluation, expert coaches help leaders to understand 
all their areas of strength and weakness and to grow 
their emotional intelligence. Best practice coaching 
structures follow a sequence of enrolling the individual, 
building a relationship, fact-fi nding based on existing 
and new assessment data, collaborating to create a 
development plan, coaching to the development plan, 
evaluating the process relative to stated objectives, 
and planning next steps.17 

“Best Practice” programs of leadership development 
in both public and private sectors combine aspects of 
on-the-job responsibilities, coaching and mentoring, 
and formal training. General Electric, for example, 
uses a tiered system. It starts with a residential course 
at GE’s Management Development Institute, similar 
to a business school executive program. The most 
promising participants then move to a business 
management course that integrates classroom work 
and action learning projects. GE’s program culminates 
with executive development that features less classroom 
instruction and more personalized involvement by 
GE executives. DMC member Meridian Schools’ 
Administrators’ Academy employs a similarly 
sequenced progression to move administrators from 
an “aspiring” to a “veteran” level of leadership. At 
the “aspiring” level, instruction occurs on a more 
traditional basis with large-scale university partnerships. 
At the “veteran” level, the academy utilizes more 
internal instructors and more varied methods.18

7. Create Individual Transition Plans

As districts devote greater resources to identifying and 
preparing leaders, assuring the transfer of leadership 
responsibilities in succession is increasingly crucial. 
When transitions suffer, initiatives get put on hold and 
progress slows, often never to regain momentum. 

Maintain Emphasis on 
“OTJ” Leadership Development

Figure 5
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What are the best support mechanisms to 
assist OTJ learning in your district?

Source: R. Eichinger-Lomininger, in Brooks, Georgia Merit System 
Workforce Planning
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Ideally, the replacement of leaders should involve  
substantive overlap allowing for on-the-job training 
and a smooth handoff of responsibility. However, this 
may often not be feasible due to sudden departures, 
budgetary constraints or other mitigating circumstances.

To facilitate a smooth transition, many districts are 
structuring plans that outline the process of orienting 
new leaders. Transition plans have been used by new 
superintendents for some time, but enormous variance 
exists in the structure and approach of those plans. 
Transition plans can be applied to a broad variety 
of senior leadership positions. DMC favors a “goals-
based approach” to constructing a transition plan. 
The product is a results-oriented plan around specific 
desired outcomes in managerial and organizational 
performance and district accomplishment. For example, 
one goals-based objective from a new DMC member 
superintendent reads, “Develop a plan to decentralize 
the organizational structure in order to be more responsive 
to the needs of principals, schools and the public.” 
This is a clear structure that allows for broad stakeholders’ 
understanding of what the leader is doing and why. 
Conversely, an “activities-based approach” focuses  
on what the new leader will do, but does little to  
focus the leader on why they are doing it. 

8. (Re)Assess Your Program

Succession planning is a fluid and continual process, 
and requires regular assessment and adjustment.  
Evaluation should include an assessment of bench 
strength by measuring the number of well-qualified 
internal candidates for each key position, the record  
of promotions, and the retention of high performers.  
At the same time, evaluation should also capture  
more subjective human capital metrics, including  
the perceptions of fairness, transparency, morale,  
confidence, and competence.19 

Ultimately, a successful succession planning program 
will be a tailored, systematic, and clear process that  
enjoys dedicated organizational support and that  
emphasizes long-term leadership development. 
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DMC Managers’ ToolKit
 

Do you agree with the following statements?
Completely 
Agree

Somewhat 
Agree Disagree

Don’t 
Know

We have a clearly articulated definition of desired  
leadership characteristics that are broadly understood 
and communicated to stakeholder groups district-wide.

We evaluate leaders (both for internal performance 
reviews and promotions and for external candidates 
seeking employment) against these criteria.

We give open, honest, and constructive feedback to 
our existing and emerging leaders on a regular basis.

We proactively identify future leadership talent at 
lower levels in the organization, rather than simply rely 
on self-selection.

We monitor, district-wide, how many critical positions 
have no immediate successors available and create 
action plans to reduce this risk.

We monitor how many vacant positions are filled by 
external candidates. We set target percentages for this 
metric based on district objectives.

We have individualized development plans for all of 
our high potential leaders.

We integrate our human capital efforts with our  
development of professional learning communities.

We have structured processes to ensure smooth  
handoffs of responsibility when leaders turn over.

We have a culture that values internal development  
of leaders.

All districts struggle with replacing district leaders. The opportunity exists to make the process 
much more proactive, and thereby minimize disruptions to the continuity of district operations 
and reform. Most districts will have some of the components of true succession planning well 
underway, but few will have connected the pieces to run the process as a system.

Take this quick test to find out how big an opportunity exists to improve your  
human capital operations through succession planning

Should you make Succession Planning a Priority?
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You might be wondering why answering “don’t know” counts so much? If senior district leaders don’t 
know the answers to these questions, then you probably don’t have a detailed understanding of the 
day-to-day procedures around human capital operations, and you may be missing opportunities to  
better manage succession planning.

Your Score Your Opportunity for Succession Planning
0 - 25 You have most of the components of a succession planning process in place,  

but you might need to do some final alignment and tweaking.

26 - 50 You have a good start on identifying and tracking leaders, as well as aligning  
important human resource practices, but you still have work to do.

51 - 75 Don’t be too hard on your district, but many tools and practices are available to  
help you manage your leadership talent pool more proactively.

75 plus Like many districts, there is much work to be done. Ask yourself if you have the 
motivation and energy to begin. Also ask, can you afford to wait?

Score Your Results
How big an opportunity exists in your district to improve human capital operations through succession planning?

Give yourself 1 POINT for every time you answered COMPLETELY AGREE	                  ______________     

Give yourself 5 POINTS for every time you answered SOMEWHAT AGREE	  	   ______________     

Give yourself 10 POINTS for every time you answered DISAGREE	      	  	   ______________   

Give yourself 15 POINTS for every time you answered DON’T KNOW	             		    ______________     

								        TOTAL SCORE      ______________  
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DMC case study

|  by Nicholas P. Morgan

Succession Planning at 
Brevard Public Schools 
Brevard Public Schools’ efforts around succession planning are an exciting innovation in  PK-12 

management. Brevard boasts a range of impressive accomplishments. Its student achievement 

results are some of the best in Florida, scoring first in the state in 2008 FCAT results in 5th grade 

science and 6th grade math and reading. There are 15 schools in the state of Florida recognized 

as national models of Professional Learning Communities at Work — all are in Brevard. Among 

numerous other recent accolades, the district was awarded the 2007 Florida Governor’s Sterling 

Award for Performance Excellence, based on the National Malcolm Baldrige Criteria. The district 

is guided by a deep investment in strategic planning and leadership development, and DMC is 

pleased to profile the district’s groundbreaking work in addressing succession planning. 

A
s described in the article Performance Man-
agement, Succession Planning, and Professional  
Learning Communities by Hall, Salamone, 
& Standley, the concept of formal succes-
sion planning for building and sustaining 

leadership is not something that most school districts 
consider. When Brevard started its planning efforts, 
it became clear that the district was a pioneer in this 
area, which was less than ideal because it required so 
much more work!  Through the district’s strategic plan, 
the Human Resources Services team of Bill Hall, Joy 
Salamone, and Susan Standley was charged with the 
responsibility of creating a pilot succession planning 
project. When the Brevard team, under the leadership  
of Deputy Superintendent Leroy Berry, began its efforts, 
it had difficulties identifying any models considered 
“best practice” within PK-12. There had simply been 
very little focused information available on what 
schools and school districts can do to develop and 
maintain a pipeline of leaders for their systems as  
turnover increases. 

Indeed, this gap was the genesis for DMC’s work on 
the topic. As the Brevard team describes, an effective 
succession plan without effective performance management 
is like having no plan at all. Organizations must have 
both components in place—a plan and management of 

that plan. Here, we focus on some of the management 
tools and processes that make succession management 
a reality.

How did this whole process begin, and why did the 
district make this a priority?  Along with the general 
strategic need for investment in leadership identified by 
the Brevard County School Board and Superintendent 
DiPatri, specific feedback regarding the district’s effec-
tiveness against the Sterling award criteria highlighted 
the need to expand succession planning to district-level 
functional areas of the organization. The Sterling/
Baldrige criteria highlighted the importance of process 
management, and specifically the replicable process of 
filling and sustaining positions. 

To this point, a schematic of the process management 
approach developed by Joy Salamone in Brevard is 
shown in Figure 1. The process flow identified through 
these steps, as well as the allocation of responsibility 
within the district staff, is a clear (and perhaps unprec-
edented) succession planning process that includes a 
robust set of process indicators and outcomes metrics. 
As the old saying goes, you don’t manage what you 
don’t measure, and Brevard now actively manages the 
succession process. A common question asked of DMC 
by its members is “which data should we track?” Readers  
will note two categories of metrics being tracked in 
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Brevard: 1) the Process Indicators, which serve to 
calibrate performance of key milestones as the process 
evolves, and 2) the Quality Indicators, which address 
the process outcomes and enable district leaders to 
ask objectively “Were we successful?” A data-driven 
and dispassionate analysis of the process outcomes is 
fundamental to making succession planning efforts a 
continuous improvement effort.

Each step of this process map is ultimately broken out 
into a full program management structure, with process 
steps, owners, and timing. Beginning at the top left of 
the chart, the process begins with a definition of needs 
that originates with the Brevard School Board. The 
responsibility to clearly identify the leadership positions 
to be addressed expands to the district leadership team, 
while the requirements to articulate the specific job 
responsibilities expand to the leadership development  
staff. The management of the talent pool spreads 
across the next few process steps, and management 
responsibility becomes increasingly tactical, falling 
on the leadership development and human resources 
staff. Critical final decisions return to the more senior 
district leaders and the Board can be informed whether 
the need has been fulfilled, all using real data gathered 
and analyzed from each of the process steps. In summary, 
the succession process is actively being monitored and 

managed, and as rollout continues to more leaders 
within the district, the process will always remain open 
for continuous improvement. 

Brevard’s pilot program targeted the Superintendent’s 
direct reports and senior staff. In total, invitations  
to participate in the program were sent to 135 staff.  
Responses were received from 61 invitees, of whom  
8 were interested in specific positions and 53 were 
interested in increasing knowledge and skills. 

Participants in the program then completed a range 
of assessments in a variant of a 360 degree review 
process. Participants conducted self-assessments, as well 
as having assessments conducted by their immediate 
supervisors, one colleague or peer, and one subordinate. 
A fourth employee of the participant’s choosing also 
completed an assessment. Individual interviews of each 
pilot program participant were also conducted by the 
HR team. The HR team reviewed all data for each  
participant, and developed a Leadership Assessment 
Form for each participant. In a process similar to 
DMC’s bench strength exercise, an organizational  
grid was developed and candidates were identified as 
Ready Now, Ready in One Year, and Ready in Two 
Years. Coaching and mentoring arrangements were 
made, as well as the program development for  
formal training.

DMC case study
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Figure 1

Brevard Public School Process Map/Flow Chart
Ensure Leadership Succession—Process Owner: Bill Hall
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The need and desire to grow instructional leadership 
skills is nearly ubiquitous among public school districts. 
For emerging leaders, Brevard helped clarify the steps in 
this growth, as well as outline the specific training and 
skill growth opportunities that would support a specific 
career trajectory. In Figure 2, the Instructional Leadership 
Pathway steps are outlined, and clarify the talent pools that 
are referenced in the overall succession planning process. 

Finally, Brevard has invested up-front in the ongoing 
management process to keep the process honest, fresh, 
and accountable. As discussed above, the plan to monitor, 
communicate and evaluate the Succession Plan itself 
was developed, and is critical for long-term sustain-
ability and improvement of the program as a whole. 

The organizational grid that lists employee readiness is 
updated regularly. Progress is measured and communicated 
through process measures and outcomes, as noted in 
Figure 1, and are reported through the ongoing Brevard 
Strategic Plan reporting protocols.

The Brevard process is currently entering a second 
phase of rollout, whereby the group of leaders addressed 
through the plan will expand significantly. The pilot 
phase began with a self-selection of leaders, and future 
phases will rely more on the proactive identification of 
emerging talent within the district. 

DMC commends this work and believes that Brevard 
is truly a national leader in developing these manage-
ment systems. 

Figure 2

Instructional Leadership Pathway 
Leaving a Legacy of Leadership for Brevard Public Schools

Leadership Awareness Series for Instructional Personnel
Program focuses on teacher leadership development and teacher leadership skills. Program focuses on identifying leadership 
skills in teachers who are interested in learning more about educational leadership. The primary audience is comprised of 
teachers who hold a Bachelor’s Degree. The primary purpose of this series is to encourage these teachers to pursue a Master’s 
Degree in Educational Leadership.

Leadership Awareness Training I
Program focuses on self-assessment activities and competency acquisition. Awareness sessions focus on the process Brevard 
Public Schools uses to interview and select its assistant principals. There is an AP shadowing component included in this  
program. Participants must hold a Master’s Degree.

Leadership Awareness Training II
Program focuses on the organizational structure of Brevard Public Schools. An overview of each of the school system’s divisions is 
given along with an overview of the individual roles and responsibilities of district-level administrators and leaders. Participants 
must hold a Master’s Degree.

Assistant Principal Pool
Interested, qualified applicants apply to the Assistant Principal Pool. Applicants who meet all requirements of the AP position  
are interviewed. The names of the successful applicants are entered into the AP Pool. Only these individuals can apply for 
advertised AP vacancies. 

Assistant Principal Position
Schools in Brevard Public Schools have assistant principal positions and/or Dean/AP positions. The number of positions and 
the length of service of each position during the school year are determined by the size of the school, the level of the school, and 
duties and responsibilities of each position. 

Preparing New Principals Program (PNPP)
The Preparing New Principals Program is the principal preparation program for our building principals. This in-depth, two-year 
program is based on the Florida Principal Leadership Standards. This comprehensive leadership development program provides 
each participant with a professional development team which guides his/her development through a variety of job-embedded 
activities and experiences. Successful completion of this program leads to Florida certification as School Principal.

Principal Position 
The principalship is the most important leadership position in our schools. The primary responsibilities of the building principal’s  
position are to serve as the instructional leader of that school, to ensure a safe environment for students and staff, and to  
provide support and resources to ensure that all students are served with excellence as the standard.

DMC case study
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I
n January, superintendents from member districts 
gathered for DMC’s sixth-annual superintendents-
only Superintendents’ Strategy Summit. Amid 
deep economic distress, this year’s annual meeting 
focused on the most pressing challenge facing 

superintendents—Leading in an Era of Fiscal Uncertainty. 
Looming state budget cuts, potential changes in enroll-
ment, and uncertainty about Federal monies all create 
tremendous uncertainty for districts. However, these 
challenges should not alter the fundamental goal of 
delivering results for students and building a strong  
organization. District leadership needs to remain focused 
on strategic planning, cost efficiency, expanding leadership  
capacity, and maintaining open communications with 
its various constituencies. DMC examined how to  

reposition fiscal turmoil into a strategic opportunity 
and how to convert this time of fiscal crisis into an  
opportunity to enact change and bring greater focus  
to the core mission.

Repositioning economic crisis into strategic oppor-
tunity requires a disciplined ranking of management 
priorities and a focus on strategic planning. During the 
two-day summit, DMC introduced its framework for  
examining and prioritizing initiatives. Our guest 
speaker Dr. Hugh Courtney, Associate Dean of the 
University of Maryland School of Business, provided  
an analytic structure to assess potential budget cuts  
in a strategic planning context. Throughout the two 
days together, our member superintendents were able  
to share various strategies and ideas on managing  
through fiscal challenges.

The DMC’s Sixth Annual 
Superintendents’ Strategy Summit
Leading in an Era of Fiscal Uncertainty
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Discussion Highlights

DMC’s Management Prioritization Framework
The DMC’s framework of management prioritization  
underpinned all of the conference’s sessions and discussions. 

In this “two-by-two” matrix, two axes of differentiation  
are presented: the vertical axis differentiates between high  
and low-control situations; high-control situations are those  
situations that are easier to pursue, and low-control situations 
are those that are more difficult. On the horizontal axis, we  
differentiate between short and long-term issues, which  
typically equate to low-value and high-value opportunities.  
Accurately plotting initiatives across the four quadrants is  
an exercise that can yield much insightful discussion and  
guide strategic decision-making.

Quadrant I—the “Shiny Coins” should be tackled first. Remember 
the dime on the street that you may have walked by in good 
times?  These days, it might be worth picking it up. These are 
initiatives overlooked in good times that are of lower value,  
but are fairly easy to implement; with harder times upon us, 
these are now worth doing. 

Quadrant II —“First Priorities” are initiatives that are fairly 
easy to implement and have high longer-term value. Super-
intendents should make these initiatives a priority. However, 
in examining this category, it is important to be wary of the  
“Phantom Promise” where the lure of high short-term fiscal 
gain is outweighed by the long-term negative strategic impact 
to the organization. 

Quadrant III—Issues of “Strategic Impact” are typically big  
issues that yield high value, but feel unapproachable; these 
types of challenges must be broken down into manageable 
pieces, and if tackled, can yield big results. 

Quadrant IV— “Distractions” typically consume much energy 
and discussion, but yield little in the way of fiscal or strategic 
impact to district operations. It is critical to recognize these 
distractions for what they are, and avoid spending  
valuable time and resources on these.

Turning Fiscal Turmoil into Management Focus
Drawing parallels to the organizational changes that school 
districts may be contemplating, DMC Managing Director  
John J-H Kim guided a Harvard Business School case study 
on Ericsson: Leading in Times of Change, about the Swedish 
telecommunications giant. In 2001, when telecommunications 
clients suffered from capital overinvestment and forced Ericsson 
into retrenchment, Ericsson launched a series of major cost-cutting 
programs to reduce operating expenses by 20 percent. The first 
program addressed “low-hanging fruit,” whereas the second 
and third programs involved more far-reaching cuts. After this 
exacting regime, the new CEO moved beyond cost-cutting to 
seek profit and to inspire a clear agenda of operational excellence. 

Just as Ericsson executives underwent a process of clarifying 
their core functions and making cuts accordingly, so the super-
intendents reflected on their districts’ objectives and ranked 
programs correspondingly. Divided into five groups and asked 
to assign various initiatives to the prioritization framework, 
the superintendents avowed their commitment to safeguarding 
academic rigor and cutting as far away from the classroom as 
possible, and were interested in investigating discrete ways to 
use people and technology more efficiently. 

Strategy Under Uncertainty:  Process Considerations
Dr. Hugh Courtney, Associate Dean of the University of 

Maryland School of Business, provided an analytic structure  
to assess potential cuts within a strategic planning context. 
Courtney explained that the current economic circumstances 

Fiscal Crisis as Management Opportunity:  
DMC Prioritization Framework

EASY/ 
High-Control

“The Shiny Coins”
Opportunities that 
used to be ignored in 
good times now look 
very attractive: pick 
these up quickly

“First Priorities” or 
“Phantom Promises”?
Resist the urge to cut 
deep where long-term 
strategic value could 
be eroded
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ignore until all  
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“Strategic Impact”
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demand profound management changes. Among the 
changes that private sector companies have made are 
increasing management efficiency, underscoring core 
businesses and activities, and managing cash flow. Yet, 
because recessions should be times not only to survive 
but also to prepare to thrive in the future, Courtney 
concentrated less on specific cost-cutting mecha;nisms 
and more on the need for strategic planning. Most 
executives populate the extremes of either finding 
nothing uncertain and therefore planning for every-
thing, or believing that everything is uncertain and 
therefore planning for nothing. In reality, uncertainty 
always exists, but to varying degrees (please refer to 
How To Be Proactive In The Face of Uncertainty: 
Scenario Planning for School Districts by Hugh 
Courtney and John J-H Kim on page 14). This  

current period of increased uncertainty does not 
obviate the need for strategic planning. But, it does 
mean that many strategic decisions will lack explicit 
plans and that districts must plan for multiple outcomes.

Setting Priorities for Today and the Future
By analyzing highly uncertain, long-range issues of 
strategic planning and breaking them down into more 
discrete, achievable goals, it can be possible to move 
forward on seemingly difficult, but high-value initia-
tives. DMC members drew on specific examples in 
their districts to illustrate ways of grounding strategic 
decisions. Superintendent Jack Dale of Fairfax County, 
VA responded to a potential $200-300 million deficit by 
conducting group exercises with parents and community  
members throughout the district. He asked the attendees  
to distinguish between critical and non-essential 

M
artine &

 Johnson

Antoinette Cavanaugh, Superintendent of Elko County School District, NV (center) and Richard 
Bauscher, Superintendent of Middleton School District #134, ID (right)

John J-H Kim, 
CEO of DMC, 
leads a  
case study.

Using DMC’s prioritization 
framework, superintendents 
categorize and rank initiatives.
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services. The emerging sense that parents were willing to do 
without “nice add-ons” informed Dale and his leadership team 
as they painstakingly scrutinized the budget and voted whether 
to keep, redesign, reduce, or eliminate programs. Susan Lusi, 
Superintendent of Portsmouth, Rhode Island, shared how she 
has dealt with a multi-year deficit through a broad-based strategic 
planning initiative that has formulated a set of principles to 
steer the district as they have had to make deep cuts.

DMC Senior Managing Consultant Nick Morgan concluded 
the conference by examining other specific steps to promote 
management focus. In the area of strategic planning and cost 
efficiency, districts should revisit zero-based budgeting as a tool 
to justify programs for each fiscal year. Echoing Dr. Courtney’s 
presentation, districts should also increase their scenario planning 
activities, especially for events of medium to high impact and 
medium probability. Planning should take a systemic economic 
viewpoint that synthesizes improved student outcomes, financial  
benefit, as well as time savings and operational efficiency.  
Finally, as districts enhance cost efficiency and grow leadership  
capacity, it is vital that they communicate the changes to their 
constituencies, particularly those that have the greatest potential 
to help or harm the district priorities. By determining the  
market segment to be addressed and the objective to be  
conveyed, communications can become a strategic tool.

The 2009 Superintendents’ Strategy Summit marked the 
DMC’s fifth anniversary. DMC looks forward to helping 
districts not only weather the recession, but act proactively 

and implement strategies that will better position the districts 
for the future. As districts cope with even greater challenges, 
DMC is expanding its services to include a quarterly District 
Management Journal, a monthly Management Advisory  
Newsletter, an interactive website, and more custom advice. 	

Superintendents’ Strategy Summit
The Superintendents’ Strategy Summit (Summit) is the premier gathering for superintendents only.  
This annual meeting provides a rare opportunity for superintendents from across the nation to meet 
and discuss their most urgent and complex organizational challenges, share best practices, and learn 
about best practices and the latest research from private and non-profit sectors. We hope you will  
join us for our upcoming seventh Superintendents’ Strategy Summit in January 2010.

recent meeting topics have included:
Leading in an Era of Fiscal Uncertainty
Leadership Development: Your District and You
The Brand Promise: Communications as a Strategic Asset
Leadership and Human Capital
Breaking Boundaries: Building Brands & Aligning Stakeholders
Marshalling Resources: Aligning Financial Resources with Strategic Objectives

For each session, DMC prepares a powerful mix of management best practices, action-oriented  
analytical frameworks, research, and case studies from other districts. The Summit is followed by our 
Executive Action Planning Meetings (EAPM) later in the year; the Executive Action Planning Meetings 
provide districts a rare opportunity to bring leadership teams together to further the work discussed 
at the annual Summit. 

Jim Christensen, Superintendent of Douglas County School District, CO 
(left) and Heath Burns, Superintendent of Angleton Independent School 
District, TX
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Dr. Lillian M. Lowery becomes Delaware’s Secretary of Education

in January 2009, Dr. lillian lowery was appointed Delaware’s Secretary of education by 
governor Jack Markell. Prior to this, Dr. lowery served as Superintendent of DMC-member 
district Christina School District in Wilmington, Delaware. Please see www.doe.k12.de.us.

Congratulations to our DMC members!

Bill Harrison becomes North Carolina’s Chairman of the State Board of Education

Bill harrison was elected Chairman of the State Board of education by his fellow Board 
members in March 2009. harrison is the fi rst person to serve as both State Board of 
education Chairman and as Chief executive offi  cer of the Board. Bill harrison was until 
most recently the Superintendent of DMC-member district Cumberland County. Please 
see www.ncpublicschools.org.

Three DMC-member districts receive the 2009 Magna Awards

 minnetonka public schools, Minnetonka, Minnesota for its program Positioning Minnetonka as a District 
of Choice, which involved developing a successful marketing and communications plan to increase enrollment.

  poudre school district, Fort Collins, Colorado for its program 21st Century Blueprint for Student Success: 
Using Expert Panels for Community Engagement

 richardson isd, Richardson, Texas for its program Enterprise City, a program that teaches the free-enterprise 
system to younger students through hands-on learning.

Please see www.asbj.com/magna for more information.

the District management Council is pleased to announce the creation of 
the District management triple Crown Award.

The Triple Crown award is being established to recognize management practices that achieve 
simultaneously the three goals of student achievement, fi nancial savings, and operational effi  ciency. 

Please look for more information about the Triple Crown award this fall on our website at 
www.dmcouncil.org and in the next issue of the District Management Journal. 

TrIPLE CrOWN AWArD
DMC’s DISTRICT MANAGEMENT

celebrating excellence and innovation in district management

DmC members, send us your news! 
send your news to mishanagqus mills, program Assistant, at mmills@dmcouncil.org.



TrIPLE CrOWN AWArD

P.O. Box 425069, Cambridge, MA 02142     p 877-777-8263   f 617-491-5266   

Seem impossible? Our research and experience  
working with school districts across the country  
prove you can help students with disabilities  
and balance the budget at the same time.

Our proven best practices show the way. District and Community  
Partners has assembled 75 strategies and a team of educators  
with hands-on experience in turning ideas into results. 

Rethinking the use of paraprofessionals, keeping more students  
in district, streamlining transportation, and data-driven staffing  
models can lower your special education budget. Academic gains  
are possible, often with no additional spending, by better integration 
with general education, greater content expertise in the special 
education classroom, and intensive reading intervention.

Less spending and more learning begin with an  
Opportunities Review.

Every district is different. A Special Education Opportunities Review 
provides a detailed look at special education in your schools and 
provides a focused road map outlining the three to five highest 
impact opportunities for your district. 

ARRA funds can cover 100% of the cost, and our performance  
guarantee assures your complete satisfaction. 

Data Collection 
and Analysis

Compare to  
Best Practices 

Identify 3-5 Best 
Opportunities 

Increase 

Achievement

Lower Costs

It all starts  
with a Special 
Education  
Opportunities 
Review

Commit to 
Raising Student 
Achievement 
and Reducing 
Costs

DOWNLOAD The 10 steps to raising academic 
achievement of students with special needs while  
reducing costs at www.districtandcommunitypartners.org  
or call 877-777-8263.

A District Management Council affiliated company

www.districtandcommunitypartners.org
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