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for transforming your human resources department from an administrative center to a strategic 
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LISTEN
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Founder and President Deborah Bial
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Between the World Cup, the Tour de France, and Wimbledon, we were treated this

            summer to some amazing displays of human ability. But, for me, this summer’s 

            most riveting display of human capacity was the rescue of the Thai soccer team, 

the Wild Boars, from deep inside a flooded cave in northern Thailand.

The plight of 12 young soccer players and their coach trapped two-and-a-half miles inside 

a flooded cave captured international attention. Setting aside national allegiances, politics, 

and hierarchy, experts from around the globe rushed to the remote area to assist the Thai 

Navy SEALS in the rescue mission. With imminent monsoon rains threatening to flood the 

cave, this multinational team of diving experts, engineers, and medical personnel rallied 

around a singular objective and raced to find a solution.

The rescue team’s ultimate success was an amazing testament to the human capacity 

for ingenuity, collaboration, and problem solving. But why does it often take extreme 

situations such as this one to tap into the incredible capacity that exists all around us? 

How can we tap into these abilities in our day-to-day lives and work? Here at DMGroup, 

we have been applying an approach to developing leadership capacity that helps districts 

tap into the tremendous capacity that exists among their staffs. It is called the 

Breakthrough Team Approach, and we hope you will enjoy learning more about it in the

Spotlight article herein and reading the Case Study to find out how this approach has 

been helping unlock capacity in the Los Angeles Unified School District.

As always, we look forward to discussing these ideas with you and working with you to 

unlock the capacity that exists within your district teams.

John J-H Kim
Editor

From the Editor

Rescuing the Wild Boars
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I N T E R V I E W

Building a Posse of Diverse Leaders:  
An Interview with Posse Foundation Founder
Deborah Bial

P osse Foundation founder Deborah Bial 
believes that the key to a promising future 
for our nation is having strong leaders from 

diverse backgrounds to develop consensus solutions 
to complex social problems. To cultivate leaders 
who represent our country’s demographic and 
socioeconomic mix, it is essential to broaden the pool 
of students who enroll at the best institutions of higher 
education. In 1989, Bial started Posse Foundation 
with the goal of providing deserving scholars not only 
access to elite colleges but also the necessary support 
to help them thrive, once enrolled.

The first “posse” of diverse scholars went to Vanderbilt 
University together in 1989, and, since then, nearly 
8,500 Posse Scholars have earned $1.2 billion in 
full-tuition scholarships to 57 partner colleges and 
universities. Posse Scholars graduate at a rate of 
90%—five times higher than the 16% national average 
among students from low-income backgrounds. 
Their success is thanks in part to leadership training 
they receive before and after they arrive on campus, 
along with the support of campus mentors and the 
fellow scholars in their posses. In 2007, Bial received a 
MacArthur “Genius” Fellowship for her work, and, in 
2010, the Posse Foundation was one of 10 organizations 
President Barack Obama honored with a share of his 
Nobel Peace Prize winnings in recognition of its work 
providing outstanding young people the educational 
opportunities they deserve. 

In this edited interview with DMGroup CEO John Kim 
and DMGroup Associate Dean Constant, Bial discusses 
how her team at the Posse Foundation identifies, 
supports, and cultivates a new generation of diverse 
leaders for our nation. 
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The Posse Foundation has been 
recognized as one of the most 
comprehensive college success and 
leadership development initiatives 
in the country. 

The Posse Foundation identifies and recruits public high 
school students of diverse backgrounds who have 
extraordinary leadership potential. Posse’s partner 
colleges and universities then provide these students 
with full scholarships to attend college in a cohort or 
“posse” of about 10 students. Posse supports its 
Scholars with training, guidance, and mentorship prior 
to attending college, throughout the college 
experience, and beyond.

Posse Foundation Highlights:

•	8,480 Posse Scholars and Alumni  

•	$1.2 billion in scholarships awarded since 1989

•	President Barack Obama honored Posse Foundation 
with a portion of his 2010 Nobel Peace Prize award 
winnings 

•	Partnerships with 57 elite colleges and universities, 
including Bowdoin College, Bryn Mawr College, Cornell 
University, Dartmouth College, Middlebury College, 
Pomona College, Tulane University, University of 
California–Berkeley, University of Chicago, University of 
Michigan, University of Notre Dame, Vassar College, and 
Wesleyan University

•	  Posse Scholars are recruited from 10 cities and 
metropolitan areas: Atlanta, the Bay Area, Boston, 
Chicago, D.C., Houston, Los Angeles, Miami, New 
Orleans, and New York

•	Fewer than 5% of applicants are selected as Posse 
Scholars following a rigorous, multi-round Dynamic 
Assessment Process 

•	57% are first-generation college students

•	  With 190 career partners, Posse Foundation’s career 
program offers internships, mentorships, and jobs to 
Posse Scholars and alumni. Career partners include 20th 
Century Fox, Bank of America Merrill Lynch, Biogen, 
Bloomberg, Brookings Institution, the CIA, The Fresh 
Air Fund, Google, Museum of Contemporary Art, NBC 
Universal, Norwegian Cruise Lines, Pandora, Steppenwolf 
Theater, and Sotheby’s

Can you begin by telling us about your inspiration for 
starting the Posse Foundation and how it has grown?

I think the best way to describe the Posse Foundation is 
to explain why it’s called “posse.” In the 1980s, the word 
“posse” was a cool word in youth culture that meant “my 
group of friends.” I was working at CityKids Foundation 
at the time, and one of the CityKids who had dropped 
out of college said, “I never would have dropped out if I’d 
had my posse with me.” I thought, “Well, that’s a great 
idea. Why not send a team or a posse of kids together to 
college?” The idea was that students would go to college 
with a group of friends—a posse—to help support them 
through the college experience. It was this idea that a 
cohort system would support these young people in a 
way that didn't exist when they went alone. That way, if 
you grew up, for example, in the Bronx, and you ended 
up in, say, Middlebury, Vermont, you’d be a little less 
likely to say, “I’m going home. The culture shock is too 
extreme.”

We started the program at Vanderbilt University in 
Nashville, Tennessee, and thank goodness Vanderbilt 
took a chance on this idea, as we had no track record 
or history. Back then, Vanderbilt’s student body was 
mostly white, Southern, and wealthy, and the university 
wanted help bringing kids from diverse backgrounds to 
the institution. They gave us a chance, and we sent our 
first posse of five students there in 1989.

 
Since that first class, we have sent almost 8,500 kids 
to college. Posse Scholars have won an astounding $1.2 
billion in scholarships from our partner colleges and 
universities, and our scholars graduate at rates of over 
90%! Most importantly, they represent the diversity of 
the American population and go on to become leaders 
in the workforce in a way we have not seen before. 

You need to think of Posse 
Scholars in the same way you 
think of Rhodes Scholars. 
Posse Scholars are incredibly 
impressive, and they are going 
to change the world.
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You are not only providing support to get students 
through college; you have developed a tool called the 
Dynamic Assessment Process (DAP) that enables you to 
tap a whole different pool of candidates.

You’re right. We started with the idea of providing 
support, but we quickly came to understand that there 
were really smart, talented, capable young people 
from diverse backgrounds who were getting missed by 
traditional admissions measures. They were fully capable 
of succeeding at an elite college or university, but they 
weren’t getting the opportunity because their test scores 
were too low or they went to a high school that wasn’t 
ranked highly enough.

Early on, we decided we wanted to develop a different 
way of assessing talent that would be just as predictive 
as the SAT or the ACT, so we developed a recruiting tool 
called the Dynamic Assessment Process. 

I imagine that in 1989 this idea must have sounded 
pretty radical. How did you convince colleges and 
universities with well-established approaches to 
evaluating applicants to accept an alternative way of 
assessing students for admission? 

That’s a good question. I believe two factors were at 
play in our success in getting schools to listen. One, by 
relying too heavily on test scores, colleges were creating 
a situation where they weren’t getting diversity in their 

student bodies. We were never going to achieve the level 
of diversity we wanted if we relied too heavily on the test 
scores. Students of color are still underrepresented in the 
high-scoring categories.

The second factor was that admissions staff understood 
that there were other ways to identify talent. They knew 
a holistic process that included elements beyond just 
test scores could accurately and fairly identify students 
who would be able to succeed. But they didn’t have the 
luxury of going into hundreds of public schools to find 
these incredibly talented kids who were getting missed 
through the more traditional admissions measures. 

So, Posse came along and said, “Look, we understand that 
the tests shouldn’t be the only determining factor, and 
we can go into those schools for you.” To give you a sense 
of how far we’ve come, this past year, 17,000 kids were 
nominated for 750 slots. We have thousands of young 
people for whom someone is saying, “This kid deserves 
a shot,” and they are coming to us. We’re finding the 
kids who typically would have been overlooked by more 
traditional admissions. 

Tell us about the Dynamic Assessment Process. What 
traits do you look for and how do you test for these?

There are characteristics and traits that we believe can 
predict success—success in a community, in school, in a 
college environment, in the workforce. If you think about 
the traits someone is looking for when they’re hiring 
for a corporate leadership-track position, that’s what 
we’re looking for when we interview 17-year-old kids. 

The Dynamic Assessment Process is a lengthy interview 
process that starts with nominated students coming in 
for a large group interview. We gather 100 students 
in a room at a time, and for three hours we ask them to 
participate in very interactive, engaging small-group 

Deborah Bial Timeline:

1987
Brandeis 
University 
B.A.

1989   
Founds the Posse Foundation  
First Posse of five students 
attend Vanderbilt University 

2010  
President Barack Obama 
honors Posse Foundation 
with a portion of his 
Nobel Peace Prize grant

1987–1989 
CityKids 
Foundation 
Counselor

2004 
Harvard Graduate 
School of Education 
Doctorate of Education 
(Ed.D.)

2007     
McArthur 
"Genius" Fellowship 
Award

We realized that Posse was 
actually creating a new kind 
of network—a new leadership 
network for the United States.
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activities where they’re building robots out of Legos, or 
they’re running a small group discussion about genetic 
testing, or they’re creating a speech to give in front of 
their peers.

Our evaluators are looking for non-traditional skills and 
characteristics that don’t show up on a piece of paper on 
a college application. These include collaborative skills, 
communication and public speaking skills, leadership 
skills, and the ability to solve problems quickly. We are 
looking at things that you can’t necessarily see with a test 
score. You can’t fake it. I always say, “If you think you can 
fake good communication skills, then guess what? You 
actually have them!”

You have been ahead of the curve by focusing on these 
important qualities and skills, now recognized as vital 
21st-century skills. How might schools contribute to 
cultivating these leadership and collaboration skills?

There’s a lot of innovation happening at the high school 
level already. Schools that encourage young people to 
understand collaborative leadership are doing the right 
thing. 

We have a country that is polarized, but what makes me 
feel hopeful are those schools where kids are learning 
how to speak out and speak up. They’re being taught 
that their voice matters, that they should vote, and that 
they should have the courage to believe they can make a 
difference in the world. 

In our society we have unbelievable diversity, and yet we 
don’t see it reflected at all in leadership positions. We need 
young people who can speak clearly about important 

issues and understand that we need to care and work 
together, or we really won’t have a meritocracy going 
forward. 

Tell us about the programming Posse provides its 
Scholars while they're still in high school and once 
they get to college.

We have high school through college programming. 
Incoming Posse Scholars—seniors in high school—
receive eight months of leadership development. Their 
posses (of 10) meet once a week after school. They 
participate in workshops about race, gender, class, 
religion, politics. They learn how these things intersect 
and they become very comfortable talking about them.

Our theory of leadership says people who understand 
how aspects of identity—race, class, gender, politics—
affect decision-making are better leaders. It’s that simple. 
I don’t think a lot of people understand leadership that 
way, but people who understand how aspects of identity 
affect decision-making are better leaders.

Has Posse’s definition of success evolved? You started 
by helping deserving students get into top colleges and 
making sure they graduated, but you’ve since grown 
into something much bigger, it seems.

Joe B. Wyatt, the former chancellor of Vanderbilt University, 
said early on, “Posse is not a program, it’s a movement.” 
That stuck with us, and we realized that Posse was actually 
creating a new kind of network—a new leadership network 
for the United States. We do feel like we’re a movement, 
and we focus a lot on leadership in a way that I think is very 
important.

John J-H Kim, Deborah Bial, and Dean Constant
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Posse alumni have gone on to become leaders in a 
variety of fields. Can you share some of their stories?

A great example is Shirley from our very first posse. 
Shirley was a Dominican kid who grew up in Brooklyn. 
Her dad drove a Yellow Cab in New York City, and she had 
pretty low SAT scores. Posse helped her go to Vanderbilt 
University, where she graduated with honors. Next, she 
earned her doctorate in clinical psychology from Duke 
University. Later, she became the dean of Middlebury 
College. Last year, Shirley Collado became the president 
of Ithaca College. She is the first Dominican-American to 
be president of a four-year college in the United States. 
While the field of education is dominated by women, 
88% of the presidents of four-year colleges in this 
country are white, and the majority of them are men—
and then there’s Shirley. Shirley Collado represents what 
we’re about.

And, there’s Koby Altman. Koby was a Posse Scholar 
who went to Middlebury College and now is the general 
manager of the Cleveland Cavaliers. He’s one of a small 
number of people of color who are general managers; he’s 
also one of the youngest. 

I believe that over the next few years, as we start to have 
more Posse alumni in their 40s and 50s, you’re going to 
see increasing numbers of them in prominent leadership 
positions. They’ll be inclusive and collaborative, and that’s 
exciting to me.

Posse has also added a career program. How does 
Posse support Posse Scholars as alumni?

Posse has been developing its career and alumni 
programming so that we can more deliberately connect 
these outstanding young people to the right kinds of 
leadership-track positions in the workforce. We have a 
corps of volunteers who are career coaches for kids, 
which is a great volunteer opportunity for a lot of 

people. We also have powerful companies that partner 
with us—Deloitte, Goldman Sachs, Bank of America, 
Disney, Viacom, and many others.

Recently, we launched the Jeff Ubben Posse Fellows 
Program, which provides a $10,000 stipend to five high-
achieving Posse Scholar sophomores and matches them 
with a dream internship opportunity. For example, we’ve 
matched fellowship winners with Microsoft CEO Satya 
Nadella, Merck CEO Ken Frazier, and Massachusetts 
Senator Elizabeth Warren.

What we’re trying to say to these young people is, “Here’s a 
role model for you. We want you to think big. And you’re 
the kind of kid that we believe in.” We use this as a way 
to say to the world, “You need to think of Posse Scholars in 
the same way you think of Rhodes Scholars. Posse Scholars 
are incredibly impressive, and they are going to change the 
world.”

You have almost 8,500 Posse Scholars and alumni out 
there. That’s an incredible number of people in the 
network.

Yes, and that number is continuing to grow. If we reach 
our goal to recruit 1,000 new Posse Scholars every year, 
over the next century Posse and our partner schools will 
be supporting 100,000 leaders for the United States of 
America. One day, I think we’ll be able to look back and 
say, “Wow, thank God we had these kids.”

That’s a remarkable goal, and Posse certainly seems 
poised to achieve that. Do you foresee, or are you 
worried about, any obstacles to reaching that goal?

I worry that our current system of higher education is not 
sustainable. It has become so expensive to put one young 
person through college that I don’t see how it can con-
tinue. I also worry that we’re forgetting how important 
a liberal arts education is. The focus on vocation and 
technology is important, but so is the philosophy that we 
should learn about as much as we can, learn how to think 
critically, how to understand the world, and how to be 
valuable citizens. I worry about our losing sight of that. 

What in your background drives you to do this work?

My father, who is 91 years old, played for the New York 
Philharmonic for 38 years, and my mom did public 
relations. They raised my sister and me in this very open 
household where we always talked about the news at the 
dinner table; we all ate dinner together, and my sister and 
I were important contributors to the conversation—our 

We need young people who can 
speak clearly about important 
issues and understand that we 
need to care and work together, 
or we really won’t have a 
meritocracy going forward.
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voices were always important. My family shaped a lot of 
the philosophy that I—and Posse—have now: this idea 
that the voices of young people are important at any age, 
and, if adults don’t listen to them, we’re missing out on 
amazing ideas.

I also married Bob Herbert, who was an op-ed columnist 
for the New York Times for almost 20 years. He influenced 
how I look at the world, which helped me to think more 
critically about Posse’s role as a social justice organization. 
While Posse is not partisan, we do care about making a 
difference and making our world a better place.

What do superintendents need to know about Posse?

Without our district partners, we wouldn’t have the 
necessary nominations. Really, there would be no 
program, so we are extremely grateful to them. I 
remember when Alberto Carvalho (Superintendent of 
Miami-Dade County Public Schools) asked Posse to open 
in Miami. He believed so strongly in the importance 
of giving all of his kids a shot at a great education 
that within the first year, 100% of the public schools in 
Miami-Dade nominated kids—100% of schools! That’s 
because of Alberto. It’s been an amazing partnership. 

The superintendents we partner with are saying, “We 
believe in the Posse mission. We know we have amazing 
kids in our schools who could go unnoticed.” They value 
that Posse provides opportunities for their students 
and brings millions of dollars of scholarships into their 
public school systems. So it’s a win-win.

In closing, is there anything that you want to say to our 
superintendents? 

I think superintendents have such a hard job to do 
with limited resources, but they also have power. When 
superintendents come together and form coalitions, they 
can make powerful statements to the people making 
decisions about where tax dollars go and the direction of 
our educational systems and infrastructure. And, when 
superintendents are creative and form partnerships with 
big business or with community-based organizations, they 
can significantly and exponentially increase the impact 
they make. I would just say to the superintendents of the 
public schools in this country: thank you. I admire you 
and am forever grateful to you. Don’t ever give up. 

          To listen to the podcast, visit 
          http://info.dmgroupK12.com/deborah-bial

Posse Scholars
•	 Posse Scholars graduate from college at a rate of 90% 

(compared to the national average rate of 16% among 
students from low-income backgrounds)

•	  48% of Posse alumni are earning or have received a 
graduate degree five or more years after graduating 
from college

•	 Since 2014, Posse Scholars have won over 200 
prestigious national fellowships 
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S P O T L I G H T

On August 25, 2017, Hurricane Harvey hit Texas.  
Over the subsequent six-day period, the storm 
unleashed record rains totaling almost five 

feet in some areas and leaving a foot and a half of  
water over 70% of Houston’s 1,800-square-mile  
Harris County. This once-in-1,000-year flood event  
caused an estimated $125 billion of damage and  
displaced nearly 37,000 people in Texas alone.1 One 
ray of light shone through the destruction: ordinary  
citizens rowed, motored, waded, and formed human 
chains through flooded streets to help save family, 
friends, and total strangers. This tremendous rescue  
campaign led to over 17,000 rescues. Beyond local  
community members, volunteers from across the country 
also joined the effort, using social media and mapping  
technology to help direct and organize this force of Good  
Samaritans.

Confronted with a desperate situation, these ordinary 
citizens stepped out of their traditional roles, leveraged 
the resources at hand, and worked together with a 
sense of urgency to achieve a clear and shared goal. 
This capacity for ingenuity, resourcefulness, leadership,  
and teamwork exists within each of us, but these skills 
are rarely tapped in our day-to-day lives.

Unlocking
Leadership Capacity:

DMGroup Spotlight represents the thinking and approach of District Management Group.



The Breakthrough
Team Approach
 John J-H Kim and Peter Riley

To unlock these peak- 
performance capabilities,  
we can tap into a proven  
approach  to  building 
leadership capacity. Robert  
H. Schaeffer and Harvey A.  
Thomson’s Change Program  
Approach2 and Douglas K. Smith  
and Charles Baum’s Rapid Results Approach3 are built upon the belief that the best way to develop leadership 
capacity is not to teach about leadership, but to have people learn leadership skills while working on a 
vital performance objective in a short time frame. These approaches to leadership development have been 
successfully applied across the healthcare, technology, manufacturing, and financial sectors, among many 
others. Drawing on these influences, DMGroup has adapted this model for the public education sector and 
created a structured process for building leadership capacity in school districts, which we call the  
Breakthrough Team Approach.
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S P O T L I G H T

The Breakthrough Team Approach is a powerful and 
exciting process that allows public school district staff 
to build leadership capacity while simultaneously 
achieving measurable progress in dealing with their most 
significant challenges. To date, DMGroup has worked 
with over 100 teams, 75% of which have experienced 
success in achieving their performance objectives. 
Districts have tackled challenges ranging from high 
school math proficiency to literacy in early childhood 
education, school safety, and student attendance. Achieving 
success using the Breakthrough Team Approach breeds 
confidence, creativity, and trust among team members  
and unlocks potential and momentum for further successes.

The Breakthrough Team Approach to 
Unlocking Potential

Overview

The core concept of the Breakthrough Team Approach 
is that the most powerful way to develop leaders is for 
people to learn leadership skills while working to achieve 
real performance results, rather than just learning about 
leadership concepts.4 In DMGroup’s work applying this 
approach to the public education sector, a district or school 
typically launches multiple teams simultaneously, with 
each team composed of a cross-functional group of five 
to seven members. Each breakthrough team sets about 
identifying a performance goal with specific metrics to 
achieve within a short time frame of approximately 10 
weeks. Teams then test innovative strategies and track 
weekly progress with the objective of reaching their goals. 
The Breakthrough Team Approach pushes teams to iterate 
in rapid cycles as they concentrate on achieving their 
performance objectives. Targeted professional develop- 
ment and just-in-time performance coaching support the 
teams in developing the skills needed to address challeng- 
es and overcome obstacles (Exhibit 1). The whole process, 
including an initial planning phase and a retrospective at 
the end of the work, takes approximately four months.

Philosophy and Key Concepts

Central to the Breakthrough Team Approach is the 
performance challenge, which provides the vehicle for 
practicing and learning leadership skills. The short time 
frame creates focus and urgency, motivating teams 
to innovate, iterate, and, if necessary, pivot in rapid 
cycles in order to achieve their goals. The power of peer-
group dynamics is also an important component of the 
Breakthrough Team Approach. The cross-functional 
makeup of the teams fosters collaboration within each 
team, while launching multiple teams at the same time 
creates momentum; teams go public with their goals and 
feel accountable to their team while developing a healthy 
sense of competition among the cohort. And, rather 
than teaching about leadership through instruction 
in standard professional development sessions, the 
Breakthrough Team Approach delivers in-the-moment 
professional development and supports teams with 
coaching to help team members apply these learnings to 
address challenges and overcome obstacles.

Performance Challenge: The Gateway to 
Leadership Development
As the structural foundation to the Breakthrough Team 
Approach, the performance challenge calls upon 
participants to commit to an outcome, to aspire to change, 

Exhibit 1  BREAKTHROUGH TEAM APPROACH 
EXECUTION PHASE

DMGroup has worked with 
over 100 teams, 75% of 
which have experienced 
success in achieving their 
performance objectives.

Source: District Management Group.

Source: 

District Management Group.



and to  achieve a result. Staff are empowered to formulate 
a goal that draws upon the district’s broader vision yet 
is laser-focused, relevant to their individual experience, 
and important in its impact. Providing a breakthrough 
team with the autonomy to determine this goal is vital to 
the performance challenge. This earnest request for staff 
members “on the front lines” to pursue a goal relevant to 
them (and their organizations) is invigorating.

Each team takes an overarching organizational goal and 
breaks it down into components that are highly specific 
and relevant to the team members. For example, reducing 
chronic absenteeism across a district by 20% can feel like a 
large, daunting goal. However, a breakthrough team may 
target a particular school, student population, or area of 
need in order to make this goal specific, measurable, and 
relevant to the individuals charged with achieving it. 
Success with this discrete, specific goal builds confidence 
and momentum. In addition, the winning solution that 
leads to success on this targeted challenge can help to 
identify a model for addressing the issue more widely.

How is this specific goal created? Once an overarching 
goal is selected, each team is challenged to design 
a specific goal that is smaller in scope and relevant 
to their work, but that will ensure progress toward 
the overarching goal. They then conduct a root cause 
analysis, with guidance from DMGroup performance 
coaches and experts, using the Five Whys methodology. 
Often, initial solutions are directed at solving the 
symptoms of a problem, rather than tackling its root 
causes. To achieve success, each team must begin 
by taking the time to clearly identify the root cause 
of its challenge. Once this is achieved, the team can 
then develop a Specific, Measurable, Aggressive yet 
Attainable, Relevant, and Time-Bound (SMART) goal.

Rapid Cycle Time: Creating Focus and Urgency
Setting a short time frame for achieving the goal is key 
to creating the focus and urgency needed to drive results. 
To achieve the goal so quickly, breakthrough teams learn 

to experiment and iterate in short cycle times. This same 
concept is leveraged in the Lean Startup methodology5 
and Agile methodology, used so successfully in software 
and product development. For the breakthrough teams, 
the 10-week time frame for achieving their performance 
challenges is daunting at the outset, but, in the face of 
such a tight deadline, the teams quickly transition to 
action. Each team creates a roadmap for achieving its goal 
over the short time period, and required weekly progress 
monitoring provides the feedback needed to keep the 
team on track toward achieving its goal. Informed by this 
weekly progress monitoring, breakthrough teams begin 
the cycle of reacting, innovating, and pivoting at a rapid 
pace. Like the heroes of Hurricane Harvey, breakthrough 
team members do not have the luxury of waiting; they 
are committed to achieving rapid results, which creates 
urgency and focus, driving innovation and creativity.
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Coaching Guides Performance
Meeting a performance challenge in 10 weeks is, as 
its namesake indicates, a challenge. Therefore, each 
breakthrough team works with a coach who helps 
guide them throughout the process. The coach is not 
necessarily a domain expert, but has the ability to guide 
the team to develop the leadership and management 
skills needed to overcome any obstacles.

For example, during one breakthrough team’s 
performance challenge, the team identified a particular 
district resource that could support its ability to 
regularly monitor students’ math performance. 
However, in previous years, members of the team had 
been unable to gain access to this tool despite repeated 
requests. While the coach could have gone directly to a 
district leader to remove this barrier, the coach viewed 
this as an opportunity to build capacity within the 
team, and worked with the team to clearly articulate 
the need and outline the appropriate communication 
plan. The coach then ensured that the team members 
connected with the appropriate person within district 
leadership, and followed up to make sure that the 
conversation was productive. The coach’s guidance was 
instrumental not only in helping resolve this issue, but 
also in developing the staff’s capacity for overcoming 
similar challenges in the future.

Throughout the course of the performance challenge, 
coaches develop strong, supportive, and trusting 
relationships with team members and provide support 
for the work while ensuring that the breakthrough 
team retains ownership over executing the challenge. 
Ed Pratt-Dannals, a DMGroup coach and former 
superintendent of Duval County Public Schools (FL), 
commented, “The coach becomes a trusted advisor, 
who challenges the team to try unique approaches to 
solving challenges ... resulting in a team that works 
together, decides which action steps to implement, 
takes ownership for results, and celebrates success.”

Professional Development Builds Capacity

In addition to receiving coaching throughout the 
process, each team participates in explicit professional 
development sessions. In keeping with the spirit of 
empowerment inherent in the Breakthrough Team 
Approach, each team selects the topic for its professional 
development sessions based on the team’s specific 
needs. The professional development can address an 
array of subjects: setting goals, fishbone diagrams for 
identifying root causes, workplanning, team building, 

using data, problem solving, practicing effective 
time management, leadership guidance, influence 
mapping, etc. Some of the professional development 
sessions DMGroup provides include:    	  

• Leadership and Team Accountability Systems

• Using Data to Improve Student Outcomes

• Breakthrough Team Best Practices

• SWOT (Strengths, Weaknesses,  
 Opportunities, Threats) Analysis

• Priority Planning

• Meeting Matrix Planning

• Setting Role Expectations and 
 Accountability Systems

After receiving training, breakthrough teams can 
begin implementing their learning immediately. The 
fast-moving nature of the performance challenge 
allows teams to incorporate the techniques learned via 
professional development into their weekly activities. 
Coaches ensure that team members receive continued 
support and reinforcement as they develop the skills 
introduced in these sessions.

Districts frequently struggle to provide meaningful 
professional development opportunities. Given the 
narrow focus and makeup of a breakthrough team 
during the performance challenge, districts can leverage 
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Targeted professional 
development can 
immediately be put into 
action and reinforced.
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this opportunity to provide targeted professional 
development that can immediately be put into action and 
reinforced.

Peer-Group Dynamics Propel Learning
Before launching the breakthrough teams, the district 
and DMGroup put significant work into selecting 
candidates for the teams, with an intentional effort to 
create cross-functional groupings. Each team consists 
of five to six members and a team leader, all of whom 
have daily exposure to the overarching question from 
an administrative, operational, or academic perspective. 
Team members are specifically selected based on their 
eagerness to learn and their openness to innovate and 
work collaboratively.

The Breakthrough Team Approach relies upon the team 
functioning as a unit; the goal is significant enough that 
the team cannot succeed based on the performance of 
any one person. Through consistent communication and 
problem solving, the breakthrough team works together 
to develop a concrete approach to overcoming intra-team 
challenges. As teams progress through the performance 
challenge, mutual accountability organically emerges. 
Individual breakthrough teams also interact with other 
teams and come to rely on each other for fruitful collabo- 
ration and friendly competition. Several breakthrough 
teams might be working on different pieces of the same 
overarching district goal and can share what they learn 
and provide inspiration to one another. For example, 
one school’s barriers to improving ninth-grade ELA 
proficiency may be different from another’s. Yet, the 
Breakthrough Team Approach develops a peer network 
in which breakthrough teams will observe the outcomes 
achieved by other teams. Participants come to understand 
that, despite their different paths, tangible outcomes 
are possible. This friendly competition also creates 
momentum. Generating different strategies to tackle a 
specific problem can help unearth strategies that can have 
broader applicability in achieving the overarching goal.

DMGroup’s Breakthrough Team Approach for schools 
and school districts intertwines these components—the 
performance challenge, rapid cycles, coaching, tailored 

professional development, and peer-group dynamics—to 
create a process that unlocks the potential that exists 
within schools and districts.

The Breakthrough Team Approach: 
Effective at Driving Change for Public 
Education

The Breakthrough Team Approach is a particularly 
effective way to unlock leadership capacity and drive 
change in public education.

Schools and school districts have a plethora of challenges 
before them. Districts face an environment of constrained 
resources, rising student needs, and increasingly rigorous 
standards. Since the Great Recession, both state and local 
funding have declined across the country; simultaneously, 
districts have been faced with rising populations of 
students with special needs, students with social-
emotional needs, students eligible for free and reduced 
lunch, and English Language Learners. The challenges of 
serving all students’ academic and social-emotional needs 
in a tight resource environment are compounded by the 
rigorous standards required by the comprehensive school 
quality indicators established as a result of the Every 
Student Succeeds Act (ESSA).

With myriad challenges to address, districts must rely 
upon the resourcefulness, ingenuity, and collaboration 
of staff now more than ever. The Breakthrough Team 
Approach’s promise for public education lies in its efficacy 
in addressing key barriers that often prevent districts 
from fully leveraging the capacity of their staff.

•	 Staff is overextended, but their potential is under-
tapped. 
The nation’s teaching force has been growing 
in recent years, which provides an opportunity 
for districts to tap into the enthusiasm and 
energy of new staff. But many staff who enter the 
profession ripe with ideas and passionate about 
changing their students’ lives quickly come to feel 
overextended by their workload and feel that there 

Achieving success using the Breakthrough Team Approach 
breeds confidence, creativity, and trust among team members 
and unlocks potential and momentum for further successes.
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is limited opportunity to implement their ideas. 
Attrition in the profession is, in fact, very high, at 
approximately 8% per year.6 In many districts and 
schools, decisions tend to come from the top down; 
solutions are often prescriptive, with limited 
opportunities for staff to contribute their ideas. 
The Breakthrough Team Approach seeks to engage 
these team members to help craft solutions, drive 
impact, and lead change.

• Performance measurements tend to occur on an 
annual basis, limiting opportunity for correction 
and dampening motivation.  
With the implementation of No Child Left 
Behind (NCLB) and now ESSA, accountability 
plays a dominant role in the public education 
dialogue. However, measuring and achieving 
outcomes in the nation’s schools remain a 
complex and nuanced challenge. Federal and 
state standards outline annual performance 
metrics, but districts must identify how to 
measure incremental performance in order to 
help educators continuously improve practice 
throughout the school year. Schools often measure 
and define success based on activity-centered 
initiatives instead of results-driven improvement 

processes. The outcomes of these activities may 
not be considered until the semester or year-end 
attendance rates and standardized test scores 
are reported, for example, at which point, tying 
results to specific actions may be impossible. 
The feedback, opportunity for correction, and 
accountability and motivation that measurement 
provides are often not in place. By contrast, the 
Breakthrough Team Approach focuses on weekly 
measurements toward a clear, measurable goal, 
which fosters clarity, motivation, and results.

•	 Collaboration is a luxury, rather than a necessity. 
Leveraging the collective experience and skillsets 
of staff is challenging to most organizations. In 
school districts, significant structural barriers 
inhibit collaboration even though collaboration 
has been proven to be of value. Approximately 90% 
of teachers report that collaboration is helpful, 
according to a study on the impact of teacher 
collaboration conducted by researchers at the 
University of Michigan and Vanderbilt University.7 
Even more significantly, the study highlights 
that “instructional teams engaged in better 
collaboration also have higher achievement gains 
in math and reading.” Collaboration is not only an 
issue among teachers. District staff is organized 
by function, subject, or building; in many districts, 
work is so siloed that only the superintendent 
can get an overall picture of both academics and 
operations. The Breakthrough Team Approach 
seeks to break down these silos and encourages 
cross-functional collaboration to meet a goal.

The Breakthrough Team Approach can help over-
come the barriers endemic to the structure and 
functioning of school districts. Because they are 
cross-functional, breakthrough teams are structured 
to break down silos and promote collaboration. With 
weekly measurements of progress and a 10-week 
measurable goal, the performance challenge creates 
feedback, focus, and urgency. By asking staff to 
come up with solutions, the teams make participants 
feel engaged and motivated. Rather than receiving 

The Breakthrough Team Approach focuses on weekly 
measurements toward a clear, measurable goal, which 
fosters clarity, motivation, and results.
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top-down solutions, breakthrough team members 
are invited to share their ideas, test them, iterate, 
and develop solutions to the challenges they know 
all too well. They feel valued and develop greater 
capacity as they learn leadership and management 
skills through coaching and targeted professional 
development. DMGroup has found the Breakthrough 
Team Approach to be particularly well-suited to 
overcoming the barriers to change and innovation 
that exist in schools and school systems. It has proven 
a powerful method of delivering results for the district 
while developing leadership and management capacity 
and unlocking the potential of staff in the district.

The Implementation Process
So, what does the Breakthrough Team Approach look 
like when implemented in your school or district? 
DMGroup’s Breakthrough Team Approach takes 
approximately four months from start to finish. There 
is generally a preparation phase, typically one-month 
long, during which DMGroup strategizes with the 
district about objectives and sets the stage. Then the 
breakthrough teams are launched, and the 10-week 
process begins. It is capped off with a retrospective.

Often, districts will be so pleased at the number of teams 
that have reached their performance goals that they 
will choose to engage in additional 10-week iterations. 
They want to keep the existing teams intact to maintain 
their momentum and pursue further successes, and 
they often choose to enroll new teams in this approach. 
Below, we outline a clear picture of how the Breakthrough 
Team Approach is implemented (Exhibit 2). 

Exhibit 2  BREAKTHROUGH TEAM APPROACH PROCESS

Source: District Management Group.
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Preparation Phase: Preparing for the 
Performance Challenge

Prior to launching the breakthrough teams, district 
leaders convene to identify an “executive sponsor” 
and a sponsorship team. The executive sponsor is 
ultimately in charge of the overall effort. This person 
is often the superintendent, but can instead be the 
head of an operational unit. For example, if the school 
district is working to improve on-time arrival of buses, 
the head of transportation might be the executive 
sponsor; or, if the district is working to increase 
enrollment and attendance, the executive sponsor 
could be the head of enrollment services. The key is 
to identify a senior leader who has responsibility for 
the work and has the stature within the organization 
to help the breakthrough teams realize their goals. 
The executive sponsor is supported by a sponsorship 
team of three to five administrative and instructional 
leaders. This group helps to provide oversight of the 
effort. Typical responsibilities and expectations 
of the sponsorship team include identifying the 
district priorities for breakthrough teams to focus on, 
selecting participants for the breakthrough teams, 
monitoring progress, providing support, and driving 
action.

The executive sponsor and the sponsorship team 
begin by selecting the priorities for the breakthrough 
teams to address. These priorities may or may not be 
driven by the district’s strategic plan, but they should 
draw upon the district’s instructional, operational, 
or financial priorities. After identifying the priority 
or priorities of focus for the breakthrough teams, the 
sponsorship team, with the support of DMGroup, will 
select the breakthrough team members.

It is critical that the sponsorship team identify 
individuals who play a part in influencing the outcomes 
of a particular priority on a daily basis, rather than only 
selecting central office leaders who are responsible 
for the district-level policies. The success of the 

Breakthrough Team Approach hinges on involving 
staff members who are deeply involved in the work 
on a daily basis and thus may bring a different point 
of view to the issue. When seeking to address chronic 
absenteeism, for example, a breakthrough team may 
include not only attendance counselors but a teacher 
who experiences consistent tardiness or absenteeism 
in his or her first-period class, whose involvement and 
insights may benefit the team. The sponsorship team 
will also designate a team leader for each team, selected 
based on his or her reputation as a respected contributor 
and effective and organized communicator; the role of 
team leader offers the opportunity to grow and develop 
significant leadership abilities. After the breakthrough 
team members are selected, DMGroup will facilitate an 
introductory conversation between the sponsorship 
team, breakthrough teams, and DMGroup coaches to 
preview the Breakthrough Team Approach.

Once breakthrough teams are in place and positioned 
to launch, the sponsorship team’s role becomes one of 
oversight and support. Sponsorship teams can monitor 
each team’s weekly progress through a DMGroup-
developed data dashboard. At three distinct points 
during the performance challenge, the sponsorship team 

Participants can sense 
that they are engaging in 
something new and different, 
that they are there to 
address a significant priority 
for the district, and that 
they are in it together.
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will lead check-ins with the breakthrough team leaders to 
discuss performance and assist in accessing resources or 
navigating organizational complexities.

Execution Phase: Racing to Outcomes

Breakthrough Launch

As breakthrough team members enter the classroom, 
conference room, or auditorium on the morning of the 
launch, they mingle with colleagues from across the 
district while waiting to embark on this journey. The 
room is typically abuzz with a mixture of excitement, 
skepticism, and uncertainty. Participants can sense that 
they are engaging in something new and different, that 
they are there to address a significant priority for the 
district, and that they are in it together.

During the breakthrough launch, all the teams learn 
together about the philosophical underpinnings of the 
Breakthrough Team Approach as well as the logistical 
processes and expectations. The teams meet with their 
performance coaches and participate in relevant team-
building activities. After a comprehensive review of the 
components of the Breakthrough Team Approach, the 
breakthrough teams separate from the district cohort 
and begin to work.

• Conduct a Root Cause Analysis:  
Breakthrough teams are required to think 
specifically about the priority of focus chosen 
by the sponsorship team as it relates to their 
day-to-day work. To deeply explore the issue, 
team members will push one another to identify 
the root cause of the problem by asking a series 
of “why” questions—the Five Whys Approach. 
As team members delve deeper into each level, 
they ask one another, with guidance from their 
coaches, to support their assertions with data. 
While it is sometimes a frustrating exercise, 
successfully conducting a root cause analysis 
ensures that the team is not addressing a 
symptom but the true root cause of the problem. 
This positions the team to develop a strong 
SMART goal.

• Define a SMART Goal and a Weekly Metric: 
Developing a strong SMART goal for the 10-week 
period consumes a large portion of a team’s time 
and effort during the breakthrough launch. Even 
teams with experience in SMART goal creation 

The Breakthrough Team Approach:

A Variety of Applications
DMGroup’s Breakthrough Team Approach builds 
leadership capacity while addressing important 
district challenges. Over the years, DMGroup has 
launched over 100 teams that have used this approach 
to successfully address a wide range of challenges. 
Examples include the following:

• Literacy in early childhood education: 
At one early childhood education center, 
the percentage of students demonstrating 
proficiency in one of the district’s language 
and literacy measures, Comprehension of 
Age-Appropriate Text, increased from 70%  
to 80%.

• Student attendance: In one school, 32 of 
47 selected students with attendance rates 
between 80% to 89% successfully attended  
at least 41 of 44 days of school, achieving  
92% attendance or greater.

• School safety: Incidents at lunchtime were 
reduced by 30% across six high schools over 
the course of a 10-week period, compared to 
the same time frame in the previous school 
year.

• Information technology: Server backups 
were reconfigured at 10 schools to run on a 
routine basis over 15 weeks.

• High school math: Seventy-five math 
students in grades 9 to 11 who scored Level 
0 on the teacher-made linear equations 
pre-assessment successfully scored Level 2 or 
greater on the post-assessment.

The Breakthrough Team Approach has also been used 
to successfully address issues in food and nutrition 
services, labor relations, athletics, human resources, 
adult education, operations, facilities management, 
finance, ELL, transportation, parent engagement, 
math, ELA, science, and social studies.
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can struggle to develop a goal for a 10-week 
challenge. A strong SMART goal draws upon the 
root cause analysis to create a laser-focused goal, 
highlighting the current state of performance 
and the desired future state. Because the goal 
must be aggressive yet achievable within the 
10-week period, it can be challenging for a new 
team to define. Coaches will guide each team to 
create a clear, outcomes-driven performance goal 
that will stretch the team but also be achievable. 
Once the SMART goal is defined, teams identify 
or develop a metric to measure each week’s 
progress.

• Outline Initial Action Steps and Activities: 
Finally, breakthrough teams conclude this 
intellectually rigorous breakthrough launch day 
by brainstorming their first iteration of activities 
to drive performance and assigning initial action 
steps to specific team members.

After this one-day launch, the work begins. Often, 
during the first three weeks of the performance 
challenge, teams will express frustration. Struggling to 
adjust to a mindset of rapid problem-solving in pursuit 
of near-term outcomes, one participant exclaimed, 
“This doesn’t work in education. This will never work.”

Weekly Progress

The sponsorship team and DMGroup support break- 
through teams as they develop a familiarity with 
the Breakthrough Team Approach and its weekly 
processes, which include:

• Breakthrough Team Meetings:  
All breakthrough team members and coaches 
meet together once a week for an hour. 
Sponsorship teams, working with school 
administrations, ensure that all team members 
are freed up to make this happen. This is 

one opportunity to discuss weekly progress, 
successes, challenges, “breakthrough” moments, 
and a plan for the week ahead.

• Progress Monitoring:  
In preparation for weekly meetings, 
breakthrough team members measure progress 
in relation to their weekly metric. This progress 
is uploaded into a data dashboard to share 
performance within the team and across the 
district.

• Successes and Best Practices:  
Each week, teams receive a districtwide update. 
Performance coaches share successes and best 
practice strategies from all breakthrough teams 
in the cohort to build momentum.

• Other Performance Challenge Processes:  
During the 10-week cycle, teams hold three 
meetings with their sponsorship team, a number 
of targeted professional development sessions, 
and one official one-on-one coaching session for 
each member.

Once teams become accustomed to this weekly regimen, 
they begin to identify the strategies leading to success 
and have the confidence to pivot from those which do 
not. Four weeks after one participant declared that 
“this will never work,” that same participant’s team 
improved upon the number of its most chronically 
absent students attending five out of five days of 
school per week from 24 to 35 students.

In the final weeks of the performance challenge, 
with the date of completion rapidly approaching, 
breakthrough teams are energized to achieve their 
goals. Participants have struggled and collaborated, 
iterated and held one another accountable, and 
ultimately find they have altered their mindsets.

S P O T L I G H T

The tremendous capacity displayed by the heroes of 
Hurricane Harvey needs to be accessed in school districts 
on a regular basis. The future of our students and the 
future of our nation are at stake.
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Retrospective Phase: Accomplishing 
Goals and Planning for the Future

Once the 10-week performance challenge is complete, 
teams conduct a final, summative assessment to 
determine whether they have achieved their SMART 
goals.

During this retrospective, they reflect on what went 
well and what could have gone better. This meeting is a 
safe zone where participants are encouraged to reflect 
honestly.  Facilitated by the coach, the team is encouraged 
to embrace a growth mindset and spirit of continuous 
improvement. In DMGroup’s experience with almost 100 
teams, most teams come to the retrospective meeting 
feeling energized and eager to continue their work 
beyond this 10-week period.

Upon reporting their successes across the district, the 
community celebrates the efforts of the breakthrough 
teams. Many districts choose to embark on additional 
10-week cycles. They want to maintain the momentum 
of the teams and often add additional teams. Reflecting 
on a second 10-week cycle, a coach commented, 
“The process becomes a deepening of expertise, 
questioning, and analysis the second time around. 
It’s fascinating and exciting to watch. The challenge 
becomes more and more transformational as the team 
moves from managing the transactional components 
of the process to its becoming a new habit, routine, and 
way of operating.”

Conclusion
Faced with an ever-rising array of student needs, 
increasingly rigorous standards, and constrained 
resources, districts are challenged to meet their all-
important mission of educating our nation’s students. 
With no large new sources of funding and no magic 
bullets in sight, district and school leaders must somehow 
find a way to achieve more with their existing resources. 
Perhaps the largest untapped resource in schools and 
districts are the skills, talents, creativity, and energy 
of their people. However, the structure of schools and 
districts often get in the way of unlocking this potential.

At DMGroup, we believe the Breakthrough Team Approach 
is particularly well suited to overcome the barriers that 
stand in the way of unlocking the potential that exists 
within districts. The approach empowers staff to address 
the challenges they encounter in their day-to-day work. 
They are asked to share their ideas and collaborate with 
others. They are asked to test their ideas, innovate, refine 
their ideas, and even pivot to other ideas in order to find 
a solution to the challenge. They are challenged to take a 
discrete piece of a problem and address it with urgency 
and focus. Along the way, they are armed with skills to 
help them in this journey and beyond.

The Breakthrough Team Approach is a way of unlocking 
the incredible human potential that exists all around 
us. The tremendous capacity displayed by the heroes 
of Hurricane Harvey needs to be accessed in school 
districts on a regular basis. The future of our students 
and the future of our nation are at stake. We urge you 
to think about the methodology of the Breakthrough 
Team Approach and seek to use some of these techniques 
to unlock the potential of your staff in order to drive 
improvement in your district.  
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Costs: What Made Harvey So Devastating,” The Balance, 
updated August 18, 2018, https://www.thebalance.com/
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7. Matthew Ronfeldt, Susanna Owens Farmer, Kiel McQueen, and 
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Student Achievement,” American Educational Research Journal, 52(3), 
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Learning by doing has long been regarded as a powerful method of learning. 
The Breakthrough Team Approach (BTA) leverages precisely this method 
in that it seeks to develop leadership capacity while having staff work 
to achieve tangible results for the district. This approach can be highly 
effective, but keep these lessons in mind:

Unlocking Leadership Capacity

Don’t forget the power of 
urgency.

It is human nature to rush to meet a 
deadline or to address the urgent even 
at the expense of the important. Setting 
aggressive goals in a short time frame 
creates the urgency and focus that drives 
results. 

Don’t mistake an activity for a 
measurable goal.

Too often, activities are mistaken for goals. 
Conducting a study, writing a report, 
and holding meetings are examples of 
activities. A measurable goal must be 
specific and have tangible impact.

Don’t forget the power of 
going public.

Participating in a high-visibility initiative 
and going public with the goals not only 
creates accountability but also provides the 
motivation and momentum that help to 
drive success. 

S P O T L I G H T

10 Mistakes to Avoid

Don’t forget to identify the 
root cause.

When we are asked to address a problem, 
many potential solutions come to mind. 
But often, these solutions address 
symptoms rather than the root cause of 
the problem, which limits impact. Before 
brainstorming solutions, take the time to 
correctly identify the root causes of the 
problem by asking the 5 Whys.
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Don’t forget to celebrate 
small wins.

Educators typically do a wonderful job 
of celebrating students’ successes. Don’t 
forget to celebrate the success of your 
management team. Acknowledging 
small successes builds confidence and 
enthusiasm, and inspires your team to 
persevere in the work.

Don’t overlook the power of 
peer dynamics.

Allowing staff time to collaborate with 
peers can provide a support network, 
help unlock ideas, and help forge strong 
working relationships. It can also 
unleash a spirit of friendly competition.

Don’t underestimate the 
power of measuring progress.

As the saying goes, you are what 
you measure. Incorporating weekly 
measurement of progress toward the 
stated goal keeps the team focused on 
achieving results.

Don’t deliver professional 
development without context.

Targeted professional development 
tied to real-life challenges in real time 
can be the most useful professional 
development of all.  Its relevance is 
clear and it can be put into practice 
immediately.

Don’t be afraid to innovate, 
iterate, or pivot to identify 
what works.

Finding solutions to intractable 
problems is hard work. It may mean 
trying a solution, tweaking it, and 
iterating; or it may require abandoning 
one solution for another and trying an 
entirely different approach.

Don’t forget the importance 
of just-in-time coaching.

The effectiveness of coaching in the 
classroom is well acknowledged. Similarly, 
coaching can be highly effective in 
developing leadership capacity if tied to 
specific, immediate challenges that staff 
are encountering. 
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1. Between October 1 and December 
8, 2018, increase the number of 
students reading at grade level 
(as measured in the DIBELS 
assessment) by 10%, from 23% to 
33%, in all K-2 classrooms.

SMART Goal Rating Rationale

S P O T L I G H T

Manager's Toolkit

A well-structured SMART goal is central to the Breakthrough Team Approach. It provides the 
vehicle through which leadership skills are practiced and learned while driving meaningful 
results for the district. While the SMART goal has become a familiar concept and seems 
straightforward to create, crafting a SMART goal that truly embodies all the necessary 
components (Specific, Measurable, Aggressive but Achievable, Relevant, and Time-Bound) 
is actually very challenging.

Take the following quiz to see if you can identify the strongest SMART goals. Below are eight 
SMART goals of varying strength. Decide which are strong, “getting there,” or weak, and 

articulate your rationale. Then, be sure to check your work with the answer key that follows.

How Smart Are These SMART Goals?

2. Reduce district dropouts by 1,000 
students within three years.

3. By July 2018, reduce the number of 
long-term suspensions by 20%, from 
100 to 80, and the number of days 
absent from school from 150 to 120.

4. By July 2018, increase the number of 
parent workshops from three every 
semester to six every semester.

Strong Goal
Getting There
Weak Goal

Strong Goal
Getting There
Weak Goal

Strong Goal
Getting There
Weak Goal

Strong Goal
Getting There
Weak Goal



D I ST R I C T  M A N AG E M E N T J O U R N A L   |   FA L L  2 0 1 8          25

SMART Goal Rating Rationale

5. Between October and December, our 
targeted ELL students will improve 
by 8% on average from the baseline 
of 25% established by an in-house 
pretest on creating equations that 
describe numbers or relationships, 
as compared to a baseline of 2% 
growth during the same period.

6. In a 10-week period, 80% of 50 targeted 
ELL students will increase class grades 
to at least a C average as measured 
by weekly reports, IAB scores, 
performance tasks, student portfolios, 
and 10-to-15-week progress reports.  

7. Between March 5 and May 18, 2018, 
25 out of 35 (70%) targeted students 
will increase their scores on math 
word problems by one point on an 
SBAC-aligned four-point rubric as 
compared to an average of 0 points 
during the same period before.

8. In a 10-week period, 80% of the 
50 11th-grade students enrolled in 
Financial Algebra and Algebra 2 will 
demonstrate mastery of at least 3 
on learning target 2 as measured by 
the Springboard unit assessment as 
opposed to 60% of students in a 10-
week period prior to the challenge.

Strong Goal
Getting There
Weak Goal

Strong Goal
Getting There
Weak Goal

Strong Goal
Getting There
Weak Goal

Strong Goal
Getting There
Weak Goal
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S P O T L I G H T

Manager's Toolkit

Answer Key:

1. Strong: This goal embodies all of the characteristics of a SMART goal. It is specific—it shares the exact assessment to 
be used. It is measurable—clear percentages are given. It is also aggressive but achievable.* It is relevant because every 
child should be growing in reading levels. Finally, it is time-bound.

2. Getting there: This goal could be more specific for a district-level goal. Should the district prioritize decreasing 
dropouts in specific schools? Or is the issue district-wide, and is the goal fine as written? We do think this goal is 
relevant—students need to be in school in order to learn. Finally, while the goal has a time property to it, we think the 
time frame can be more specific—what are the exact dates being used for this goal?

3. Getting there: This goal embodies all the characteristics of a SMART goal. We would adjust two things to make 
it stronger: get even clearer on the timing—what are the beginning and end dates? Also, identify the exact target 
population of students.

4. Weak: This goal is weak for a few reasons. SMART goals must be results-driven and not activities-driven. Increasing 
parent workshops may be a very worthwhile endeavor, but to what end? Does the team who wrote this goal want to 
increase attendance? Do they want to increase PTA membership to raise funds for something? The overarching purpose 
of this activity needs to be clear. Additionally, this goal can be clearer on timing. 

5. Getting there: Timing could be clearer. Also, this goal is written in an overly complex way. We might suggest 
adjusting it to: “Between October 8 and December 18, 20 of 25 targeted ELL students will improve by 8%, from 25% to 
33%, on creating equations that describe numbers or relationships as measured by the baseline assessment.”

6. Weak: The time frame could be clearer. Additionally, grades are a challenging thing to measure: their inputs likely 
vary from classroom to classroom, especially if schools and teachers don’t have a common planning structure in place. 
Different assignments could be given in different classrooms, increasing variability and decreasing the confidence as 
to which strategies work toward meeting the goal. Finally, it does not reference a baseline—what are these data being 
compared to and what makes this goal more aggressive (yet still achievable) than what students did in a similar time 
frame before this goal was drafted?

7. Getting there: This goal embodies most components of the SMART goal framework. One question is whether “math 
word problems” is specific enough. In the age of Common Core, we’re confident that many, if not all, math standards 
include word problems, so we’d ask for this goal to be made even more specific by identifying the exact standard/strand 
of work within grade levels.

8. Strong: This is strong, but to create even greater clarity, it would be better to express “80% of 50 students” as “40 of 
50 students.” This rewording makes data conversations even clearer by putting the focus on actual students.

How Smart Are These SMART Goals? 

*A note on “aggressive but achievable”: We call this the “sweet spot” of a goal that must take into account so many contextual factors. For example, 
a school might say they want to increase the scores of 20 ELL students from 60% to 80% on solving algebraic equations as measured by the baseline 
assessment for eighth grade, but how can we know if that goal is not only aggressive but achievable? Below are some guiding questions to help 
determine the answer:

•	 What does historical data look like for this skill? How long does it take a student to become proficient with this skill? What have we seen in the past?
•	 What is the current performance of this subgroup of students on related skills?
•	 Is 20 the right number of students? What percentage is 20 of the total student population? Of all ELL students on campus?

There is no standard barometer for determining whether a goal is aggressive but achievable; however, context matters!
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Cost-e
ective Scaleable and easy to implement 

Proven

To learn more, visit us at www.inclasstoday.com or send 
an email to info@inclasstoday.com

InClass Today and District Management Group have a strategic alliance to reduce chronic absenteeism.

1Rogers, Todd & Feller, A. Reducing Student Absences at Scale by Targeting Parents’ Misbeliefs. Nature Human Behaviour 2(5), 335-342 (2018) 
2Robinson, C. D., Lee, M. G., Dearing, E., & Rogers, T. (2018). Reducing Student Absenteeism in the Early Grades by Targeting Parental Beliefs. 
American Educational Research Journal , 26 (3), 353-383.
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Putting the Strategic Plan
into Action at LAUSD
The Breakthrough Team Approach 
John J-H Kim, Amram Migdal, and Dominique Aubry

A t the close of the 2017-2018 school year, Michael 
Romero felt excited and hopeful as he reviewed 
the progress Los Angeles Unified School District 

(LAUSD) was making toward its strategic goals. As senior 
executive director of strategy and innovation, Romero had 
worked with newly appointed Superintendent Michelle 
King to craft the new 2016–2019 strategic plan and has 
since been in charge of putting the plan’s ambitious goals 
into action. With 30 years in the district, Romero had seen 
many strategic plans come and go, but his excitement 
stemmed from the feeling that this time the district’s  
efforts seemed different—more focused on implementa-
tion and already with tangible results to show. 

LAUSD is the second-largest school district in the United 
States, with over 700,000 students and a budget of over  
$7 billion. The district has pockets of excellence, yet 
addressing persistent achievement gaps and raising 
achievement for all students has been a challenge due to 
the district’s immense size, high percentage of English 
Language Learners, and high poverty rate. LAUSD’s 
efforts have been further complicated by rapidly declining 
enrollment that has created financial pressures. 

It was clear to all those involved in drafting the strategic 
plan that, for real change to happen at scale across the 
district, staff had to be mobilized to engage in the work. 
Therefore, the district’s theory of action emphasized 

the importance of engaging teachers and staff in the 
effort to achieve the district’s goals. In 2017-2018, when it 
came time to implement the new strategic plan, Romero 
recommended that the district partner with District 
Management Group (DMGroup) to try an innovative 
method called the Breakthrough Team Approach (BTA), a 
powerful way of tapping into the problem-solving potential 
and peak-performance abilities of the district’s frontline 
people to achieve results toward district priorities, all while 
building the district’s leadership capacity.

153rd Street Elementary school students
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Over the course of three intensive 10-week BTA cycles 
during the 2017-2018 school year, LAUSD launched 78 
breakthrough  teams across the district, each composed 
of five to seven teachers and staff. Each team took on a 
specific challenge to improve their school’s performance 
in an area that directly aligned with a districtwide strategic 
priority. Teams collaborated to innovate and test ideas, 
attacking their specific challenges with urgency and focus. 
They continuously measured their results, pivoting when 
necessary to achieve their goals within the short 10-week  
period. Throughout the process, DMGroup consultants 
and performance coaches supported teams by helping them 
with just-in-time professional development and coaching.

As Romero reviewed the BTA results thus far, he felt 
proud that LAUSD’s principals, teachers, and staff were 
driving progress toward achieving the goals of the 
strategic plan. While there was still a long way to go, 
the Breakthrough Team Approach had contributed to 
recent strides on the district’s most important priorities.  
During the three breakthrough cycles in the 2017-2018 
school year, approximately 75% of LAUSD breakthrough 
teams achieved their performance objectives, while 
expanding their skills and leadership capabilities to meet  
challenges moving forward. Romero believed that unlocking 
the knowledge, creativity, skills, and energy of the 
participating schools’ principals, teachers, staff, and local 
district leaders with the Breakthrough Team Approach 
would unleash momentum across the district to make the 
strategic plan a reality. 

Los Angeles Unified School District
LAUSD is the nation’s second-largest school district, 
with 1,300 schools, over 700,000 students speaking 94 
languages, more than 60,000 personnel, and a budget 
of over $7 billion. More than one in five of the diverse 
student population is an English Language Learner 
(ELL), and 84% of its students are eligible for Free and 
Reduced Price Lunch (FRPL). The district spans 720 square 
miles across Los Angeles and 31 smaller municipalities 
and unincorporated areas. Given its immense size, 
the district is organized into six local geographic 
districts, each with its own local superintendent. In 

the face of severe fiscal pressures, LAUSD has been 
working continuously to raise student achievement 
and close stubbornly persistent achievement gaps, such 
as those between students of color and white students 
and between all LAUSD students and state and national 
averages. Among all LAUSD students, fourth and eighth 
graders scored lower in math and reading, on average, 
than their peers throughout the state of California and the 
United States, while LAUSD’s black and Latino students 
consistently underperformed their white peers.1 While 
the district had made progress, the achievement gaps had 
remained entrenched since at least 2003 despite national, 
statewide, and local efforts to allocate resources toward 
closing them. Complicating matters, student enrollment 
has shrunk by 200,000 since 1998. In 2012, nearly $400 
million in budget cuts forced LAUSD to dismiss thousands 
of employees, shorten the school year by 10 days, and scale 
back arts and adult education programs.

A District on the Move: Strategic 
Planning at LAUSD 
To inform a strategic plan that would achieve LAUSD’s 
aim “to close persistent achievement gaps and create a 
better future for our students,” Superintendent Michelle 
King began her tenure in 2016 by seeking input from 
stakeholders who represented the diversity of LAUSD’s 
interests, including administrators, students, parents, 

Approximately 75% of 
LAUSD breakthrough teams 
achieved their performance 
objectives, while expanding 
their skills and leadership 
capabilities to meet 
challenges moving forward.
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educators, community and labor partners, the school 
board, the business community, and civic leaders. King 
and her team then engaged DMGroup to help incorporate 
this feedback and work with the district to develop a 
powerful strategic plan. Central to DMGroup’s approach 
to strategic planning is to distill a district’s overarching 
mission into a tightly focused set of priorities with 
measurable goals. DMGroup believes great power lies in 
creating a short list of priorities to provide focus to the 
daily work of the district. Working through DMGroup’s 
strategic planning process, LAUSD created its 2016–2019 
strategic plan, “A District on the Move,” which laid out 
five priorities:

1.	 Proficiency for All 
Provide personalized educational experiences 
that ensure all students are exposed to high-
quality instruction and prepared for success after 
graduation. LAUSD aimed to improve early literacy, 
increase the proportion of students meeting or 
exceeding ELA and math standards, and ensure the 
progress of ELL students.

2.	 100% Attendance 
Work with families to ensure that all students are 
able to be in school every day, and reduce the number 
of chronically absent students by 30% by the 2018-
2019 school year. 

3.	 School Safety 
Enhance positive school climates, model and 
reinforce positive behavior, and build emotional 
safety, respect, and resiliency so students feel 
physically safe and emotionally secure and 
supported at school. 

4.	 Parent, Community, and Student Engagement 
Work with families and community partners 
to unlock students’ full potential and create 
collaborative relationships to support students 
through graduation. 

5.	 Build a Solid Foundation for Early Learners 
Raise the quality of programs in social and 
emotional development, literacy and language, and 
math to prioritize the early cognitive development of 
all children in the district and set them up for success 
starting in kindergarten.

As part of the strategic planning process, much effort was 
put into articulating a cogent theory of action. Given the 
size of the district, LAUSD’s theory of action reflected its 
fundamental belief that sustained systemic improvement 

can happen only by engaging frontline educators and staff 
in pursuit of high-level priorities and directing “its efforts 
and resources to recruit, develop and support principals and 
teachers in creating a learning environment that ensures 
100% of students achieve and graduate.” Notably, the theory 
of action did not mention central office administrators and 
instead prioritized enabling educators to perform at their 
best.

Romero was charged with ensuring that the strategic plan 
was understood and implemented throughout the district. 
In keeping with the theory of action, he aimed to involve a 
large and multifaceted group from all levels of the district 
in a structured effort to turn the strategic plan from words 
on a page into concrete actions and results.

Implementing the Strategic Plan: 
The Breakthrough Team Approach 
Shows the Way
As Romero was seeking an approach to bring LAUSD’s 
strategic plan to life, DMGroup leaders told him about the 
Breakthrough Team Approach. This approach engages 
staff on the frontlines to work on a tangible goal related 
to a district priority. BTA participants work to achieve real 
results within a short period of time and, in the process, 
build leadership capacity. DMGroup described how this 
approach has been used successfully in complex urban 
districts, including Springfield Public Schools (MA) and 
Boston Public Schools (MA). These districts used the 
Breakthrough Team Approach to engage staff to make 
significant progress on priorities such as raising math 
proficiency levels, boosting early childhood literacy, 
improving school safety, increasing student attendance, 
and numerous other objectives. The Breakthrough Team 
Approach appealed to Romero precisely because it aligned 
with the district’s theory of action to leverage the energy, 
talents, and insights of the principals, teachers, and staff 

Michael Romero addressing the Breakthrough Teams
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Exhibit 1  BREAKTHROUGH TEAM APPROACH PROCESS

Source: District Management Group.

closest to the challenges to achieving the district’s goals. 

In the Breakthrough Team Approach, small teams of five to  
seven members take on a performance challenge—a 
highly specific goal to achieve within a short time frame of 
approximately 10 weeks. Teams are composed to include a 
cross-section of staff whose work is closest to the problems 
that need to be solved, including educators as well as other 
staff well positioned to address the problem and identify 
solutions. Teams formulate innovative strategies and 
select appropriate metrics to track their progress. Progress 
is measured weekly to promote accountability and help 
discover which strategies and methods are working and 
which need to be adapted. They iterate and refine their 
approach in rapid cycles as they concentrate on achieving 
their performance objectives within the 10-week  
time frame. Each team is assigned a designated DMGroup 
performance coach to help them collaborate and 
experiment in a systematic fashion and work through 
obstacles. The Breakthrough Team Approach also 
incorporates in-the-moment professional development 
to build leadership capacity among team members 
while they work to achieve district goals, which is a 
more effective approach than teaching about leadership 
through instruction (Exhibit 1). 

As opposed to one-off, top-down initiatives and programs, 
the Breakthrough Team Approach empowers staff to 

achieve measurable progress on the district’s—and their  
own—most significant challenges. The philosophy 
underlying the Breakthrough Team Approach 
emphasizes that frontline educators and staff are in the 
best position to understand challenges and formulate 
solutions. Lasting change and bottom-up innovation 
depend on the energy and know-how of those closest to 
the problems. 

Putting the Breakthrough Team 
Approach into Action

Sponsorship at the Top Is Critical to Success

The Breakthrough Team Approach takes approximately 
four months from start to finish, and the visible support 
and involvement of district leadership is a “must have” for 
an effective effort. At the outset, a district executive sponsor, 
along with a districtwide sponsorship team of three to five 
administrative and instructional leaders, takes charge 
of the overall effort. The superintendent can serve as the 
executive sponsor, but the role is often held by the head of 
an operational unit whose responsibilities relate directly to 
district objectives. The sponsorship team, working with the 
executive sponsor, identifies the priorities for breakthrough 
teams to focus on, selects participants, monitors progress, 
and provides support by helping teams access resources or 
navigate organizational complexities.  
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In LAUSD’s work, Mike Romero served as the executive 
sponsor, working with the superintendent, assistant 
superintendent, chief academic officer, and director of 
schools on the districtwide sponsorship team. Given the 
size of LAUSD, in addition to the districtwide sponsorship 
team, each local district formed its own sponsorship 
team to oversee the BTA process in their respective local 
districts. These local district sponsorship teams helped  
choose school sites and coordinate with principals at 
participating schools to select BTA team leaders and team  
members from the school. Principals played an 
important role, facilitating communication and 
providing encouragement and visible support for the BTA 
effort, giving staff the confidence to pursue innovative 
solutions, and encouraging accountability. In turn, each 
breakthrough team leader guided their team through the 
BTA process, communicating with their principal and the  
team’s DMGroup performance coach, ensuring the 
effectiveness of team meetings, and driving team members 
to take the agreed action steps to test solutions and ensure  
they reached their goals. 

Careful Team Selection Generates Bottom-Up 
Solutions

Romero, along with the districtwide and local district 
sponsorship teams and DMGroup, began the BTA effort by 
meeting with leaders from each of LAUSD’s six local 
districts to walk through the process, timeline, expecta- 
tions, and goals and to communicate that the BTA effort  
was a district priority. When the sponsorship team sought 
schools to volunteer to participate, many of the lower-per- 
forming schools in the district welcomed the opportunity  
to try the novel method. Some schools ended up with  
multiple teams, each pursuing its own distinct perfor- 
mance challenge. Overall, 78 teams took part in the process 
across three breakthrough cycles, two in 2017 and another  
in 2018. Several first-cycle teams were so energized by the 

results that they opted to participate in subsequent cycles, 
working on new or refined goals. 

The districtwide and local sponsorship teams worked 
with individual school sites to determine the strategic 
priorities for teams to focus on, then carefully planned 
the composition of each team. Teams were diverse and 
included individuals from a variety of functions whose 
day-to-day work directly related to the assigned strategic 
priority. Mixed teams tend to experience better dynamics 
compared to more homogeneous or hierarchically 
structured teams. In DMGroup’s experience, teams 
struggled if they were built solely based on a single role 
or type of role (e.g., composed entirely of math teachers) or 
based on hierarchy (e.g., only division heads or assistant 
principals); the multifaceted nature of the challenges 
benefit greatly from having multiple perspectives 
and inviting candid discussions. Breakthrough team 
leaders were carefully chosen for their knowledge of the 
challenge, the respect they would command among other 
participants, and their desire and potential to grow and 
develop leadership abilities during the process. 

While a total of 78 teams were launched at LAUSD, we will 
focus on two teams to provide more detailed examples 
of how the Breakthrough Team Approach was used to 
realize strategic goals.

153rd Street Elementary School Attendance 
Breakthrough Team
Local District South’s 153rd Street Elementary School (ES) 

became the site of a breakthrough team focused on addressing 

chronic absenteeism and moving the district closer to achieving 

its strategic goal of 100% attendance (defined as 100% of 

students attending 96% or more of school days). The district’s 

goals included reducing the number of chronically absent 

students3 by 30%, from 11% of the student population in the 

2016–2017 school year to 7.7% by 2018-2019. The 153rd Street 

ES breakthrough team included the principal, who served as 

team-lead, along with an assistant principal, teachers, and a 

resource specialist.

Columbus Middle School Math Breakthrough Team
LAUSD Local District NW’s Columbus Middle School (MS) 

was one of the sites the sponsorship team selected to 

focus on improving student math performance as part 

of the district’s Proficiency for All goal. While Columbus 

MS administrators and math teachers had been working 

tirelessly to raise performance, proficiency at the large 

urban middle school hovered around 13% to 15%. The 

sponsorship team collaborated with Local District NW 

and Columbus MS leaders to select a team that included 

math instructors, an interventionist, and a counselor.

Breakthrough Team participants on launch day
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Launch Day: Setting the Tone and Starting 
the Work 

Each of LAUSD’s three breakthrough cycles kicked off the work 
with a day-long launch event with all of the teams gathered 
together in one room. On each of these launch days, the room 
buzzed with energy, and participants exhibited a mixture of 
excitement, skepticism, and uncertainty.

For most LAUSD participants, the launch day was the first 
exposure to the Breakthrough Team Approach. The day 
therefore began with DMGroup providing an introduction 
to the philosophical underpinnings of the Breakthrough 
Team Approach and a comprehensive review of the processes 
and expectations. Participants took part in team-building 
activities, including an interactive game providing a sense of 
what it feels like to rapidly iterate, test, learn, and grow toward 
high performance—an underlying theme throughout the 
breakthrough process. Then each team went off to meet with 
their DMGroup performance coach and spent much of the day 
formulating their goals. The launch events created excitement 
and communicated that the district was prioritizing this 
collective effort. 

Formulating SMART Goals

Individual breakthrough teams are tasked with formulating 
a specific, concrete, and achievable goal that aligns with their 
assigned strategic priorities. These SMART goals—goals that 
are Specific, Measurable, Aggressive yet Attainable, Relevant, 
and Time-bound—directly touch on team members’ daily work, 
and are impactful enough to influence the district’s overall 
goals. Developing SMART goals is a crucial component of the 
Breakthrough Team Approach, and it can be a painstaking 
process. On launch day, DMGroup performance coaches work 
closely with the teams to create their SMART goals, and teams 
continue refining and solidifying goals, in collaboration with 
their DMGroup coaches, over the next week or so. They have the 
chance to adjust and refine their SMART goals at a check-in three 
weeks into the cycle. 

SMART goals must be laser-focused, highlighting the 

current state of performance and the desired outcome. 
SMART goals originate from within the teams, leveraging 
their knowledge and making the district’s high-level 
strategy manageable—and an urgent priority. “You’re 
specific, and you’re looking at one high-leverage  
thing that you can do well,” said a member of the 
districtwide sponsorship team. “And, by doing that, you 
ultimately see some immediate gains.” When properly 
formulated, SMART goals provide clear and measurable 
results to track, giving teams the specificity to begin 
developing targeted strategies. Specific metrics that 
accurately indicate progress toward the overall goal are 
tracked each week of the 10-week breakthrough cycle. 

153rd Street ES Attendance Team SMART Goal
For its SMART goal, the 153rd Street ES attendance 

breakthrough team focused on kindergarten and targeted 

42 individual students in their classes who were chronically 

absent. They discussed exactly how many students had to 

improve their attendance, and by how much, for the goal to 

be suitably aggressive yet still achievable. Their performance 

coach challenged them by asking: Does the goal feel exciting 

but still challenging and achievable? How would it influence 

your classroom? How would it influence the district’s strategic 

priority? After much debate and discussion, the 153rd Street 

ES team’s SMART goal read: “Average attendance for the 42 

chronic absentee students in kindergarten (as of April 20, 2017) 

will improve from 84.7% to 86.7% by June 9, 2017.”  

Columbus MS Team SMART Goal
After crafting an initial draft of their SMART goal on launch day, 

the Columbus MS math breakthrough team worked over the next two 

weeks—with input and support from their performance coach, principal, 

and the district—to finalize a highly specific goal. After much data-driven 

discussion and several iterations, the team arrived at a highly specific goal: 

“Between March 5 and May 18, 2018, 17 of 23 students who scored 

‘Near Standard’ on an initial assessment test will achieve ‘At or Above 

Standard’ on an assessment test at the end of the period.” 4

These goals were specific, targeting individual students in 
team members’ classes and describing the exact progress  

SMART goals originate from within the teams, leveraging 
their knowledge and making the district’s high-level strategy 
manageable—and an urgent priority. ... SMART goals provide 
clear and measurable results to track, giving teams the 
specificity to begin developing targeted strategies.
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needed for the goal to be achieved: improving the students’ 
collective average attendance to 86.7%, or scoring 
“at or above standard” on the second assessment test. The 
teams also settled on weekly metrics—that 17 of the 23 
students get 3 out of 5 questions correct on a weekly 
teacher-created assessment quiz, in the case of Columbus 
MS—to ensure they were making progress toward their 
SMART goals and that the goals were both aggressive and 
achievable. And, of course, the teams were time-bound 
to cause these improvements to occur by the end of the 
breakthrough cycle’s 10-week time frame.

Whereas the overarching district goals to improve 
attendance or increase proficiency previously felt 
amorphous and difficult to achieve, the team found 
that formulating SMART goals gave them focus. By 
breaking the strategic aim into a tangible goal—
improving attendance among 42 students in their 
own classrooms, or raising the scores of 17 of 23 
students—the teams put names and faces to the goals 
and could focus on moving those specific students 
across the line. SMART goals therefore make broad, 
overarching objectives concrete, and teams gain 
confidence that the BTA methods of experimentation, 
careful measurement and analysis, and iteration will 
allow them to meet their goals. 

Breaking Through: Working to Achieve Results

Following the intellectually rigorous launch days, 
LAUSD teams outlined initial action steps and started to 
work. Often, during the first weeks of the performance 
challenge, teams expressed frustration as they adjusted to 
a mindset of rapid problem-solving in pursuit of near-term  
outcomes. One participant, frustrated and skeptical with 
this new way of working, claimed, “This doesn’t work in  

education. This will never work.” DMGroup coaches 
encouraged the teams to persevere as they established 
norms and routines for working together, tracking data, 
and systematically trying different ideas and strategies. 

In working to achieve results, myriad issues arose,  
including learning to function effectively as a team, 
analyzing root causes, and iterating to find solutions. To 
help the teams through the process, DMGroup experts 
and performance coaches provided explicit professional 
development on topics ranging from goal-setting to  
methods of identifying root causes (such as using 
fishbone diagrams), improving student outcomes by 
using data, problem solving and team building, time 
management and priority planning, and leadership and  
team accountability, among others. DMGroup’s targeted  
professional development was delivered on a  
just-in-time basis, at the moment when new skills or 
methods were urgently needed to make progress on the 
performance challenge. These skills were then practiced 
and reinforced by the coaches as participants worked on 
their performance challenge, allowing participants to  
build skills and leadership capacity.

153rd Street ES Team Early Adjustments
For the 153rd Street ES attendance breakthrough team, 

regular communication among team members turned out 

to be a procedural challenge in the first three weeks of the 

breakthrough cycle. Finding the opportunity to meet as a 

team on a weekly basis amid conflicting schedules, ad hoc 

tasks, and other unexpected interruptions was challenging 

for many teams. The 153rd Street ES team requested that 

DMGroup and their performance coach provide an explicit 

professional development session on exercising leadership skills 

and building team accountability systems. One immediate 

outcome that the coach observed from these sessions was 

a shift toward improved collaboration. Team members 

moved from limited communication within the team—often 

making contact just once per week—to communicating via 

texts, email, and additional meetings in order to increase the 

impact of collaboration in improving the results within their 

classrooms. 

Rapid Iteration Toward Success

LAUSD breakthrough teams iterated and pivoted on 
their initial approaches as they adjusted to meet their 
goals within the short cycle time. Becoming comfortable 
with experimentation is a primary mode of leadership 
development in the BTA process, but it can be a challenging 
transition for many participants. Because the 10-week 
challenge creates urgency, participants inevitably increase 

Team working with performance coach to develop SMART Goal
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their bias to action—the habit of acting to test a 
hypothesis or new plan quickly, then evaluating and 
changing tactics without hesitation if necessary. Weekly 
meetings ensure team members feel accountable to one 
another and make progress. In this way, participants build 
a deeper understanding of their practice and craft, areas 
that hold them back, and areas where they have strengths to 
leverage and share. This newfound and enduring awareness 
is often a primary benefit of the Breakthrough Team  
Approach.

153rd Street ES Team Performance Challenge
Early on, the 153rd Street ES attendance team noted that 

preventative measures to stem absenteeism had a greater impact 

than reactive measures. One team member said, “Previously, we 

had not started the year with a target group, but intervened with 

individual students as their attendance fell below the proficient 

category.” By identifying a target group of chronically absent 

students to monitor, the team could try tailoring communications 

to parents of chronically absent students. The team educated 

many families about the importance of attendance, explaining, 

for example, the impact of attending a partial day of school when 

students had a doctor’s appointment. The team discovered that 

parents wanted more visibility into their children’s attendance 

behavior. “We were able to add a tool for parents, an app that 

facilitates sharing information between teachers and parents, 

where parents can access attendance and behavior data in 

real time from their phone,” said one team member. The app 

was available as a district resource, and the BTA performance 

challenge offered the opportunity for team members to familiarize 

themselves with the resource and put it to use. 

To motivate students to improve attendance, the school 

formed “Club 96” to reward and celebrate students who 

attended at least 96% of school days. One teacher said, 

“I started to realize that this is effective when we started 

hearing from kids, ‘Oh, I want to be part of Club 96. I want 

to be part of this extra-curricular activity, but I have to have 

96% or better.’ And the kids are talking about it; the kids are 

actually encouraging each other. That’s when I knew that 

this program had an impact on our school.’” 153rd Street 

ES later received multiple awards for achieving the largest 

improvement in attendance within Local District South, 

bringing the school’s kindergarten chronic absenteeism rate 

below the districtwide average. 

Columbus MS Math Performance Challenge
Early in the cycle, the Columbus MS team decided to administer 

short quizzes to check students’ understanding of the content. 

This low-stakes approach allowed students to share what they 

learned and ask questions and teachers to adapt their approaches 

to increase student learning. 

However, crafting a thoughtful, effective quiz was not a simple 

matter. During the first three weeks, the team experimented 

with administering multiple quizzes. Soon, they determined that 

they could better analyze and measure skills gaps with a single, 

thoughtfully crafted weekly quiz. Next, the team had to agree on 

the number of questions, length of questions, overall length of the 

quiz, level of rigor, and whether to draft unique questions or pull 

questions from an existing tool. Through an iterative approach of 

testing, learning, and refining, the Columbus MS team decided 

to administer short, five-question quizzes each Friday to evaluate 

progress and check students’ understanding of the week’s 

content. 

The quiz results armed the team with a new understanding of 

where the skills gaps lay, allowing the team to adjust its strategy. 

They decided to try discontinuing large-group teaching so they 

could dedicate time to small-group instruction to overcome 

specific skills gaps detected via the weekly quizzes. In this way, the 

quizzes served as a test of the team’s broader strategy of focusing 

on individualized small-group instruction during the independent 

practice component of the week’s lesson. The adaptation worked, 

and scores among the target students began to rise. Teachers 

motivated students by displaying the names of students who 

scored well on the weekly quizzes on the classroom walls.

Continuous Monitoring and Analysis: Iteration 
Yields Insights

Throughout the BTA process, DMGroup experts and 
performance coaches push team members to identify 
the root causes of issues by asking a series of “why” 
questions—the Five Whys Approach. At each level of 
examination, teams support their assertions with data. The  
root cause analysis, while sometimes frustrating, ensures 
that teams do not waste time and effort pursuing a mere 
symptom of the underlying problem.   

"Taking a large abstract 
goal of raising math 
achievement and breaking 
it down into a more 
specific challenge enabled 
this team to focus on 
moving individual students 
to proficiency."
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Columbus MS Math Root-Cause Analysis
As the end of the breakthrough cycle loomed in just a few weeks, 

the Columbus MS team remained slightly short of achieving its 

SMART goal. They decided to use the opportunity for professional 

development by arranging a DMGroup session on using data to 

improve student outcomes. Soon after, the team noticed a trend 

in the data: some students in several classrooms were submitting 

practice assessments on the computer that were completely 

blank—pressing “continue” at the bottom of each screen and 

receiving no score at all. 

With guidance from performance coach Lander Arrieta, the team 

hypothesized about the root cause of the problem and how they 

could bridge the way students practiced in class, using pencil and 

paper, to a computer-based format, which many standardized 

assessments used. One teacher on the team suspected behavior 

issues were at the heart of the students’ failure to complete the 

assessments. Arrieta carefully probed whether there could be 

other factors at play. This line of questioning—part of the Five 

Whys technique—initiated a conversation within the team about 

how students engaged with the content on the computer. “We 

engaged the entire team in the dialogue around behavior and 

work completion and student success,” Arrieta explained. “We 

asked if students just inherently had behavior issues, or if we could 

make the content and computer program more accessible for this 

set of students. What could we do to support every learner in our 

target group given their diverse sets of needs?” 

The team tried having teachers proctor more frequently  

during class time allotted for completing the practice 

assessments, and to get assistance immediately from on-site  

computer/technology coordinators when problems arose. 

The immediate intervention revealed that many students did not 

fully understand the computer program. “I discovered students  

weren’t aware of all the support that the program embedded in 

the assessments, like step-by-step and video demonstrations, 

textbook explanations, virtual tutoring, and more,” one teacher 

explained. “So, I re-taught how to use these support features. Based 

on this re-teaching, I also re-taught the students how to access 

other features of the program, such as online interactive text. These 

re-teaching moments reinforced students’ learning and helped 

them get the most out of their math resources. Week seven quiz 

scores had the highest percent of students passing the quiz in 

both classes.”

Throughout the cycle, sponsorship teams monitored 
progress, met with teams once or twice per cycle, and 
stayed in regular contact with coaches, many of whom 
worked with multiple teams. Each team’s weekly SMART 
goal progress was reported to their sponsorship teams, 
which shared progress with other teams and coaches. 
This provided both accountability and support, while 
stimulating constructive competition among teams to 
achieve their respective goals and drive results.

Reviewing the Results

At the conclusion of the 10-week cycle, the dedicated 
teachers and staff of the Columbus MS and 153rd Street ES 
breakthrough teams reviewed their results, and felt excited 
and empowered to find that they had succeeded in meeting 
their respective performance challenges. 

153rd Street ES Attendance Team Results
The 153rd Street ES breakthrough team achieved its SMART goal: the 

42 chronically absent students averaged 87.1% attendance by the 

end of the breakthrough cycle, up from 84.7% at the start of the 

cycle. Overall, the number of students achieving 96% attendance 

at the school doubled. The team reflected, “By focusing so 

much attention on attendance, the culture of attendance in 

kindergarten has dramatically improved. Parents and teachers are 

more committed to ensuring students are in attendance whenever 

possible. The insight and input of parents is well received and has 

given us further insight into the challenges of raising a family in an 

urban setting.”

The chronic absenteeism rate in 153rd Street ES kindergarten 

classes dropped from 27% to 9%. School-wide attendance 

increased by 0.5% compared to the previous year, resulting 

in 41 additional days of student attendance. The team 

calculated that the improved attendance rate, extrapolated 

over the course of a full school year, would add 231 days of 

student attendance, the equivalent of approximately $14,000 

in recovered lost ADA revenue to the district. Through the first 

months of the 2018-2019 school year, the gains had persisted. 

Columbus MS Math Team Results
All 23 students in the Columbus MS breakthrough team’s target 

group reached proficiency on the assessment by the cycle’s end. The 
Breakthrough Team in action
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team reflected, “Through data-driven differentiated instruction, 

clearly structured small-group time, and regular re-teaching of 

concepts, among other strategies, the team achieved its goal 

while fostering ‘the [emergence of] open communication, honest 

sharing of ideas, constructive criticism, and trust.’ Taking a large 

abstract goal of raising math achievement and breaking it down 

into a more specific challenge enabled this team to focus on 

moving individual students to proficiency.” The team described 

the benefits of iterating different strategies and measuring their 

impact on a weekly basis. 

Their ultimate success created momentum and enthusiasm for 

continuing the work. The team’s experience provided them with 

the ability to apply this new skillset to identifying and addressing 

targeted needs of their students in a collaborative mannner; 

armed with this mindset and toolkit, this team of staff began 

looking ahead to their next challenge. 

The teachers and staff of the Columbus MS and 153rd Street 
ES breakthrough teams were proud to take ownership of 
the change on their campus, making significant progress 
in areas that had long been challenges. They felt empowered 
and better equipped to move forward.

Reflections and Ongoing Benefits

As the BTA cycles concluded, teams met to reflect honestly 
on the work and crystalize lessons. Team members felt 
positive about their accomplishments and expressed 
eagerness to continue the work beyond the 10-week 
breakthrough period. Teams reported their successes to 
the larger cohort, and the news of dozens of small victories 
spread across the district. The entire district and community 
celebrated the breakthrough teams’ accomplishments. The 
districts pledged to embark on additional cycles to maintain 
momentum, tackle additional priorities, and spread the 
benefits of the leadership and skills development that the 
Breakthrough Team Approach affords to more participants 
and teams. 

In SY2018-2019, the principal of 153rd Street ES was 
reassigned and immediately decided to apply the 

Breakthrough Team Approach to improve attendance at 
the new school. In the first two months of the school year, 
chronic absenteeism stood at 6%, the lowest rate in the 
school’s history. Having participated in the breakthrough 
approach, the principal had developed leadership skills 
and a knowledge of practices that work, and was able to 
apply these techniques to a new school and have immediate 
impact. It is precisely this type of capacity building and 
unleashing of solutions that can be applied elsewhere in 
the district that make the Breakthrough Team Approach so 
promising for school districts.

Conclusion
Reviewing the results, Romero was pleased to see that 75% 
of the 78 teams had achieved the goals of their performance 
challenges—a rate that indicated the performance challenge 
goals had struck the proper balance between achievable and 
ambitious. Most important to Romero was the knowledge 
that LAUSD was making strides on its priorities. He was 
energized to see the BTA participants so confident and excited 
as they came up with concrete solutions in their individual 
schools and settings. The small but significant victories 
were even more satisfying because they gave team members 
the opportunity to work in pursuit of the district’s goals 
within their own schools and classrooms. A sponsorship 
team member summed up the experience by stating, “This 
process has caused us to look at something specific and 
incremental, and then seeing this success, we can look at 
how we can expand.”  

One participant reflected on the impact of the process: “What 
was different about the breakthrough team process was the 
ability to brainstorm on how to meet the needs of our kids. 
Education is notorious for giving teachers a solution and 
saying, ‘Follow this script.’ But this process allowed us to say, 
‘Hey! We know our kids. We have a problem. Give us some time 
to identify it and support us, and we will create and find the 
solution for every school.’ The excitement that I saw from my 
staff was that they were empowered. They were going to do the 
work. There wasn’t going to be something handed to them.”

Frontline educators and staff are in the best position to 
understand challenges and formulate solutions. Lasting 
change and bottom-up innovation depend on the energy 
and know-how of those closest to the problems.
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A Local District South BTA sponsorship team member said, 
“Just seeing the dramatic growth—especially in a subject 
like math, which has historically been a struggle for Local 
District South—among students who have not been achieving 
well was eye opening. Some of these teachers probably didn’t 
have the belief that they could do it, that they could see some 
growth. It opened their eyes and they said, ‘Hey! This approach 
is working. This is something that we want to do.’ Even 
principals started saying, ‘If it works, let’s do it everywhere. 
Let’s do it across all departments.’ I thought it was something 
very unique.”

The Breakthrough Team Approach had created a tangible 
sense of momentum and excitement. This approach 
directly aligned with LAUSD’s stated theory of action to 
leverage the talents and energy of the district’s educators, 
administrators, and staff. Romero imagined the impact of 
multiplying the results of these 78 teams across the district. 
Small wins across the district added up to significant 
progress toward district goals, rallying the enormous 
district to get moving in unison in the right direction.  
Romero had seen other strategic plans come and go, but 
this one felt different. The Breakthrough Team Approach 
was rallying the district, enabling it to put the theory of  
action into practice, and setting LAUSD on course to realizing 
the objectives of its strategic plan.  
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NOTES

Performance Coaching Builds Capacity

A dedicated DMGroup performance coach works with each team to provide support and 
build capacity. While many coaches have senior-level experience as a superintendent, 
principal, or senior leader at a nonprofit or corporation, the coaches are chosen more for their 
ability to earn the trust and confidence of BTA participants, to help build management and 
leadership skills, and to coach participants to achieve high-performance results. 

Performance coaches accelerate the pace of breakthrough ideas. They push teams to identify new opportunities and focus on 
problem-solving at a rapid pace that creates momentum and enhances the depth and degree of the breakthroughs experienced. 
Coaches guide teams to identify and question assumptions and drill down to root causes of obstacles. When teams receive 
targeted professional development to help them address specific challenges they encounter during their breakthrough work, 
coaches are able to reinforce those lessons and help teams turn their new skills into action and measurable results.

“An effective performance coach asks: ‘What can I do to enable you to reach your milestones? What challenges do you face 
in this work? Why are those challenges for you? How might you begin to solve those challenges?’ These questions enable the 
individual to better perceive the challenge and their own role in creating change as a problem-solver,” said Lander Arrieta, a 
DMGroup performance coach who worked with LAUSD breakthrough teams, including Columbus MS Math. 

 

To learn about how the Breakthrough 
Team Approach has been used successfully 
in LAUSD, watch our video highlighting 
how LAUSD:
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info@dmgroupK12.com

877-362-3500

www.dmgroupK12.com

Talk to an expert

Create a focused strategic
plan to drive results
DMGroup can help develop a prioritized and actionable strategic
plan with buy-in from diverse stakeholders
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Results of DMGroup’s Elementary School
Scheduling Survey 

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

DMGroup in Action

D istricts are continually striving to raise 
academic achievement for all students in an  
ever-changing environment. Through our 

research and work with districts, DMGroup has found that 
an often overlooked but key determinant in achieving this 
goal is having an effective elementary master schedule. 
Strategic and skillful schedule creation can allow schools 
to find time for common planning, daily intervention 
and enrichment, and equitable specials instruction while 
managing changing enrollment and staffing.  Educators 
know these opportunities are critically important but 
often simply can’t fit them into the day. 

Because DMGroup believes there is a direct correlation 
between elementary scheduling best practices and 
improving academic outcomes for all students, we 
conducted a survey of over 100 elementary principals 
across the United States to gain a deeper understanding of 
current scheduling practices.  We share some highlights 
with you below and invite you to read the full survey 
report at info.dmgroupK12.com/scheduling-study

We conducted a survey 
of over 100 elementary 
principals across the 
United States to gain a 
deeper understanding 
of current scheduling 
practices.

Key findings:

 
90% of  respondents indicated they receive 
little to no training in scheduling. 

Because scheduling is a complex challenge, expertise in scheduling 

techniques does make a difference and can help you find time to 

implement best practices you know are important, such as common 

planning time and daily intervention and enrichment.

Training received in the last 3 years

None

1 - 9 hours

10 - 20 hours

20+ hours



Almost 30%of respondents don’t start 
scheduling the new school year until summer.
In fact, starting scheduling earlier allows for teacher and staff 

input, and can help inform budget and staffing decisions.
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70%of respondents still use paper and pencil 
to schedule.  

Given the complexity of scheduling, dedicated scheduling 

tools can be far more efficient and deliver a schedule 

with much greater impact. Powerful scheduling tools can 

provide the ability to experiment with different scheduling 

models, compare scenarios, and allow for collaborating, 

communicating, and sharing of schedules.

Respondents cited many 
scheduling challenges, including:

•	 Fitting every program into the school day

•	 Creating opportunities for common planning time 

•	 Providing extra time for intervention and enrichment 

•	 Scheduling shared or part-time staff

•	 Accommodating push-in and pull-out services

•	 Providing equity for teachers and students across 
classrooms and schools

Download 
the full 
study at 
info.dmgroupk12.com/scheduling-study

Are there opportunities in your district to improve academic
outcomes and equity through strategic scheduling?

Take our Elementary School Schedule Diagnostic on the next page to find out.
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Are You Maximizing Opportunities to Raise 
Achievement and Increase Equity?
Effective Scheduling Holds the Key

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

E lementary schools continually strive to raise achievement and increase equity for students, but many schools 
struggle to implement all the programs they want to provide. Though often overlooked, strategic scheduling 
offers a solution. Through our research and work with thousands of schools, DMGroup has identified scheduling 

best practices that help drive improvements in achievement and equity. Take our diagnostic to see if your scheduling 
practices make the most of student, teacher, and staff time.

Elementary School Schedule Diagnostic To what extent has your school/district 
implemented this practice?

Fully Partially Not at all

The scheduling process starts early enough to guide budget and staffing decisions.

The schedule is developed as a team, with input and feedback from teachers and 
support staff.

The district has established guidelines for instructional minutes of core subjects to help 

drive equity in all schedules.

The schedule specifies at least 90 minutes of literacy and 60 minutes of math 

every day.

District and school guidelines specify that students cannot be pulled out of core 

reading and math periods.

A daily intervention and enrichment period provides extra help for struggling students 

and opportunities for enrichment.

Each grade’s homeroom teachers have common planning time opportunities every day.

Specials staff time is optimized, with limited unscheduled time.

Each grade’s general education classrooms have identical schedules to allow for 

regrouping by student needs during small group/differentiated instruction and interventions.

Periods that allow for pull-out support are staggered by grade throughout the day.

Total number of checkmarks in each column

Multiply X 10 X 5 X 1

Total score by column

Total Score

+ +
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Scorecard

Your Score Are there opportunities to improve and strengthen the use of instructional time?

76 - 100 You are doing pretty well! Keep up the good work and keep looking for opportunities to improve.

51 - 75 You’re already using many best practices, but you have some opportunities for improvement.

26 - 50 There are opportunities for you to improve academic results and equity by more effectively utilizing the 
time in the school day.  

10 - 25 As with many schools, you have significant opportunities to make more effective use of time in the 
school day.

Learn more about our expertise, best practices, and tools.

877-362-3500 info@dmgroupk12.com

Leverage Best Practices to Improve Achievement
Build a Powerful Elementary School Schedule

DMGroup has identified scheduling best practices and has developed the expertise, techniques, and tools 
to help schools build schedules that create a foundation to improve achievement for all students.

The specials rotations and individual teacher schedules 
are automatically created from the master schedule
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DMGroup Helps Shape Sweeping Special 
Education Reform Across Vermont
Nate Levenson

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

DMGroup in Action

S weeping changes to special education have 
eluded most schools, districts, and states. It’s 
not because stakeholders are enamored with the 

current system; it’s that it has been virtually impossible 
to build broad support and agreement on how to 
improve the situation. The only things stakeholders 
readily agree on are that student achievement results 
aren’t good enough, costs are high and rising, and 
teachers are stressed.

In May 2018, all that changed in Vermont with the 
enactment of legislation H.897. A broad coalition of 
superintendents, special education directors, school 
board members, academics, parents, policy advisors, 
and legislators joined forces to dramatically change 
how struggling students with and without disabilities 
will be served, how funds will be provided, and what 
supports the state’s Agency of Education will provide. 
Many of the changes will officially take effect in 
school year 2020-2021, but districts across the state are 
already beginning to change how they serve students 
who struggle. Such changes include the following:

•	Ensuring all students receive 100% of core 
instruction in ELA and math and are never 
pulled out during this critical instructional 
time 

•	Providing extra time during the day, every 
day, for intervention and remediation

•	Having only highly skilled and trained 
staff provide academic support to 
struggling students as opposed to having 
paraprofessionals provide academic support 

•	Expecting general education teachers to take 
the lead in teaching all students

•	Allowing special educators to play to 
their strengths, rather than attempt to be 
jacks-of-all-trades 

•	Expanding social, emotional, and behavioral 
supports by focusing on prevention, adding 
more expertise in schools, and partnering with 
outside agencies

These changes are good for students—and for the 
budget. With these changes, students who struggle, 
with or without disabilities, will get the support they 
need from the most skilled staff, whether or not they 
have an IEP.

The Idea Takes Hold
Although the Vermont law passed with much support, 
the journey to its creation and enactment began 
without much notice. Since 2012, DMGroup Managing 
Director Nate Levenson had been speaking at a variety 
of events with Vermont superintendents, school board 
members, and business officers to share best prac-
tices for serving struggling students. Despite Nate’s 

A broad coalition joined 
forces to dramatically 
change how struggling 
students with and without 
disabilities will be served,
how funds will be provided, 
and what supports the 
state’s Agency of Education 
will provide.
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account of successful 
implementation of 
these practices in 
other districts across 
the country, he 
initially encountered 
skepticism that these 
practices could work 
in Vermont. “Can we 
really afford to rely 
on reading teachers 
instead of paras?” 
they asked. “How will 
we find time in the 
schedule for all struggling students? This is Vermont. 
What makes you think these ideas can work here?” 

Vermont is a special place. Its residents value education, 
spend the most per pupil in the nation when adjusted 
for cost of living,1  and have great respect for their many 
neighbors who work as paraprofessionals. But Vermont 
is also a state with small schools with declining 
enrollment, fierce local control, small central offices, 
and a limited pool of potential staff. If special education 
reform was elusive across the country, Vermont did not 
seem like fertile ground for innovative solutions to 
take root. Yet, given the significant achievement gap 
between students with and without disabilities coupled 
with the mounting pressure from the Governor and 
taxpayers to rein in per-pupil spending, there was a 
mounting sense of urgency. 

Two Districts Help Show the Way
The Vermont superintendents’ association, with support 
from the school board association, encouraged districts 
to test the waters. Two school districts, Champlain 
Valley School District and Franklin West Supervisory 
Union, stepped up to the plate and engaged DMGroup 
in 2014-2015 to review their current practices and map 
a path toward implementing best practices. 

These two districts were generally high-performing, 
but, as in many districts, the achievement gap for 
students from poverty or with disabilities was large and 
stubborn, despite high levels of spending. DMGroup’s 
review revealed many practices sharply at odds with 
best practices, including the following:

•	 Heavy reliance on paraprofessionals to 
provide academic support

•	 Limited role of general education teachers in 
helping struggling students 

•	 Frequently pulling students out of core 
instruction for “extra help,” which meant 
this help was not “extra” but “instead of” core 
instruction 

•	 Limited expertise for behavior management 
at the school level

“It seems the more a student struggles, the further 
we pull them from our most skilled teachers,” 
one superintendent commented soberly. After 
digesting these findings, both districts committed to 
implementing best practices. Over the subsequent few 
years, these districts shifted staffing, services, and 
schedules to provide more and better supports from 
highly-skilled staff, make core instruction sacrosanct, 
and add extra learning time. Soon, outcomes improved 
while costs were better controlled.

Success Breeds Momentum and Support
The success and enthusiasm of these pioneering 
districts helped shift the conversation statewide from 
“Can these ideas work in Vermont?” to “How widely 
applicable are these ideas to districts across the state?” 
As more superintendents, school board members, and 
special education directors contemplated this different 
approach to meeting the needs of struggling students 
with and without special needs, members of the state 
legislature and the Agency of Education became 
intrigued. 

The Vermont Legislature decided to take action, and 
commissioned a series of studies. The first study resulted 
in the 2016 Picus report, which examined Vermont 
education and spending. The report revealed that 
Vermont over-identifies students and may have spent 
about 10% more than necessary in the 2014-15 school 
year.2  This led the Vermont Legislature to commission 
a study by the University of Vermont focused on how 
the state pays for special education, and an additional 
study by DMGroup regarding best practices.3
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For its study, DMGroup offered to work with 10 districts 
or supervisory unions to review and assess their practices 
and compare them with best practices. This effort was 
oversubscribed, and so 10 districts/supervisory unions 
were selected to create a representation of the state as a 
whole. Over the course of a year, more than 800 educators 
were interviewed; 1,100 staff shared the details of their 
weekly schedules; and hundreds of classrooms were 
visited. DMGroup also reviewed and analyzed data on 
staffing, spending, and student achievement.

Analyzing the qualitative and quantitative data revealed 
a statewide trend: nearly every school had practices quite 
similar to those observed at Champlain Valley School 
District and Franklin West Supervisory Union. Despite 
having limited interactions, each school had adopted 
similar practices to help students who struggle. The review 
of practices at the 10 districts revealed the following:

•	 Few struggling students received extra time to 
learn with a certified teacher. 

•	 52% of special education teachers at secondary 
schools supported students in three or more core 
subjects each week. 

•	 66% of support staff were special education 
paraprofessionals, 27% were special education 
teachers, and only 7% were general education inter-            
ventionists, such as reading or math specialists. 

In short, a struggling student was 10 times more likely 
to receive help from a paraprofessional than a general 
education intervention teacher, and two-and-a-half  
times more likely to work with a paraprofessional  
than a special education teacher.

In the fall of 2017, DMGroup shared the findings in a 
report entitled Expanding and Strengthening Best-Practice 
Supports for Students Who Struggle. The DMGroup report 
showed that best practices don’t have to cost more than 
current practice and, over time, should cost less while also 
reducing teacher burnout and lessening the impact of the 
special education teacher shortage.

Consensus to Change
After positive statehouse testimony from superin-
tendents, special education directors, school board 
members, DMGroup, University of Vermont faculty, 
and others, it became clear that there was much support 
and little opposition to implementing many of the 
recommendations from the reports by the University of 
Vermont and DMGroup. However, key obstacles remained: 

•	 An existing funding mechanism encouraged 
the use of special education paraprofessionals 
rather than highly skilled general education 
teachers.

•	 A funding formula encouraged higher levels of 
special education identification and services, 
rather than general education interventions.

•	 Classroom teachers needed additional support 
to learn new pedagogical methods and 
approaches. 

•	 Finding extra time to schedule supports for 
struggling students was essential.

 

I N S I D E  D M G R O U P
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In March 2018, the Vermont House of Representatives 
unanimously passed H.897, which revises the special 
education funding formula, identifies regulatory barriers 
to implementing best practices, and provides districts 
with the technical support needed to phase in over three to 
five years4 the new approaches identified in the DMGroup 
study. Soon thereafter, the Senate passed the bill, and 
the bill was signed by the governor on May 25, 2018.5 The 
state of Vermont committed all of its schools to turn away 
from long-held traditions and embrace best practices for 
the benefit of struggling students, stressed teachers, and 
stretched taxpayers.

To date, more than a dozen districts are phasing in 
changes, and many more are in the planning stages. 
DMGroup will continue to provide implementation 
support, scheduling expertise, advice on regionalized 
hiring of highly specialized staff, and professional 
development to cohorts of districts. While much hard 
work lies ahead, there is a great sense of optimism and 
energy that better results can be achieved for the 
students of Vermont. 

1. Tiffany Danitz Pache, “Special Education Students Could Be Better 
Served for Less, Studies Say,” VTDigger, February 4, 2018, https://
vtdigger.org/2018/02/04/struggling-vermont-students-could-be-
better-served-for-less-studies-say/. Accessed September 8, 2018.

2. Tiffany Danitz Pache, “Study: State Spends 10 Percent More Than 
Needed on Education,” VTDigger, February 3, 2016, https://vtdigger.
org/2016/02/03/study-state-spends-10-percent-more-than-needed-
on-educationstudy-state-could-spend-10-percent-less-on-education/.

3. Tiffany Danitz Pache, “Special Education Funding Bill Sails Through 
House,” VTDigger, March 23, 2018, https://vtdigger.org/2018/03/23/
special-education-funding-bill-sails-through-house/.

4. Vermont Superintendents Association, Education Legislative Report, 
issue #9, May 16, 2018, https://mailchi.mp/8fbfd3db87e2/2017-
education-legislative-update-714425?e=74c46f67f0.

5. “Governor Phil Scott Signs Bill to Improve Effectiveness of Special 
Education Services at Vermont Public Schools,” Office of Governor 
Phil Scott, State of Vermont, press release, May 25, 2018, http://
governor.vermont.gov/press-release/governor-phil-scott-signs-bill-
improve-effectiveness-special-education-services.

NOTES

Vermont H.897
Summary of Relevant Elements

H.897 strives to enhance the effectiveness, 
availability, and equity of services provided to 
all students who require additional support,* 
including students receiving special education 
services and students who need additional 
support but do not receive special education 
services. The bill changes the funding model for 
special education from a reimbursement model 
to a census-based model, which provides more 
flexibility in how funding can be used, is aligned 
with the state’s priorities of serving students who 
require additional support across the general and 
special education service-delivery systems, and 
simplifies administration.

The law includes provisions for training teachers and 
staff, providing technical assistance with the goal 
of embedding these special education services best 
practices: (1) ensuring core instruction meets most 
needs of most students; (2) providing additional 
instructional time outside core subjects to students 
who require additional support, rather than 
providing interventions in place of core instruction; 
(3) ensuring students who require additional support 
receive all instruction from highly skilled teachers; (4) 
creating or strengthening a system-wide approach 
to supporting positive student behaviors based 
on expert support; and (5) providing specialized 
instruction from skilled and trained experts to 
students with more intensive needs.

*The law defines a “student who requires additional support” 
as one (1) who is on an individualized education program; 
(2) who is on a section 504 plan; (3) who is not on an IEP 
or section 504 plan, but whose ability to learn is negatively 
impacted by a disability, social, emotional, or behavioral 
needs, or because the student is otherwise at risk; (4) for 
whom English is not the primary language; or (5) who reads 
below grade level.

Excerpted from Vermont Superintendents Association, 
Education Legislative Report, issue #9, May 16, 2018. 

These changes are good 
for students—and for 
the budget.
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In response to member interest in sharing DMGroup’s best practice insights with their district and building 
leadership teams, DMGroup has been increasing the ways for district staff to interact with our resources, 
including research reports, webinars, virtual and in-person roundtables, advisory calls, and events. Catch up on 

what’s happening at DMGroup, and join us and other members to explore powerful ideas in education management.

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

DMCouncil Corner

Membership Connections

DMGroup Webinars and Virtual 
Roundtables

DMCouncil member districts have unlimited access to 
our regularly scheduled live and recorded webinars. 
Superintendents can also participate in virtual 
roundtable discussions, which provide the opportunity 
to ask questions of DMGroup experts and to discuss with 
other superintendents common challenges, lessons 
learned, and strategies that have proven successful.

2018 Webinars and Virtual Roundtables

•	 May 2018 
Improving and Expanding Social, Emotional, and 
Behavioral Supports for Students 
Over the past decade, the number of students needing 
social, emotional, and behavioral supports has risen 
dramatically. DMGroup Managing Director Nate 
Levenson detailed what district leaders need to know 
about the changing nature of student needs and the 
impact on staff and existing systems.

•	 June 2018 
Clarifying Roles and Responsibilities 
DMGroup’s Nate Levenson discussed four “flavors” 
of unclear roles that often creep into complex 
organizations and the methods for identifying where 
ambiguity exists. Nate then provided tactics to 
redefine roles and clarify responsibilities to alleviate 
power struggles and inaction.

•	 September 2018 
Virtual Roundtable Discussion on Clarifying 
Roles and Responsibilities 
Member superintendents were invited to continue 
the conversation on clarifying roles in a discussion 
facilitated by DMGroup’s John Kim. Participants 
compared approaches, asked questions, and shared  
a host of ideas and experiences. 
 

 
 

•	 October 2018 
What is Academic Return on Investment and Why 
is it Important? 
DMGroup Senior Director Sam Ribnick introduced the 
Academic Return on Investment (A-ROI) framework 
for evaluating academic programs and allocating 
resources and explained how an A-ROI approach can 
lead to better decisions, better budgets, and better 
student outcomes.

How to Improve Equity and Excellence with 
Strategic School Scheduling 
Few districts have unlocked the full potential of their 
school schedules to serve as a lever for improvement. 
DMGroup CEO John Kim explained how a strategic 
scheduling approach can raise achievement and 
improve equity across schools and classrooms.

•	 November 2018 
Three Ways to Make this Year’s Budgeting Process 
More Strategic 
Finding funding to launch new initiatives seems a 
nearly impossible task, but can be accomplished by 
finding ways to deliver current programs and services 
more efficiently and by shifting resources to support 
critical, strategic priorities. DMGroup Senior Director 
Sam Ribnick discusses how you can incorporate  
strategic thinking into the budgeting process. 
 
Virtual Roundtable Discussion: Strategic Planning 
Join DMGroup’s John Kim to learn how a concise, 
focused strategic plan can drive the daily work to 
achieve district goals. With a limited number of  
participants, you’ll have ample opportunity to 
get answers to specific questions and compare 
approaches with your counterparts in other districts.
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District Leadership Roundtables

To provide members year-round opportunities for 
shared learning and collaborative problem-solving, 
DMGroup hosts regional half-day professional 
development sessions throughout the school year. 
Roundtable attendees review best-practices research, 
discuss case studies, and compare experiences with a 
diverse group of peers in a region. 

Many thanks to our 2017-2018 hosts:

Funding District Priorities Despite Tight Budgets 
Hosted by Superintendent Curtis Jones 

Bibb County School District (GA)

Managing Time: Your Scarcest Resource 
Hosted by Superintendent David Moyer 

Elmhurst CUSD 205 (IL)

Cost-Effective Strategies for Closing the 
Achievement Gap 
Hosted by Superintendent Gordon Smith 

East Longmeadow Public Schools (MA)

Innovating with Impact 
Hosted by Superintendent Mary Skipper 

Somerville Public Schools (MA)

A Strategic Approach to Scheduling: Making the Most 
of Every Minute in the Day and Improving Social, 
Emotional, and Behavioral Supports 
Minneapolis, MN

Cost-Effective Strategies for Closing the 
Achievement Gap 
NYC Special Education Collaborative (NY)

Funding District Priorities Despite Tight Budgets 
New Haven, CT

Shifting Resources to Fund Strategic Priorities and 
Improving School and Staff Scheduling 
Napa, Marin, and Solano County Offices of 

Education (CA)

DMGroup Roundtables

October 4, 2018 • Minneapolis, MN 
Improving and Expanding Social, Emotional and 
Behavioral Supports 
Hosted by Superintendent Darren Kermes  
SouthWest Metro Intermediate Unit 288

October 15, 2018 • Downington, PA 
Cost-Effective Strategies to Close the Achievement 
Gap 
Hosted by Executive Director Joseph O’Brien  
Chester County Intermediate Unit

October 16, 2018 • Atlanta, GA 
The Strategic Role of Human Capital: Developing 
High-Potential Leaders 
Hosted by Superintendent Jeff Rose 
Fulton County School System

January 31, 2019 • New Haven, CT 
Hosted by DMGroup

February 21, 2019 • Barrington, IL 
Hosted by Superintendent Brian Harris 
Barrington School District 220

DMGroup Conferences
Our 2019 Superintendents’ Strategy Summit and the 
subsequent Leadership Development Meetings will 
focus on the topic Transforming Your Human Capital 
Strategy: Cultivating Talent to Achieve Equity and 
Excellence.

Superintendents’ Strategy Summit 

January 16-18, 2019 • New York City, NY

Leadership Development Meetings 

April 2019 • Chicago, IL 

November 2019 • Boston, MA

DMGroup 2018-2019 Events

Interested in attending a 
District Leadership Roundtable, 
Conference, Webinar, or Event?
Contact us: Phone: 877-362-3500  
Email: membership@DMGroupK12.com
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When the world changes, our strategy and 
execution also must change. And the world 
of public education certainly has been 

changing dramatically, presenting district leaders with 
a growing list of challenges. The financial pressures 
that intensified during the 2008 financial crisis show 
no signs of abating in the face of rising healthcare, 
pension, and infrastructure-improvement costs. And 
recent changes to the federal tax code regarding 
state and local tax deductions will put additional 
pressure on school budgets. At the same time, shifting 
demographics, rising student needs, and broadening 
definitions of success held by students, parents, and 
staff are all placing growing demands on public school 
systems. Meeting the challenges of this changing 
landscape demands a new form of leadership: one 

that fosters an environment that is both conducive to 
developing new ideas and approaches and supportive 
of the hard work of moving these ideas into practice.

This year, DMGroup has been exploring the most 
effective ways to address these leadership challenges 
by rethinking existing systems and implementing 
new, more nimble approaches that deliver results in a 
shorter period of time. After initiating these discussions 
with more than 70 member superintendents at our 
Superintendents’ Strategy Summit in January 2018, 
we have been delving further into these discussions 
with cross-functional district leadership teams at our 
follow-on Leadership Development Meetings (LDMs). 
Specific topics covered are listed on the following page.

LEADING CHANGE DURING 
CHANGING TIMES

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

DMGroup’s  
Leadership Development Meetings

         

Leaders in education must 
ask themselves the essential 
questions:

•	Can we make this approach 
work in public education?

•	How do I create an environ-
ment that encourages and 
supports people to try new 
ideas?

•	How can we scale these 
practices?

John J-H Kim addresses LDM participants
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Join us for our last Leadership Development Meeting of 2018, taking 
place in Boston, November 8–9. 
Our LDMs are professional development meetings that enable cross-functional district leadership 
teams to participate in shared learning and collaborative problem solving. With a mix of 
presentations, facilitated discussions, and group activities, your team will leave armed with 
actionable insights and tactics to deliver progress on stubborn problems and energized to put 
these new strategies into action.  
 
You can find more details and register at www.dmgroupk12.com/LDM

Achieving Systemic Change Using the  
Breakthrough Team Approach

At our 2018 LDMs, we discuss how organizations can 
address overarching objectives by breaking them down 
into very specific, measurable goals for teams to tackle 
using DMGroup’s Breakthrough Team Approach. Over 
the course of 10 weeks, teams develop, test, and refine 
strategies to achieve specific, measurable objectives. 
These short, iterative cycles (Exhibit 1) allow for rapid 

innovation, and the short timeline creates an urgency 
to make progress. Coaching and targeted professional 
development are delivered along the way and help 
develop leadership skills. At the LDMs, attendees have 
a chance to see how this approach is delivering results 
for the Los Angeles Unified School District, where 
78 teams across LA’s six local area districts are using 
breakthrough teams to tackle their strategic priorities.

Rethinking Existing Systems to Solve New        
Challenges�

We also explore rethinking existing systems to more 
effectively respond to the changing environment. 
Specifically, we focus on how district leaders can address 
the growing need for social, emotional, and behavioral 
supports for students. District leaders can more 
effectively address this complex and difficult challenge 
by leveraging the talents of current staff in a way 
that “plays to their strengths” and builds the capacity 
of classroom teachers, focuses on prevention rather 
than remediation, and actively and effectively supports 
partnerships with outside resources.

We look forward to supporting you as you implement 
new techniques and update existing approaches to 
raise student achievement in a cost-effective manner. 
We hope you will join us for our last Leadership 
Development Meeting of 2018, taking place in Boston on 
November 8–9. 

Exhibit 1  BREAKTHROUGH TEAM APPROACH CYCLE

Source: 

District Management Group.
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DMGroup’s Chicago Leadership Development Meeting

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



DMGroup’s Chicago Leadership Development Meeting
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Page 52: Top left: Rodney Bullard, Deputy Superintendent and Cheryl 
Smith, both at Dougherty County School System (GA). Top right: Laren 
Carlton, Angel Helms, and Holly Huynh, all Behavior Specialists at Bibb 
County School District (GA). Center: Dr. David Moyer, Superintendent, 
Elmhurst CUSD 205 (IL), Christine Trendel, Principal and Heidi Thomas, 
Principal, both at Elmhurst  CUSD 205 (IL). Bottom left: Mark Wiernusz, 
Managing Director, DMGroup, Deb Muilenburg-Wilson, Senior Director of 
Special Services and Dr. Teresa Boysen, Assistant Superintendent, both at 
Sioux Falls School District. Bottom right: Mariann Lemke, Executive 
Director of Research and Program Analysis, Nate Levenson, Managing 

Director, DMGroup, Dr. Mary Henderson, Assistant Superintendent for 
Learning and Leadership Development, Dr. David Moyer, Superintendent, 
Elmhurst CUSD 205 (IL).

This Page: Bottom left: Heidi Dettman, Executive Director of 
Academics, Dr. Kelly Monson, Chief of Continuous Improvement, Dr. 
Matthew Vosberg, Deputy Superintendent, and Matthew Zediker, Chief 
Human Resource Officer, all at Rockford Public School District 205 (IL) 
Top right: Alice Fackre, Vice President, DMGroup

CHICAGO
APRIL  

2018

Insights from Chicago LDM Participants
Collaborative problem-solving and peer learning are 
hallmarks of all DMGroup in-person gatherings, and 
Chicago’s Leadership Development Meeting was no 
different. Attendees had the opportunity to apply the 
ideas presented at the conference to their own districts, 
and to share common challenges and innovative 
solutions with their peers from other districts as well.

In the Crowdsourcing Ideas and Lessons Learned Activity, 
for example, LDM participants were asked to share the 
strategies that have worked to improve social, emotional, 
and behavioral supports for their students, as well as any 
other lessons learned as they have attempted to address this 
complex challenge. This advice was collected on Post-it notes 
attached to poster boards, which were then passed around to 
other participants for comments and recommendations. At 
the conclusion of the activity, participants shared selected 
insights and observations with the group at large.  
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Christine Carver
Bethel Public Schools (CT)

Christine Carver has served as 
superintendent in the district since 2014. 
Prior to her current role, she served as an 
associate superintendent in the 
Newington Public Schools (CT), where she 
was also a DMCouncil member. Bethel 
Public Schools enrolls over 3,000 students. 

Joseph Baeta
Norton Public Schools (MA)

Joseph Baeta has been superintendent in 
the district since 2013, and previously 
served as superintendent at Holbrook 
Public Schools (MA). Norton Public 
Schools enrolls almost 3,000 students.

Fran Rabinowitz
Connecticut Association of Public School 
Superintendents (CT)

Joining DMCouncil is the Connecticut 
Association of Public School 
Superintendents (CAPSS), a statewide 
nonprofit education administration 
organization led by Executive Director 
Fran Rabinowitz. 

Rob Anderson
Boulder Valley School District (CO)

Rob Anderson became the superintendent at 
Boulder Valley School District in July 2018. 
He previously served as the deputy superin-
tendent of academics in Fulton County (GA), 
where he was also a member of our DMCouncil 
community. Boulder Valley School District 
has an enrollment of 30,000 students.

Rick Colpitts
Oxford Hills School District (ME)

Rick Colpitts has served as superintendent 
for the past five years and before that 
served as the district’s assistant 
superintendent. Oxford Hills School 
District enrolls almost 3,500 students.

Brian White
Butler Area School District (PA)

Brian White assumed the superintendency 
of Butler Area School District in January 
2018. He previously served as superinten-
dent at Chartiers Valley School District 
(PA), where he also was a member of our 
DMCouncil community. Butler Area School 
District enrolls almost 7,000 students.

David Petrone
Coventry Public Schools (CT)

Superintendent Petrone has led the 
district since 2012, after serving as a 
principal and assistant principal in the 
district since 2005. Coventry Public 
Schools enrolls over 1,500 students.

Lawrence Mussoline
Haddonfield Public Schools (NJ)

Larry Mussoline became the 
superintendent in the district in July. He 
previously served as the superintendent 
of Downingtown Area School District (PA) 
for eight years, where he was a longtime 
DMCouncil member. 

Anthony McConnell  
Deerfield Public Schools District 109 (IL)

Anthony McConnell became 
superintendent in July, after serving as 
an assistant superintendent, principal, 
and assistant principal in the district 
since 2013. Deerfield Public Schools 
District 109 enrolls over 3,000 students.  

Welcome to Our New Members
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Congratulations to Our 
Members on the Move

Thomas Anderson 
Thomas Anderson has become 
superintendent of New Bedford Public 
Schools (MA). Previously, he led the 
Randolph Public Schools (MA) and held 
district leadership positions in 
Washington, D.C., and Chicago.

Megan Bennett 
Megan Bennett is superintendent of 
Regional School District 12 (CT). For the 
past six years, she served as an 
elementary school principal in 
Southington, CT. Prior to that, she held 
principal and district leadership roles in 
Rocky Hill, CT, and Taunton, MA. 

Cade Brumley 
Cade Brumley is the new superintendent 
of the Jefferson Parish Public Schools 
(LA), Louisiana’s largest school district 
with an enrollment of nearly 50,000 
students. Previously, he was 
superintendent for the DeSoto Parish 
School System (LA). 

Kim Hiel 
Kim Hiel has assumed the superintendency 
of Fridley Public Schools (MN). Her 24 years 
of experience in education includes 
teaching, principal, and district leadership 
positions. Most recently, Hiel served as an 
assistant superintendent for Osseo Area 
Schools (MN). 

Barbara Duffrin 
Barbara Duffrin is now the superintendent 
of Mahtomedi Public Schools (MN). For the 
past six years, she served as the executive 
director of educational services at 
Farmington Area Public Schools (MN). 
Prior to that, she was a principal and 
teacher in Farmington’s middle schools. 

Renee Comeille 
Renee Comeille assumed the 
superintendency of the St. Anthony–New 
Brighton Independent School District 
(MN) after serving as a principal in the 
district for the last eight years. She 
previously held education and building 
leadership positions in Bloomington, MN.

Anna Cutaia 
Anna Cutaia has assumed the 
superintendency of Milford Public 
School (CT). She most recently served as 
superintendent of Regional School 
District 14 (CT). Prior to that, she was the 
director of elementary education for the 
Fairfield Public Schools (CT).

Eduardo Hernandez 
Eduardo Hernandez has become 
superintendent of Edgewood Independent 
School District (TX). He most recently 
served as Chief Officer of Academics and 
Innovation for the Duncanville 
Independent School District (TX).

Rupak Gandhi 
Rupak Gandhi is now the superintendent 
of Fargo Public Schools (ND). He 
previously served as an assistant 
superintendent for research, data, and 
accountability at Harrison School District 
2 (CO) and as a principal at Houston 
Independent School District (TX). 
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Make It Stick: 
The Science of Successful Learning
Peter C. Brown, Henry L. Roediger III, and Mark A. McDaniel

Drawing on recent discoveries in cognitive science and 
other disciplines, the authors show us the shortcomings of 
common learning strategies and point toward a better way 
to learn. Make It Stick explains how many widely accepted 
practices are actually counterproductive to learning and 
retaining information: repetition, rereading, underlining, 
and cramming create the illusion of mastery, but these 
gains fade quickly. More durable learning emerges from 
struggling to solve problems before being taught the 
solutions, allowing time to forget and then forcing the 
brain to retrieve information, and self-testing and testing. 
The authors argue that learners should not be shackled 
by learning-style labels. Instead, they should embrace the 
brain’s plasticity and capacity for change. Educators will 
find this book full of practical techniques that can easily be 
employed to enhance student learning and improve results. 

Make Your Kid a Money Genius 
(Even If You’re Not)
Beth Kobliner

Research reveals that basic financial habits are 
formed very early in life, and yet most children 
do not learn much in the way of personal finance 
education at school or at home. Former staff writer 
for Money magazine and best-selling author Beth 
Kobliner provides simple, jargon-free, practical 
advice to help adults teach children from ages three 
to 23 the financial facts of life. Each chapter in the 
book covers a personal finance topic and provides 
specifics tailored to teach preschoolers, elementary, 
middle, and high schoolers, college students, and 
young adults about the topic. Written for parents 
and just as helpful for educators, Kobliner’s book 
shows us how to communicate important lessons 
about money matters that set up the next generation 
for success. 

Member Bookshelf
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Join us

Guest Speaker

Lakshmi Ramarajan
Harvard Business School 

“Bridging Demographic Divides: 
Navigating Identity and Class Di�erences”

Session themes include:
• Aligning organizational strategy to district priorities

• Recruiting strategies for equity and excellence 

• Succession planning: developing district leaders

• Enabling and measuring human capital strategies

DMGroup's 16th Annual Superintendents' Strategy Summit

Transforming Your
Human Capital Strategy
to Achieve Equity and Excellence

New York, NY     January 16-18, 2019
Explore the role human capital plays in responding to the myriad challenges

facing public school districts and develop strategies for transforming HR

from an administrative center to a strategic agent of change.


