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From the editor

John J-H Kim, Editor

In this issue of The District Management Journal, 
we focus on examples of district leaders, founda-
tions, and business partners who are engaging 
in bold initiatives to align strategy, strengthen 
management capacity, and foster collaboration 
to achieve tremendous results. In the interview 
with Bob Corcoran and Kelli Wells of the GE 
Foundation, we learn how the Foundation is  
engaging with districts to translate GE’s expe-
rience in growing organizational and systems  
capacity to help improve district operations.

In this issue’s feature, we hear how  
Superintendent John Barry, drawing on his  
experience in business and his illustrious career 
in the U.S. Air Force, is working to align Aurora 
Public Schools (CO) with the clear objective of  
graduating every student with the choice to  
attend college without remediation. The district  
is leveraging the use of data, aligning its  
teachers and administrators, and transforming 
the culture of the organization to have a laser  
focus on the district’s objective of improving  
student achievement. 

In the case study about Baltimore County 
Public Schools, Superintendent Joe Hairston 
transforms the traditional models of partnership 
to create a nationally recognized partnership 
with industry that is helping to turn around one 
of the district’s most troubled high schools and 
helping students to learn skills that will equip 
them for the 21st century workforce.

Finally, we share with you an extensive set  
of work on the topic of Pay-for-Perfor-
mance. The DMC Spotlight not only reviews  
strategies, structures, and funding, but covers  
key considerations in designing and implement-
ing a Pay-for-Performance program. We hope  
you will spend some time with our Toolkit to  
help your district think about designing  
a program. And, we highlight the case of 
Houston Independent School District, where 
then superintendent Abe Saavedra took 
the bold step of implementing what is now  
the largest Pay-for-Performance program in  
the country. Moreover, the program is viewed  
as central to ushering in a radical change in the 
culture of the district that has sparked a dramatic 
improvement in student achievement.

Whether it is through an innovative partnership 
with industry, a unique collaboration with GE 
Foundation, a focus on data, or a Pay-for-Perfor-
mance program, all the leaders featured herein 
have one thing in common – they all believe 
in the power of management and leadership. 
While the initiatives may be different, there is a 
fundamental belief and commitment to leadership, 
management capacity, and strategic alignment  
that has helped these leaders chart a strong 
direction for the public school districts with 
which they are engaged. 

—John J-H Kim	

The severity of the current economic crisis makes this 
one of the most challenging periods in history to be leading a public 
school district. Accountability measures are increasingly stringent, 
the organizational complexity of districts has continued to grow 
over the past few decades, and now, as a result of the economic 
crisis, districts will have fewer resources – a situation that is likely to 
continue for several years. In sum, there will be mounting pressure 
for districts to do more with less. Leadership, deepening management 
capacity, and strategic alignment are not only essential, but are 
perhaps the only solutions to meeting these new challenges.
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In 2005, GE Foundation, the philanthropic organization of the General Electric Company, 

launched the Developing Futures in Education program, to which it has committed more than 

$150 million to drive reform at six U.S. school districts. While the objective is to prepare 

students for college and for careers in math and science, this program is unique in its approach.  

The program focuses on growing school district management capacity through a vibrant 

partnership between the districts and GE’s corporate and divisional managers. GE managers 

bring to bear their expertise in core areas such as personnel management, resource allocation, 

collaboration, and technology to accelerate change and scale up innovations. Districts have 

experienced impressive successes, from implementing new math and science curricula to 

enhancing professional development programs. In this edited interview with Bob Corcoran, 

President and Chairman of GE Foundation, and Kelli Wells, Director of U.S. Education  

Programs of GE Foundation, DMC’s John J-H Kim discusses Developing Futures, and  

GE’s innovative approach to working with these districts.

Partnership and Capacity Building:  
An Interview with Bob Corcoran and  
Kelli Wells of GE Foundation

The impact of the Developing Futures program 
has been exciting. But, I know GE’s prior  
experience with its successful College Bound 
program helped shape the program you have 
today. Can you share with us some of the 
lessons learned that affected your structuring 
of the Developing Futures program?

Corcoran: College Bound was a very successful 
program we had in place for 18 years. The metric 
for the program was simple: to improve the college 
matriculation rates of schools in distressed districts 
serving underserved and challenged students. When 
we first began the program, the average college  
matriculation rate was around 35%; after 18 years 
of running this program, we were working with  
a total of 22 schools, and the average college  
matriculation rate had reached 76%—remarkable 
by any measure.

However, as we looked at scalability, we realized  
that while all the schools were achieving the  
objective, we were essentially funding 22 very  
different programs. Some schools achieved the 
objective through afterschool programs, some 
focused on parental outreach, some emphasized 
curriculum reinforcement, and others hired full-time 
staff to help with college coaching and counseling. 
When you are trying to effect large-scale reform 
and trying to affect the outcomes for millions of 
children being failed by the system, you need to 
focus on scalability. A single unit approach is not 
the answer no matter how good the innovation. 
So, over a period of four months back in 2004, we 
convened experts from around the country to help 
us evaluate and address the issues facing American 
education. We brought in people from the national 
level, the district level, various consultants, etc., 

W
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and looked at the issues, the challenges, and the 
opportunities for GE Foundation to make a  
difference going forward.

So what were the key conclusions?

Corcoran: There are perhaps 50 significant variables 
that can impact student achievement. But, in 
drawing on our business practice, we know that if 
you try to do everything, you do nothing. You just 
can’t do it. The key is to pick a handful of variables 
that you can reasonably focus on to drive change. 
Through the College Bound program, we learned 
that one of the biggest predictors of college readiness 
and college matriculation, regardless of race and  
ethnicity, was the taking of higher level courses  
in math and science. So, we decided this was the  

objective we wanted to target. We centered our 
efforts on implementing math and science curricula 
aligned with globally competitive standards,  
encouraging professional development to help 
teachers teach curricula, and implementing key 
metrics and data systems to enable districts to 
evaluate progress. 

As successful as the College Bound program was, 
we came to the conclusion that the unit of change 
has to be the district. It is the district that has full 
accountability for managing the education process. 
The classroom is unbelievably important because 
that’s where the students and the teacher inter-
act and that’s where the knowledge transfer and 
inquiry happens; the principal is incredibly  
important to ensure that the school runs. But, 
from the standpoint of fiscal accountability and 

Figure 1

District
Amount of  

Grant
Number of 

Schools
Number of  
Students

Jefferson County Public Schools
Louisville, KY

Superintendent: Dr. Sheldon Berman
$25 million 150 schools 97,000  

students

Stamford Public Schools
Stamford, CT

Superintendent: Dr. Joshua Starr
$15.3 million 21 schools 16,000  

students

Cincinnati Public Schools
Cincinnati, OH

Superintendent: Mary Ronan
$20 million 62 schools 35,000  

students

The School District of the City of Erie, PA
Erie, PA

Superintendent: Dr. James Barker
$15 million 21 schools 12,637  

students

Atlanta Public Schools
Atlanta, GA

Superintendent: Dr. Beverly Hall
$21 million 94 schools 50,631  

students

New York City Public Schools-Harlem
New York City, NY

Chancellor: Joel Klein
$28 million 1,450+ schools 1,100,000  

students

Developing Futures 
Developing Futures in Education is GE Foundation’s innovative approach to growing school district capacity to 
prepare students for college and for careers in math and science through systemic reform and high standards. 
With over a century of experience in developing new technologies, leading innovation, and managing  
a diverse workforce, GE recognizes the importance of preparing all students with the skills to prosper in a 
technologically-focused society. GE Foundation accelerates growth in school district performance by increasing 
management capacity in collaboration with teachers, professional associations, elected officials, policymakers, 
and community organizations. Developing Futures is working with the following six districts:

Source: GE Foundation
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providing equal access to quality education for all 
children, it happens at the district level – period. 
So, in designing Developing Futures, we chose  
to engage with six districts on a long-term basis  
to really drive change there (See Figure 1). 

The districts you chose are very different 
from each other. They’re in different parts of 
the country and vary in size and demographics. 
What did you find when you actually engaged 
with these districts? 

Corcoran: The interesting thing is that there are 
more similarities than differences in terms of how 
the systems operate. That would also be true within 
GE of a lighting factory versus an aircraft engine 
factory. The product is different and some of the 
equipment is different, but fundamentally, there’s 
a process, people, and outcomes. Of course, the 
presenting problems differ by district. One of the 
districts already had a common math curriculum  
while another was desperate to upgrade their  
math curriculum. One district had severe problems 
with data, and was working off a 1971-vintage IT 
infrastructure. But, the similarities outweigh the 
differences. They all have teachers and professional 
development. They all have curriculum. They have 

budgets. They have long-term growth issues as 
well as state and federal government metrics. All 
these districts have the same kinds of things they 
have to address, and for GE, helping them deal 
with these issues became a matter of sequencing. 
We at GE needed to allow for the differing ways 
these districts function. Our focus was to make the 
priorities meaningful for the school systems so that 
they could fully own and appreciate the work we 
are doing together.

What seems really unique about the  
Developing Futures program are the types of 
collaboration you have chosen to focus on. 
Essentially, what you have done is to take 
the fundamental lessons from the success  
of GE in terms of process, systems, management, 
measurement, and organization and transfer 
those skills to the districts. Developing Futures 
seems to be focusing on, for lack of better 
terminology, the unsexy work of capacity 
building. We know from our work that this 
is something that is missing from a lot of 
philanthropic efforts.

Corcoran: For the majority of reforms over the 
last decade, the focus has been at the state level 

Bob Corcoran (left) and DMC’s John J-H Kim (right)
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around required testing and standards. Or, it’s been 
in the classroom, around the testing of students. 
However, there has been little attention paid to 
one of the most important supporting structures: 
how you manage all of this to have the best possible 
outcomes for your district. This is where GE comes 
in because that’s what a corporation does every 
day. We’re business folks, so every day we look at 
systems, process, measures, and metrics. We make 
tough decisions on resources and processes; that’s 
what GE does. 

With the school districts, we apply our process 
mentality to the education support processes,  
engaging GE leaders with the teachers, teacher’s 
reps, and administrators (see Figure 2). That’s  
made a big difference. We realized that as a  
corporate foundation, one of the things that  
GE Foundation has and can leverage is our deep 
understanding of how to run an efficient and  
successful organization by applying process,  
structure, goals, and measurement. These are 
things that many school districts need. 

GE Foundation: Theory of Action & Core Components

Figure 2

	 K-12 education must prepare our 
children to compete in the world.

	 Math and science proficiency is 
more important now than ever.

	 All children have enormous 
capacity to learn.

	 High expectations lead to high 
achievement.

	 Standards are critical. Competitive 
America standards (fewer and 
deeper) are needed.

	 Teaching to the test is bad, but 
testing the teaching is essential.

	 Common, high-quality curricula 
enable teachers and students  
to excel.

	 Collaboration across adult  
stakeholders yields the best 
outcomes for children.

Developing Futures Initiative
More than $150 million investment in six districts to develop and share the highest standards,  
the most effective curricular material, the strongest professional training, and the best teaching 
practices, including use of real-time data in classrooms. 

Background & Beliefs Activities & Process Grant Outcomes To Date

	 The entire school district, including 
all key internal and external 
stakeholder groups, is involved  
in a systemic, collaborative  
approach to reform.

	 Six core components are  
addressed in each district:

1.	 Curriculum: Implementing  
common district curricula 
aligned with global standards

2.	 Professional Development:  
Building teacher capacity  
for improved instruction  
and assessment

3.	 Constituency Engagement:  
Driving broad stakeholder  
collaboration

4.	Management Capacity:  
Improving system efficiency  
and efficacy by building  
central office capacity

5.	 GE Engagement: Leveraging GE 
capacity and skills to support 
district improvement and  
student success

6.	Evaluation: Measuring and  
documenting the initiative  
for success

	 Significant increases in math 
and science proficiency across 
grantee districts

1.	 Curriculum:
—	Common curriculum  

implemented (98% of schools 
complete)

2.	 Professional Development: 
—	7500 teachers (63% of all 

teachers in GE-sponsored 
districts) have participated in 
grant-sponsored professional 
development 

3. Constituency Engagement: 
—	320 NPOs involved in grant

—	~19,000 individuals participat-
ing from public in last year

4. Management Capacity:
—	13 “high impact” projects

—	$14MM in savings identified 
to date

5. GE Engagement: 
—	Over 1500 GE volunteers 

have participated and nearly 
60 schools regularly use GE 
volunteers

6. Evaluation: 
—	Quarterly Tollgate  

review meetingsSource: DMC and GE Foundation
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Tell us more about how you get your people 
involved and about how your partnership works.

Corcoran: Every grant has a GE employee who has 
been seconded full-time to work as the grant program  
manager within the school district with the super-
intendent and the association leader. We’ve had 
IT leaders and their teams help a district examine 
data elements, requirement definitions, and the 
current systems to help them justify and scope out 
the student data management systems and the 
academic systems needed. We’ve had our IT leaders 
stand with district leaders before the local board 
to support the case to improve and maintain these 
systems. We’ve had facilities managers go in and 
create a 10-year plan on building management and 
maintenance with a school district; for example, 
Cincinnati saved $10 million on building mainte-
nance and rent. It may sound somewhat irrelevant 
that we saved them money on their building,  
but they are now able to put that money towards 
something that could positively affect district results.

Wells: Having a full-time program manager involved 
makes a tremendous difference. We’ve actually been 
able to build strong, long-term relationships. What 
I find surprising is that now when there is an issue 
the districts want to brainstorm about, they will pick 
up the phone and call their program manager. It’s a 
very different relationship. 

I just want to emphasize that when we go into 
the district, we are really working in partnership 
with the superintendent and the central office.  
We do a needs-analysis and then work with them. 
We don’t go in with all of the answers; we really go 
in wanting to forge that relationship and partner-
ship, leverage our tools, and try to fit in. You just 
don’t show up like Rambo saying, “Hey, we’re here 
to solve all your problems.”

It’s definitely not the  
one-size-fits-all approach.

Wells: Exactly. It’s about understanding the needs. 
There was a level of trust that started to be built, 
and they realized that we weren’t in there to tell 
them, “Here’s what you must do.” Instead, we were 
there to work with them. In the very beginning at 

every single location, the districts would tell us that 
everything was perfect. There was nothing wrong. 
They only wanted to share the good. Our feedback 
was you need to tell us the whole story. We need to 
know what’s working and what’s not working, and 
to use this as an opportunity to dialogue and have 
a conversation. Now, when we come together as 
a group, it is actually a productive discussion. You 
have the unions sitting at the table, and you have 
the district central office folks, and you have the 
board of education members, and they start asking 
questions and having a real exchange of ideas. I 
think that has fed into the process of making this a 
constant cycle of reflection and learning. The  
districts realize that we are not like any other funder 
out there; we are there to build the relationship.

A true partner. The district management 
and leadership issues that you’re addressing 
have been a focus of our work at The District 
Management Council, and over the last four 
decades, the percentage of dollars that goes 
into that has actually shrunk. Do you believe 
that with the help and the support that you 
have given these districts that management 
capacity building is sustainable? Over time, 
can those skills be built and be sustained 
without support from the outside?

Corcoran: Absolutely. When you look at organi-
zations and cultures of excellence, they become 
enduring and successful without regard for who 
happens to be leading them at the time. When I 
go to Washington and walk through the Capitol, 

“One of the best things that 
we bring to the districts is one 
that we take for granted inside 
of GE: how we manage and 
look at resources, our  
business, and how we  
measure our performance.”—Bob Corcoran
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there is a sense of excellence there that transcends 
the people who occupy the building. So, I absolutely 
believe that institutions of excellence can be built 
and sustained without the constant influx of money. 
The key is about sustaining the change. 

Mark Twain, who is credited with almost every 
pithy saying, said, “Quitting smoking is easy; I’ve 
done it a hundred times.” Well, implementing 
change is easy. We’ve done it a hundred times. 
The challenge of change is not conceiving it or 
implementing it, it’s sustaining it. One of the tools 
that we bring from the GE toolkit is called Change 
Acceleration Process. It’s now almost 20 years old. 
It’s an approach and a way to bring discipline and 
process to sustain change with supporting structures. 
What we see in the districts after a couple of years 
is that at the teacher level, the principal, and the 
administrative level, you have hundreds and thousands  
of adults who are invested in the system; we couldn’t 
take out some of these things if we wanted to. The 
grants have always been five-year grants and need 

to be sustainable at the end. There’s never been a 
promise that we would continue to pay and continue  
to re-up, etc., because that would be failure. Anybody 
can take money, do things, and when the money 
stops coming, they stop doing things. So the grants 
from the start have been focused on that. 

So, the real key is building management 
capacity and collaboration.

Corcoran: Yes. The key to all of this is to get all 
of the adult stakeholders—the school board, the 
parents, the business leaders in the community, the 
teachers, the teachers’ union, the administrators’ 
union, the administrators—all focused on improving 
opportunities for children. When you have divi-
siveness—people who are more focused on their 
views or agenda than they are on the outcome for 
children—no amount of money can fix things. 

So, it is incumbent upon the business community  
to play a big role because they have processes. 

Kelli Wells (left) and Bob Corcoran (right) discuss cultivating management capacity and sustaining change.
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Corporations face problems every day; business is 
not easy. You’ve got customers. You’ve got com-
petitors. You have resource constraints. You’ve 
got shareholders. If you can bring a collaborative 
process, and focus on what unites us, which is 
improved outcomes for children, you’re in better 
shape. The disciplines, the systems, the structures 
are absolutely necessary, but you must first have a 
fundamental collaborative approach that is tailored 
to the style of the district team—be it tough or 
engaging, depending on what is needed to be the 
most effective. 

As you reflect on the Developing Futures 
program, is there anything you would  
do differently?

Wells: I think one key thing would be for us and 
the district to have a better sense of where the 
district is when we begin.

A diagnostic.

Wells: Exactly. As I think about the future plans 
for this work, that’s the number one thing I’d do. 
I would complete a diagnostic assessment. I’d like 
to do a recap of where the district thinks it is in 
particular areas—its strengths and weaknesses. 

The second piece of it is we’ve always gone into 
a district and created a steering committee structure.  
By the time that we hit Erie, which was our fourth 
district, we did a much better job of having the 
right players in at the right time. Having good 
cross-representation and becoming more of a  
working committee has been fantastic. 

Another challenge has been around the evaluation  
piece. Many evaluation techniques essentially 
require that you leave significant groups of children 
behind as a control group to validate the success of 
a program. That’s not what we are after. We want 
to help all children.

One of our biases is that too much effort 
and funding are focused on islands of excellence. 
You end up with a great this program, a great 
that program, but none of it is actually tied 
together. What we find really exciting about 

what GE is doing is that you’re really talking 
about knitting these things together to get 
better performance overall.

Corcoran: With a couple hundred thousand schools 
in the country, you have to find replicable solutions. 
The importance of what the states are doing now 
on advancing towards common core standards in a 
couple of areas is important. Measurement of stu-
dent achievement is important. But, in the middle, 
you need to find ways to support and build capacity 
of the districts to manage efficiently and to get the 
most effectiveness out of those organizations. 

GE has a tremendous history of innovation, 
which is a big focus of the federal government 
right now with regard to education. I think 
what you are saying is that innovation may 
not be what we need at the moment, right? 

Corcoran: To paraphrase Thomas Alva Edison, the 
founder of GE, innovation is 1% inspiration, 99% 
perspiration. There is a lot of discussion these days 
about innovation, but we should not lose sight of 
the fact that 99% perspiration with a little bit of 
innovation makes a tremendous impact. Brilliant 
ideas, poorly or never implemented, are useless. 
I would suggest that we not get blinded by bright 
shiny objects. The investment community and 
America was blinded by the dot-com boom in the 
late 90s; they had people thinking that you could 
buy pet supplies on-line and that would be worth 
more than General Motors. In the end, you have 
to deliver a product. In the end, it’s hard work. In 
the end, there has to be value. In this case, new 
ideas or proven ideas implemented well are innova-
tions. Take a decent idea around timeline tasks. Go 
implement it and go do it. That’s innovation. 

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

Aurora Public Schools: 

Trust

Failure is not an option and hope is not a strategy. When 

discussing our work in Aurora Public Schools (CO) I often use 

these words first coined by Gene Krantz, the NASA Apollo 13 

Mission Director. Every day parents not only entrust us with  

their children, they assume that we are doing everything  

possible to ensure their children’s success. It is our duty to 

meet these expectations. To do this in Aurora Public Schools 

(APS), we had to transform our school district.

|  john barry



The District Management Journal  |  Spring 2010          13

When I became superintendent of APS 
in 2006, I was cognizant of the fact 
that the first 90 days as superintendent  
can define an entire tenure, so I be-
gan with a strategic entry plan that 

was inclusive. After collecting feedback from our entire 
community (parents, students, staff, elected officials, busi-
ness leaders, and reporters), our leadership team quickly 
focused on the vision of graduating every student with the 
choice to attend college without remediation. We pursued 
this goal by changing the culture of the district and designing  
a strategic plan relevant to all staff and with initiatives 
that support the people who can really make change  
happen: instructional leaders, the teaching corps, and 
other staff who directly contribute to student performance.

At the time, the district was adjusting to a rapidly 
changing student demographic that was increasingly poor, 
mobile, and immigrant. Within the short span of six years, 
the percentage of English language learners in the district 
had more than doubled, and the number of poor students 
had increased from 44 to 64 percent. More than 60 percent 
of our 35,000 students were receiving free or reduced lunch, 
and nearly 40 percent were second language learners, 
mostly from Mexico and other parts of Latin America. 

We were faced with poor student achievement, poor 
attendance, and high dropout rates. Six out of every ten of 
our schools were rated low or unsatisfactory on the annual 
state report cards. Our students were well below state levels 
for proficiency, and we had some of the lowest standardized 
test scores in the state. Our system was failing too many 
students, and they were in a downward spiral. Indications 
were that our own community had lost faith in the district. 
A major change was needed; continuing along the same 
route was a path to more failure for our students. 

We had a moral imperative to stop failing our children, 
and we had the professional duty as leaders to create and 
execute strategies that would build on district realities and 
focus on actionable initiatives. The how of improving  
student achievement often frustrates school district leaders.  
To circumvent this, we established a strategic plan that 
connected ends (vision) with means (goals and objectives).  
Launching multiple initiatives that were fully aligned and 
integrated maximized our chances of accelerating student 
achievement and closing the achievement gaps between 
ethnic groups.

Coming from a background in the military and the  
business sectors, I was surprised at the extent to which 
“silos” persisted in public education and how little  

communication there was between staff in classrooms, 
schools, and district offices. We began by communicating 
the overarching vision to serve all of our students successfully 
so they will have the choice to enter the colleges and  
universities of their choosing. Our mission is to “teach 
every student the knowledge, skills, and values necessary 
to enter college or a career and become a contributing 
member of society who flourishes in a diverse, dynamic 
world.” The aim was unequivocal – every student – with 
no excuses and no blame, a hallmark motto that would 
eventually embody our formal strategic plan. From this,  
we began to structure a cohesive set of goals and objectives 
with which to innovate and transform the district. Attaining 
these goals would mean overcoming significant hurdles 
related to the dramatic demographic changes experienced 
in Aurora.

Setting Goals for Performance and Change  
with VISTA 2010 

When I arrived in Aurora, I observed a culture of what I 
call “normalized deviance,” which means the acceptance 
of performance outcomes as “normal” that were far from 
where we really should or could be, often with serious  
consequences. This phenomenon could be found in diverse 
areas of district operations: from long standing, problematic  
truancy rates to the way textbooks were not issued because 
of concern that students would not return them. 

One event early in my tenure served as a catalyst for 
setting priorities. While most teachers have the best of 
intentions at heart, I worried that some fell into the trap 
of not expecting enough from certain students. I observed 
a teacher in a positive and caring rapport with her stu-
dent “Johnny.” When I asked how Johnny was doing, she 
replied, “Wonderfully,” but the data told another story. 
Johnny was consistently in the “high unsatisfactory” 
category of proficiency rates, which begged the question: 
Did the teacher have low expectations for him? Maybe. 
The larger issue is that she was using a subjective form of 
assessment that could not be reliably tracked over time. 
Moreover, there was no system in place for her to judge 
Johnny’s performance in a broader context, nor was there 
an established way for her to easily and proactively get  
new ideas from others about how to improve Johnny’s  
performance. She clearly cared about Johnny, but we had 
not provided her the tools for ensuring his success.

Creating a system that would ensure success for Johnny 
required not only multiple data initiatives and other  



protocols, it demanded a cultural transformation. We  
began this transformation by crafting a bold strategic  
plan called VISTA (Visionary Instruction Shaping the  
Transformation of Aurora Public Schools) 2010. Based on 
a measurable growth model, the plan identified the moral 
obligation to develop an organization where all students 
can learn and succeed. Now that we have reached the year 
2010, we are holding more than 100 public forums to help 
create its successor VISTA 2015.

Five main priorities guided the development of VISTA 
2010: 1) increase student achievement, 2) ensure effective 
district governance through positive board/superintendent  
relations, 3) improve public trust and confidence through 
open communication and positive relationships, 4) increase 
organizational effectiveness and efficiency, and 5) establish  
a supportive and positive district culture. Each goal in  
VISTA 2010 includes a set of activities and measurable 
results that explicitly identify what is needed to meet  
the objective. 

To carry out this plan, we organized our goals around 
four areas: People, Achievement, Community, and  
Environment (PACE). PACE (Figure 1) was intended as 
an easily digestible concept for stakeholders to understand 
and hopefully support. The graphic in Figure 1 shows a 
sample of the mosaic of initiatives that form the basis of 
the approach. We took a federalist approach in planning: 
set the overall policy with VISTA 2010, and then let the 
people—the teachers, principals, support staff, and the 
larger community—fill in the bottom with actions that 
would lead to positive results for student performance. If 

people understand the big picture and own a task that 
supports it, the strategic plan has a higher likelihood of 
succeeding.

In addition, each school has an improvement plan that 
includes a minimum standard of three percent growth on 
the state proficiency tests. Because Colorado has a growth 
model where students are compared with all other students 
at their respective levels, the excuses of – “they came to 
me underperforming; they are poor and they lack family 
structure” – are not valid. The VISTA 2010 strategic plan 
explicitly says, “no excuses, no blame.” As a result of  
systemic changes created by VISTA 2010, we are now  
able to determine if a single student has grown since  
he/she started the year.

To achieve the sort of tangible transformation we were 
looking for, we introduced several ground-breaking initiatives 
in VISTA 2010 to maximize our chances for community 
approval and better serve our students. First, we changed 
the school calendar, providing a fifth block of instruction 
that added 23 days of voluntary instruction for approxi-
mately 4,000 students who needed more time to reach 
proficiency in literacy and math. To ensure district-wide 
cohesiveness and focus, we aligned curriculum, instruction, 
assessment, and professional development. We provided 
pacing guides for teachers that break course content into 
individual segments with specific learning goals to ensure 
consistent instruction district-wide. The guides have 
instructional targets aligned with state standards at every 
grade level to meet the challenge of the high mobility rates  
of students. These initiatives, driven primarily by the  
instructional leaders in the community, catalyzed the  
cultural transformation needed.

Growing up in the Bronx, I learned from Casey Stengel, 
a New York Yankees manager in the 1950s, that there are 
three kinds of people: those who make things happen, 
those who watch things happen, and those who ask what 
happened. In order to change the status quo of the APS 
school system, we had to be proactive and connect the ends 
to the means. We had to make everyone—students, staff, 
parents, and the community—believe that real change 
was possible. When creating transformational change, not 
everyone will be on board with your ideas. You have to 
understand those who will resist transformation. Backlash 
about risk-taking should be tempered through counter    
arguments about the greater risk of inaction. Building and 
retaining support is a sign that your initiative is working. 
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 APS PACE Framework

Figure 1

Source: Aurora Public Schools



Transparent Data Spurs Teacher Awareness  
and Collaboration

At the center of the transformational process was the way 
we now use data. While “transparent data” is only a small 
block in the “E” of the PACE mosaic, it is the foundation 
for the vast cultural and operational change that continues 
today. We believe that “transparent data” should serve as 
an integral resource for both instruction and accountability. 
The data must be accurate, accessible, and identified by its 
official source.

We helped administrators and teachers become experts 
at understanding and using data to carefully monitor 
student progress, identify potential problem areas, and 
implement student-targeted intervention strategies. School 
principals formed “Data Teams,” small groups of teachers 
who meet regularly to examine student work (addressing 
individual students beyond those in their classes only),  
set improvement goals for effective teaching, and monitor  
the goals. The purpose of the data teams is to improve student  
achievement by increasing teachers’ knowledge and skills.  
Teachers proactively share innovative and effective practices 
with each other to assist in achieving their goals. The data 
teams can be grade level specific, content area specific,  
or a vertical team of many grade levels. An individual 

school will have many data teams, all of which follow  
a five-step process: 

	 Step 1. Collect and chart data 

	 Step 2. Analyze strengths and obstacles 

	 Step 3. Establish goals: set, review, revise 

	 Step 4. Select instructional strategies 

	 Step 5. Determine results indicators

Making instruction precise and personalized occurs 
through a process of using data, based on actual student 
work, to make decisions about content and instruction. 
Teachers now use common assessments based on state and 
district content and performance standards. Analysis of 
student work focuses on what students can do, what help 
they need, and the variables teachers control during the 
seven to eight hours a day, five days a week that students  
are in classrooms learning. The data teams set achievement 
goals, select instructional strategies, determine what 
students will be able to do as a result of the strategies, 
implement the strategies, monitor students, and finally, 
administer the next set of common assessments. Then the 
cycle begins again, ideally resulting in increased teaching 
and learning success. 
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Superintendent John Barry (center) reviews student achievement data with APS administrators.



 To share the information effectively, we created “data 
walls” that display results for every classroom at every 
school. This fosters an environment of transparent  
accountability where everyone knows, understands, and  
accepts mutual responsibility for student achievement  
results. Displayed data includes quarterly interim assessments 

in addition to the annual state exams to determine a  
student’s progress. 

The concept of a “data wall” literally means that rooms 
exist at the district and school levels with charts and data 
displayed for use. The data for the entire district is in a room  
in the administrative offices. Each school has its own data 
room for use by the staff with data categorized by classroom, 
by teacher, by subject, and by student. The student data is 
not open to the public, but available to all the teachers in the 
building. By creating “data walls” that display results for every 
classroom and every school, we have created accountable 
awareness of and responsibility for student achievement.

This powerful culture change received some pushback 
at first. A few teachers were reluctant to engage in the 
process, but over time, when they realized the process was 
not punitive and when they saw where other teachers 
were, they realized they were all in the same boat. Hang-
ing the data on the walls has engendered a powerful sense 
of teamwork, something that must be valued in education. 
Teachers started talking to each other about the data and 
collaborating and sharing successful strategies to improve 
their output. The culture change spurred by the data walls 
has fostered an atmosphere of the three T’s: trust, teamwork, 
and transparency. 

Testing and Data Implementation

To develop this transparent data model, we needed tests  
to collect data and provide training. One of the first things 
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Superintendent John Barry discusses VISTA 2010 with district and community stakeholders.

“Making instruction precise and 
personalized occurs through a  
process of using data, based on 
actual student work, to make  
decisions about content and  
instruction…analysis of student 
work focuses on what students 
can do, what help they need, and 
the variables teachers control  
during the seven to eight hours a 
day, five days a week that students  
are in classrooms learning.”



we did was to put the head of accountability and research for 
the school district on the superintendent’s leadership team 
so she could be an integral part of our discussion and planning. 

Insight from the district’s Chief Accountability and 
Research Officer Dr. Lisa Escarcega and our Chief  
Academic Officer William Stuart were essential as we 
created our plan. One of the early steps was to bring in 
Dr. Douglas B. Reeves, founder of The Leadership and 
Learning Center, to train staff in the Data Driven Decision 
Making Model. The model does not have specific training 
on data walls, but both support the use of data to drive 
decision making and instruction. The initial training of 
district level instructional staff occurred in 2007-08, and 
then those trained became certified trainers who then 
trained all principals and coaches. 

We also developed interim assessments in 2007-08 with 
The Princeton Review. As with the training above, the 
total cost of interims (including testing and three sessions 
of professional development) will vary by district size and 
project scale, but our cost was roughly $730,000. The tests 
covered grades 3 through 10 in reading, writing, and math 
and were given at the end of quarters one, two, and four. 

During this first year, we began to develop internal tests 
and the pacing guides for teachers that broke into individual 
lesson plans with specific learning goals to ensure consistent 
instruction district-wide. The Princeton Review tests were 
based on pacing guides. We contracted with Edusoft for 
software that scores the tests and for a half-time consultant  
who trained staff members to use the software to run the  
data that now drives instruction. We also purchased scanners 
for each building so assessments could be quickly scored 
and used to enhance student learning.

For the second year (2008-09), we developed our own 
interim assessments at reduced costs that were of equal or 
higher quality. Edusoft provided an item bank and a full-
time consultant to assist in test formatting and continued 
professional development. Software and printing costs rose 
during this time due to increased use. We leveraged teaching 
staff and district instructional coordinators to develop the 
assessments. Our district assessment coordinator ran the 
test development groups and shared editing work with  
the Edusoft consultant. We also reassigned a secretary  
to support with test editing. 

Test development was overseen by the Division of  
Accountability & Research and led by Escarcega, who has  
a Ph.D. in quantitative research and the psychometric 
background to do test development. This division pulls  
the data from the Edusoft system at the end of each test 
window after approximately 80 percent of the tests have 

been scanned. They set the proficiency benchmarks, 
and we report by school, by grade, and by subject. These 
reports are sent to schools within a week after the close of 
the test window. School administrators add their school 
level data to graph templates that we created. For teacher 
level data, administrators run reports by teacher. These 
reports are placed on the data walls.

Now in our third year of interim assessments (2009-2010),  
we have a smooth working process with staff across the 
district owning different aspects. We review each test  
approximately four months before it is to be administered, 
editing less than 25% of the items unless there has been a 
change to the pacing guide. Our district’s six instructional 
coordinators spend approximately 12 days of work each 
year on the interim revision process. We pay teachers or 
provide substitutes depending on when the groups meet, 
making every effort to compensate fairly but to also keep 
the cost down, which we managed for this year. Printing 
costs dropped when we shortened the answer key docu-
ment for teachers. Our Edusoft contract decreased in price 
and the consultant, probably not needed next year,  
went back to a part-time position. Success with the interim  
assessments lies with their formative use. Teachers are allowed  
to keep the tests for several weeks after the window to 
work with students on specific items or standards. An  
answer key provided to teachers gives explanations on  
why students may have chosen wrong answers, which 
enables teachers to use the data to drive instruction.

It’s All About the Results

All these efforts yielded the largest academic growth in 
seven years. We fostered a culture of change by creating 
a strategic plan with our own mosaic of initiatives and 
actions that have worked for APS for the past four years. 
In my experience, depending on the initiative, you really 
need this amount of time or longer to see real change from 
your innovation. 
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“The culture change spurred by 
the data walls has fostered an  
atmosphere of the three T’s: trust, 
teamwork, and transparency.”



Large scale improvements in student achievement  
occur when there is large scale improvement of day-to-day 
classroom instruction. Our data teams now provide the  
formal structure for teachers to work collaboratively to 
make instruction more effective. In 2009, APS received 
the largest district gain of 2% on CSAP, the state standardized 

tests, since the exams were realigned in 2002 (state gains 
were 1.1%). We did not decrease on state tests and our  
increase in proficiency scores over two years of 3.1% was 
nearly three times the state gain. We have exceeded the 
state gain of proficient scores over the last five years in all 
areas except reading. In 2009, 20 out of 27 subject tests had 
an overall increase. With no implementation dip in sight, 
APS gains outpaced the state gains in all four academic 
areas: reading, math, writing and science. 

In terms of growth, APS exceeded the overall state median 
growth percentile (50th percentile) in all three areas  
assessed for the second year in a row. In 17 out of 21 grade 
and subject areas, APS met or exceeded the state median 
growth percentile. The majority of growth came in the 
area of math, while reading and writing scores were above 
the state average. 

Regarding the Aurora Public Schools culture, our use 
of data has inspired a new level of collaboration among 
teachers, which in turn has enhanced a culture of trust.  
A 2009 climate survey revealed over 70% of teachers  
felt there was a culture of trust between teachers in schools— 
this was an increase from 30% two years previously. 

“Large scale improvements in 
student achievement occur when 
there is large scale improvement 
of day-to-day classroom instruc-
tion. Our data teams now provide 
the formal structure for teachers 
to work collaboratively to make 
instruction more effective.”

An example of a data wall at Aurora Public Schools.

18          The District Management Council  |  www.dmcouncil.org



Increased communication has teachers collaborating on 
specific students, building on each other’s strengths and 
knowledge base of their respective students. Teachers are 
taking collective responsibility for individual students, and 
sharing and seeking successful strategies from their peers. 
Meeting styles include both horizontal and vertical  
strategies for students. Staff members are huddling  
around freshly posted data walls to decide how to best 
teach each student. 

With 87 percent of the staff responding, this climate 
survey focused on six areas: clarity of purpose, communica-
tion, relationships, work environment, morale, and program  
support. Overall, the majority of the responses have  
significantly improved from years past. This positive  
feedback strongly supports the use of data collection. 
In particular, our method of data use demonstrates how 
seriously we take issues like student performance. For 
example, if someone brings an idea to the administration 
via a survey, we address the feedback publicly to ensure 
that stakeholders see our commitment to making change 
based on input. As school district leaders, we have a duty 
to listen and to act using the best, most targeted resources 
to positively impact student achievement.

The APS Culture—Going Forward

For meaningful change to take place, school districts, 
especially large urban school districts, need to develop 
comprehensive, demanding, and common-sense plans. 
Transformational plans must break down the isolation  
and separation that can exist within school districts.  
In APS, we focused on building trust, teamwork, and  
transparency so we would see this transformation to  
fruition. We operated with a laser focus on student 
achievement and performance results with a disciplined 
process. District leaders should own the responsibility  
and be held accountable for results. One day, I’m going  
to write a book called No One Ever Washes a Rented Car. 
If you own it, you take care of it. In Aurora, we fostered a 
culture change that now has teachers owning their own 
data and growing it. Our staff understands the data like a 
pilot understands his navigational system. Transformation 
requires revamping the concept of instruction to ensure a 
system of expertise and effectiveness, confronting the need 
for changes in the organizational structure, and adding  
effective technological supports. 

Failure is not an option and hope is not a strategy. We 
must demand excellence from ourselves and inspire excellence 
in our students. We must meet parents’ expectations by 
providing learning environments where students succeed 
regardless of economic class or skin color. Any student 
who does not graduate may be denied the opportunity to 
fully realize his or her potential and life dreams. In APS, 
we leveraged the data to alter the culture and realize our 
goals. It is our moral and professional obligation as educators 
and community members to ensure that every student is 
successful. Our students deserve better, and our country’s 
future demands that we do better. 

john barry: prior to becoming  
superintendent of aurora public 
schools, john barry served for more 
than 30 years as an officer in the u.s. 
air force, retiring as a “two-star” 
major general. among other  

accomplishments, barry led strategic planning for  
the u.s. air force and served as executive director  
and board member of the 2003 space shuttle columbia 
accident investigation team. after retiring from the 
military, barry worked as vice president for defense 
and security for sap in washington, d.c. he then 
served as a fellow at the broad academy for school 
superintendents where he studied the state of urban 
school districts. barry attended harvard university’s 
kennedy school of government as a national security 
fellow and was also a white house fellow. he earned 
his master’s in public administration from oklahoma 
university and his bachelor’s degree in political science 
and international affairs from the united states air 
force academy. 

“District leaders should own  
the responsibility and be held  
accountable for results. One day, 
I’m going to write a book called No 
One Ever Washes a Rented Car. If 
you own it, you take care of it. ”

The District Management Journal  |  Spring 2010         19



DMC case study
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|  nicholas p. morgan

When Dr. Abelardo Saavedra was appointed Superintendent of the Houston Independent School 

District (HISD), Texas’s largest school district, he found pockets of deep poverty, a large population 

of ESL students, and underperforming schools. In 2005, only six of the district’s 281 schools were 

performing at the exemplary level, according to Texas state standards. When Saavedra retired in 

August 2009, his district looked very different. The demographics had not changed significantly, 

but HISD had become the highest performing urban district in Texas. The number of HISD schools 

on the state’s “exemplary” list had grown from six in 2005 to eighty-four schools. 

Houston Independent School District:
Culture Change through Performance Pay  

How did the district undergo such a radical 
transformation in such a short time? 
Saavedra credits the performance pay 
program he instituted in 2006 as central 
to ushering in the cultural change that 

led to the dramatic growth in student achievement.  
He is the first to admit that the implementation of 
performance pay was not always smooth. “I got stubborn 
to do it all at once,” said Saavedra. “I anticipated some 
controversy, but I didn’t think we would get as much 
pushback as we did. However, when you are completely 
invested in a movement, odds are that you will survive 
it.” He believes that the improvement in academic 
achievement was worth the risks they took. The  
performance pay program at HISD continues to  
evolve and grow; in early 2010, HISD paid more  
than $40 million in performance bonuses to almost 
90 percent of eligible employees. Like Saavedra, the 
District Management Council (DMC) believes that 
calculated risks are a necessary component of true 
commitment to continuous improvement. Some school 
districts might hesitate to take risks due to funding 
limitations and/or political exposure. But, in these 
uncertain financial times, playing it safe could end  
up being the riskier bet.

The Houston Context

In many ways, Houston had a favorable environment 
for launching a revised performance-based compensation 
program. First, Houston already had experience with 
differentiated compensation as several initiatives had 
been implemented under the previous superintendent 
Rod Paige’s leadership. Also, the climate for differentiated 
compensation was beginning to shift both nationally and 
at the state level. Texas had created incentives such  
as the Governor’s Educator Excellence Award Program,  
a statewide teacher incentive pay program. Most  
importantly, Texas is a “right to work” state, meaning 
that employees cannot be required to join a union  
or to collectively bargain. While the context for  
other districts may differ significantly, DMC believes  
that a study of HISD’s experience, its successes and  
missteps, can provide valuable lessons for other districts  
looking to formulate and implement performance- 
based compensation. 

The Implementation Process

DMC has developed a six-stage process framework for 
districts to use in implementing a performance pay 
program (see Figure 1). 

Emily Bowen & Amy Sessler Powell contributed to the research & writing of this case study.
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Process Framework for Performance Pay Implementation

	 How will the plan be structured?

	 What data will we use to assess “performance”?

	 How will payments be structured, and for whom?

	 How will we treat principals and non-tested teachers?

	 How will we educate the teachers and the staff on the new approach and why  
is this a good idea?

	 How will we educate the parents?

	 How will we educate the other taxpayers?

	 Are we ready to take this on? Politically? Financially?

	 Are “hygiene” factors sufficiently addressed?

	 What objectives are we pursuing?

	 What funding levels will be required? Where will the funding come from?

	 What segments of district staff, teachers, parents, and community will act  
as advocates?

	 Can we establish planning committees that make use of advocates as “change agents”?

	 Where can we use the influence of the advocates to overcome possible roadblocks?

	 Should we implement a pilot program first, or go straight to a broad rollout?

	 Should teachers be allowed to opt in or opt out at the outset of implementation?

	 Is all needed capacity (IT, etc.) ready for rollout?

	 Is the plan progressing against our objectives?
	 –Student outcomes (growth, compliance, etc)
	 –Teacher turnover & recruitment
	 –Cost parameters

	 What should we do differently?

1. Test & Seed the Idea

2. Enroll the Advocates

3. Design the Detailed Plan

4. Communicate Broadly

5. Roll Out the Plan

6. Monitor & Adjust

Figure 1

Source: DMC

HISD administrators discuss the design and implementation of the Performance Pay Program.
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Stage 1: Test and Seed the Idea

Saavedra was appointed Interim Superintendent of 
HISD in June 2004, and appointed Superintendent 
six months later. Prior to his appointment, student 
achievement had flattened. His mandate in Houston 
was clear: to jump start student achievement growth. 
Saavedra had an ally in the creative, innovative presi-
dent of HISD’s Board of Education, who was receptive 
to new ideas, specifically to a different compensation 
model. Houston had some experience with school-
based performance pay in the 1970s and 1990s, but 
the programs were based on achievement levels, not 
growth, and most felt that the stipends were not  
significant enough to make a strong impact on  
behavior. This time, Saavedra convinced the board  
to pursue a growth-focused and individual-based pay  
for performance program. 

Because of the legacy programs, Houston already had 
$6.5 million in the budget for performance pay programs. 
To fund the total amount needed for the initial revised 
plan, the board gave teachers a 2 percent raise instead 
of a 3 percent raise, redirecting the incremental 1 percent 
toward funding the performance pay program. Additionally, 
in October 2006, HISD received an $11.7 million federal 
Teacher Incentive Fund (TIF) grant to spend over the 
next five years on the program. Though HISD does use 
government and private grant money available, the 
Houston team believes the money ultimately has to be 
in their school budget and sustainable from year to year 
for the program to be effective. Saavedra also believes 
it is important to include local money as part of the 
project. “Local money is important – it gives trustees 
and everyone in the community skin in the game if 
controversy stirs. Community buy-in is a must.”

Saavedra requested funds and developed an initial 
plan in cooperation with his research department. 
The plan was approved by the board in January 2006, 
after just six months in the works. In designing the 
plan, Houston made an important decision to measure 
growth versus achievement so it would be clear if a 
teacher had presided over the improvement in student 
achievement. The board believed that the prior policy, 
which rewarded achievement, created disincentives to 
teach the neediest students in the lowest performing 
schools. Clear goals were needed as to how achievement 
would be measured to determine the awards. In the first 
year, Houston used the state standardized Texas Assessment 
of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS) and the Stanford 10, 
a norm-referenced test, to determine growth separately 
on each assessment. The program rewarded teachers of 
core subjects based on the performance of the students 
in their classroom and the performance of the school 
as a whole. Teachers of electives, such as art or physical 
education, were rewarded based on the performance 
of the school since those subjects are not measured by 
traditional tests. Core teachers were eligible for greater 
awards, causing objections from non-core teachers, but 
the leadership in Houston decided to stick to the formula 
they adopted because the core teachers had much more 
at stake.

Saavedra also felt strongly that performance pay 
had to be significant to truly provide an incentive. 
Historically, the payout to teachers ranged from $500 
to $800, a level that was thought to be too low to spur 
significant changes in behavior. The new plan called 
for a shift to $3,000, ultimately climbing to a maximum 
of $10,000 over five years. Creating performance pay 
models requires asking, “What motivates teachers?” 
Are teachers motivated by extrinsic rewards such as 
money or are they motivated by intrinsic awards such 
the importance of their work and the perceived gains 
in student achievement? Interestingly, research about 
motivation often shows that people tend to think of 
themselves as motivated intrinsically, but think their 
colleagues are motivated extrinsically. “People don’t 
want to admit that they are motivated by money, but 
people are motivated by money,” said Saavedra.

The body of quantitative research on performance 
pay as a driver of student achievement is young and  
still emerging, though largely positive. Anecdotal and 
qualitative evidence also support performance pay  

“Local money is important— 
it gives trustees and everyone 
in the community skin in the 
game if controversy stirs.  
Community buy-in is a must.”—Dr. Saavedra
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models as a strategy for improving student achievement, 
teacher behavior, and cost effectiveness. 

Rather than starting with a pilot program, Saavedra 
sought to implement the program across the district, 
knowing that improvements and changes would be made 
to the program in the future. Many people criticized the 
approach as “top down,” but the administration defended 
what they viewed as a leadership role in implementing 
the program without waiting for perfection. “Perfection 
is the biggest obstacle to progress,” said Saavedra. 

Stage 2: Enrolling the Advocates

Gaining support of the various constituencies is critical 
to successful implementation of a significant program 
such as the one implemented at HISD. The first advocates  
that Saavedra enrolled were the board members. 
Dianne Johnson, the president of the board during the 
implementation of the performance pay program, was 
excited about the topic and championed it among  
the other board members until there was unanimous 
support. “The board allocated funds for this because  

Figure 2

ASPIRE Award Model for January 2010 Payout Based on 2008-09 Analysis

Category Award A B C D E
Part A
Campus  

Improvement  
Award

Part B
Campus  

Achievement 
Award

Part C
Campus Writing 

Achievement Award

Maximum 
 ASPIRE 
Award 

 4th & 7th 
Grade 

Writing & 
High School 

ELA

 Other  
Instructional 

Staff

4th & 7th 
Grade 

Writing & 
High School 

ELA

Other  
Instructional 

Staff

A
Core Teachers, 
Grade 3-6 
Self-Contained

$1500 $7000 $1000 $400 $400 $200 $10300 $10100

B
Core Teachers, 
Grade 3-8 
Departmentalized

$1500 $7000 $1000 $400 $400 $200 $10300 $10100

C Core Teachers, 
Grades 9-12

$1500 $7000 $1000 $400 $400 $200 $10300 $10100

D
Core Teachers, 
Early Childhood- 
Grade 2

$1500 $3500 $1000 $400 N/A $200 $6600

E

Special Education 
Teachers  
*No Value-added 
Report

$1500 $3500 $1000 $400 $400 $200 $6800

F Non-Core Teachers $1500 N/A $1000 $400 N/A $200 $3100

G Instructional  
Support Staff $1000 N/A $500 $200 N/A N/A $1700

H Teaching  
Assistants $1000 N/A N/A $100 N/A N/A $1100

I Operational  
Support Staff $750 N/A N/A $750

2008-2009 ASPIRE Awards for Teachers

Strand 1: 
Campus 
Progress 
Award

Strand 2:
Teacher 
Progress 
Award

Strand 3:
Campus  
Improvement and   
Achievement Awards

Awards shown are maximum amounts for each strand and category.
Based on 2008-2009 school-year data.

* For Special Education teachers in grades 3-8 where a value-added report cannot be generated or grades 9-12 with fewer than 10 TAKS or TAKS-accommodated students. 
All other Special Education teachers will be considered under the respective core instructional category according to the position eligibility rules.

Source: Houston Independent School District
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the board wanted the program,” said Johnson. “It was 
an extremely rocky start, but the board was committed 
to the concept and committed to getting it right.” This 
unwavering board support became a keystone in over-
coming obstacles from other stakeholders including the 
Houston Federation of Teachers, individual teachers, 
and unfavorable media coverage. 

Stage 3: Design the Detailed Plan  

Initially, Saavedra delegated most of the design work to 
the district’s 20-person research department. The result 
was a three-strand system of incentive pay focused 
on the year-over-year progress of students rather than 
setting a finite threshold of student achievement (see 
Figure 2). The first strand rewarded teachers and other 
eligible school-based staff on how much their school 
had improved on the reading and math Texas Assess-
ment of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS) compared with 
other state schools with similar demographics. The 
second strand rewarded teachers based on the relative 
improvement of individual children on the Stanford 
and Aprenda national achievement tests. The third 
strand rewarded core subject teachers for year-over-year 
student progress in their subject area on the TAKS 
test. Originally, each strand of performance pay offered 
a maximum $1,000 award. Over time, however, the 

district planned to increase performance pay to $10,000 
per year, nearly 20 percent of the average teacher’s sal-
ary in Houston. The goal of a maximum performance 
pay of $10,000 will be accomplished with the January 
2010 payout. 

In the first year, the data was analyzed and prepared 
by the district. Many teachers did not understand how 
the value-added formulas were computed. But, while 
the teachers may not know every detail of the formula, 
they all know whether the test scores are up or down. 
Eventually the program changed the culture around 
using data in Houston. Teachers realized that a 20% 
increase in earnings could significantly impact their 
livelihood, which became a real motivator for them to 
get on board with this program (see Figure 3).

Stage 4: Communicate Broadly 

For HISD, the first hiccup for the performance pay 
program occurred in the communications and rollout 
phase. Though informational meetings were held  
for teachers and other stakeholders during the  
program’s design, attendance was mixed, leading the  
administration to mistakenly conclude that there was 
little objection. Looking back, this was the origin of 
most of the rollout difficulties and misunderstandings 
that occurred. “The biggest lesson I learned is that you  

Figure 3

Results of the January 2007 Payout Based 
on 2005-06 Analysis

2004-05  
Previous Model

2007-2008 
Results

Instructional  
Staff Earning  
Performance 

Pay

2,007 11,323

Number of 
Schools  

Participating

48 300

Performance  
Pay Earned

$2,077,000 $31,570,473 
(total with grant 
& local match)

Eventually the program 
changed the culture around  
using data in Houston. Teachers 
realized that a 20% increase 
in earnings could significantly 
impact their livelihood, which 
became a real motivator for 
them to get on board with  
this program.

Source: Houston Independent School District
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cannot communicate enough. If the room is half  
empty, you are not communicating. You must find a 
format to access the listeners,” said Saavedra. Once  
the first bonus checks went out, the “listeners” showed 
up at meetings en masse. It was then that Saavedra 
formed an advisory board that included some of the 
angriest objectors, and strong communication and 
understanding began to be forged. 

Saavedra and his team had put the program together 
in six months, a fast pace for such a large initiative. 
Saavedra advises that district leaders should confirm 
that the message is being communicated and understood 
by all affected parties. Saavedra and district officials 
thought the teachers and public understood the  
program, but they hadn’t. Many constituents also  
had trouble digesting the concept that the program 
would be improved over time, and were expecting 
perfection from the start.

Stage 5: Roll Out the Plan 

For Houston, rollout of this ambitious plan has been 
described as “rocky”. Indeed, several challenges arose 
during the first year of implementation. 

Roughly half the eligible teachers received a bonus, 
but those who were ineligible became angry and upset 
at what they perceived to be a divisive and unfair  
policy. Teachers and the community did not perceive 
the district’s approach to determining performance-based  
awards to be transparent. The district did not have the 
systems in place at that time to provide all the award data 
to teachers in advance of their receiving their checks. 
HISD intended to keep specific information about awards 
granted private, but the Houston Chronicle submitted  
a Texas Open Records request to which the district  
was required to respond. The Houston Chronicle then  
published the awards on their website before the teachers 
had even received official notification from the district. 
The result was anger and hurt feelings among those 
teachers who did not get awards as well as among those 
who were ineligible because their subject areas were not 
included in the award structure. Then, in March 2007, 
two months after teachers had received their awards, it 
was discovered that a computational error had resulted 
in over-payment of bonuses to 99 part-time teachers; 
they were asked to return portions of their awards to 
the district. 

Despite these initial difficulties, Saavedra remained 
convinced that rolling out the program district-wide 
was critical. If he had piloted the program, he fears the 
program might not have survived the initial backlash. 
Because the district, particularly the school board, 
was fully invested in it, they were able to roll up their 
sleeves and find ways to improve the program for  
the future.

Stage 6: Monitor and Adjust

HISD delivered on the promise to adjust and redesign 
the plan as needed in subsequent years. 

After the first year, the district outsourced the data 
calculations to external partners including Dr. William 
Sanders of SAS, Inc. for his Educational Value-Added 
Analysis System (EVAAS) and Battelle for Kids for 
communications and professional development. These 
partners improved the data system and the internal 
communications structure. Using outside partners 
brought credibility.

HISD created an advisory panel, bringing on 20 
classroom teachers, including those who were angriest. 
They worked with district officials and national experts 
to design an improved model of the program. “I wanted 
to hear what the real issues were,” said Saavedra. “I 
think the desire to correct our mistakes worked for us  
in the end.”

Between January and September 2007, the advisory 
board developed the new performance pay program, the 
ASPIRE Award Program, and the board voted unanimously 
to accept the program in September 2007. This updated 
award program became part of an overall educational   

“The biggest lesson I learned 
is that you cannot communicate 
enough. If the room is half empty,  
you are not communicating. You 
must find a format to access 
the listeners. ” —Dr. Saavedra

Source: Houston Independent School District
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improvement model called ASPIRE (Accelerating 
Student Progress Increasing Results and Expectations), 
which consisted of a four-pillar approach: developing  
human capital, improving teaching and learning, using  
data to inform decision making, and recognizing excel-
lence (see Figure 4). The ASPIRE Award program was 
one strategy under the Recognizing Excellence pillar. 
The district felt it was important to ensure that  
performance pay was tied to an overarching goal of 
increasing student achievement, and was not just  
about money. The current goals of the ASPIRE Award  
program are to (1) promote the retention of highly  
effective teachers, (2) provide incentives for highly  
effective teachers to work at economically disadvantaged 
campuses, (3) advance efforts to ensure stability at  
campuses with high levels of student achievement, and  
(4) recognize and reward exceptional student academic 
progress at the campus and classroom level. In April 
and May 2008, the district launched the ASPIRE 
Regional Community Forum series designed to enhance 
communication efforts through dozens of meetings at 
schools and to provide updates on the ASPIRE program. 
These forums continue to be offered every school year.

Results: Intended and Unintended 

The Houston performance pay program has been  
tremendously effective in improving student  
achievement. In addition, the performance-based  
pay program has radically transformed the culture  
at HISD among teachers, students, and parents.

In terms of student achievement and teacher  
recruitment, the data tells a powerful story. By 2009, 
Houston had 73 percent of its schools in the exem-
plary or recognized category. Between 2004 and 2008, 
Houston also saw an increase in the number of AP test 
takers and a 36% increase in the number of students 
who scored a 3 or higher. The applicant pool for HISD 
teaching positions rose by 30 applications per open 
position, and hard-to-staff schools saw an increase of 26 
applicants per open position between 2006 and 2008. 

The cultural shift at HISD is equally impressive.  
Dr. Michele Pola, chief of staff to both Dr. Saavedra 
and current superintendent Dr. Terry Grier, said, “It 
was a big culture shift from having everyone being  
paid the same because they showed up. Some people 
make a greater difference in the lives of students than  
others, and those are the ones we want to retain.” 
HISD allowed teachers to opt out of the performance 

Improvement Framework

Developing  
Human Capital

Informing  
Practice

Improving 
Teaching  

& Learning

Recognizing  
Excellence

Figure 4HISD allowed teachers to  
opt out of the performance  
pay program, but in the end, 
very few decided to do so.  
In fact, more and more  
teachers show support for  
the program and challenge  
any effort to abolish  
the program.

Source: Houston Independent School District
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Q&A with Dr. Abelardo Saavedra, former Superintendent,  
Houston Independent School District

DMC: You are a strong proponent for 
measuring growth versus achievement. 
How did your district arrive at  
this decision? 

Dr. Saavedra: HISD had been perfor-
mance/data driven for over a decade, 
but we were using data superficially. 
Adopting a growth model to measure 
performance finally got us to the “deep 
dive.” The previous assessment model 
based on achievement level creates a 
focus on the “bubble kids”—the kids 
that are hovering at or near the 
performance achievement level. A 
growth model does not give a teacher 
the luxury to concentrate on only the 
“bubble kids.” The “bubble kid” culture 
was replaced with a culture where the 
growth of every kid is important. Truly, 
no kid is left behind.

DMC: You have said many times that  
if you had to do it over, you would pay 
more attention to the communications 
strategy. What specifically would you 
do differently and what would you 
recommend to other districts? 

Dr. Saavedra: My recommendation to 
districts is to recognize how significant 
a change this is and to make sure you 
get the message to the teachers and to 
the rest of the community. Communication 
is the responsibility of the communicator, 
not the listener. If you don’t have your 
listeners in the room, you are not 
communicating no matter how many 
meetings you hold. You shouldn’t 
interpret an empty room to mean that 
people support the program. 

We should have recognized that the 
meetings we were holding were not the 
right format for communicating the 
information. Although we formed a 
teacher advisory group after controversy 

arose, we should have done this from 
the get-go. While we had complete  
support from the school board, we  
had not reached out sufficiently  
outside the school district. Support  
and advocacy was needed from our 
business community and the community 
as a whole. We failed to engage these 
constituencies early enough.

DMC: You feel strongly that the 
program should be launched  
district-wide. What do you see as  
the disadvantages of a pilot? 

Dr. Saavedra: Pilots often play an 
important role in implementing new 
programs in school districts, but this 
was not a “test the waters” type of 
initiative. I knew from the beginning 
that differentiated pay for teachers was 
a huge change from the norm. I felt it 
had to be all or nothing. I knew we 
would encounter issues and challenges, 
but we had to be committed to finding a 
way to swim our way out or be willing 
to sink. As superintendent, I had a lot  
of skin in the game and I needed the  
full commitment of the school board. 
They did not disappoint me. As difficult 
as it got at times, they stuck with us. 
Too often pilot programs come with  
an exit strategy; I feel quite certain  
that if we had started with a pilot, this 
program never would have survived.

DMC: Given your experience, what 
else would you recommend to districts 
just getting started? 

Dr. Saavedra: I would recommend that 
districts engage community leaders and 
business leaders early in the process. I 
think we would have gotten past the 
challenges more quickly if we had 
engaged the community sooner. But, 
you have to find the balance between 
communication and driving the 
implementation. Some communities 
may require much more communication, 
but at the end of the day, you still have 
to keep driving the implementation. Each 
superintendent and school board needs 
to determine that.

DMC: As Houston gets more  
comfortable with using data in  
new ways, what sorts of changes  
do you see for the future?

Dr. Saavedra: Some of the discussions 
within the past year include creating 
monetary incentives for high perform-
ing teachers to teach summer school, to 
mentor other teachers, and to transfer 
to high-need schools. There is thought 
going into creating a clearer career path 
for the top 10% of performers. HISD is 
definitely ready to move to the next 
level of differentiated pay and holding 
teachers accountable for the academic 
growth of their students. 

Source: Houston Independent School District
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pay program, but in the end, very few decided to do so. 
In fact, more and more teachers show support for the 
program and challenge any effort to abolish the pro-
gram. “Performance pay became a driver for a paradigm 
shift from passing students at minimum standards to  
really getting those kids from economically disadvantaged 
backgrounds on a trajectory for college readiness,” said 
Johnson. Though the Houston Federation of Teachers still 
objects to the plan, there is reduced teacher turnover 
that some attribute to the bonuses. Time will tell, but 
Johnson staunchly defends the risks taken by Houston. 
“It is very exciting to see the shift and the potential 
this has for how we serve our students,” said Dr. Grier. 
“No child should be exposed to ineffective teachers. 
We should see academic progress that correlates with 
the time the students spend with us.” 

Looking Ahead: Finding New Ways to  
Use the Data

As Houston looks ahead, the most fertile area for  
further improvement is to use the data the district has 
collected in new ways. They are speaking to teachers 
with high value-added and publishing best practices 
for use by others in the district. The district fosters a 
culture of increased collaboration where teachers  
observe one another and try to improve their skill 
sets. In their recruiting practices, HISD now uses the 
ASPIRE Award program as a recruitment strategy for 
the nearly 1,200 new teachers the district hires each 
year. HISD uses the data to assess which universities are 
producing teachers with the highest value-added and 
seeks to increase recruitment at these schools. Data is 
also used to enhance retention at the district; summer 

job opportunities and greater career opportunities are 
offered to teachers with high value-added data so they 
stay in the district. 

In addition, under the leadership of Dr. Grier and the 
board of education, the district recently passed a policy 
to include teacher-level value-added as an additional 
measure in the district’s performance evaluation  
system. Superintendent Grier notes, “One of our  
highest priorities is to ensure that there is a highly 
effective teacher in every classroom. Our students and 
our parents deserve nothing less. We are committed to 
providing various ways, including our ASPIRE Award 
program, for our most talented teachers to earn the 
highest levels of compensation and remain in HISD. 
The value-added data that we have been using for  
the past three years has provided us with the kind of 
information we need to identify and recognize these 
teachers.” The district also intends to use data to  
identify teachers who need additional support and 
professional development.

Lessons Learned

The willingness of Saavedra and the board to take a 
huge risk was critical to bringing about this dramatic 
change in student achievement and in the culture of 
the district. “Being ignorant about how difficult this 
process would be was really helpful,” Saavedra says 
humbly. “Once you’re in it, you’re in so deep that the 
only way to get out is to move forward.” In fact, the 
bold decision to implement a less than perfect plan 
and to commit to continuous improvement ended up 
being essential to the program’s ultimate success. The 
willingness to weather making mistakes and to address 
issues as they arose resulted in the large and successful 
performance pay program HISD has today. DMC  
recommends that school districts considering an  
innovation apply results-oriented management  
techniques, appropriate organizational structures,  
and risk and resource allocation controls to reap  
the greatest benefit from their initiatives. 

nicholas p. morgan is managing 
director at the district  
management council.  
he can be reached at  
nmorgan@dmcouncil.org.

emily bowen and amy sessler powell contributed  
to the research and writing of this case study.

“Being ignorant about how 
difficult this process would be 
was really helpful,” Saavedra 
says humbly. “Once you’re in  
it, you’re in so deep that the 
only way to get out is to  
move forward.” —Dr. Saavedra
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The Context of Differentiated Compensation

Over the past two decades, the United 
States has embarked on a broad-based 
campaign to enhance educational 
performance through standards-based 
reform, greater focus on accountability, 

and a renewed commitment to invest in the American 
public school system. Recognizing that teacher effectiveness 
is the most important determinant of student achievement,  
educational leaders have pursued a broad variety of  
initiatives to improve the teacher workforce. In this 
new environment, establishing performance-based 
teacher compensation systems has been increasingly 
viewed as a viable strategy to enhance the appeal of 
teaching careers, retain quality instructors, and boost 
teacher effectiveness. Accordingly, scores of school 
districts and states across the nation are now grappling 
with the development, implementation, and sustainability 
of such performance pay programs. 

Historically, the American public education system 
has employed a number of different compensation models. 
In the nineteenth century, the predominant compensation 
structure was the “position-based” or “graded pay” salary 
system, under which individual teachers negotiated 
contracts with principals, teacher pay varied significantly 

by grade and assignment, and women (mostly relegated 
to elementary schools) and minority teachers were paid 
less than non-minority male teachers.1 Its successor, the 
“single salary schedule,” a more objective compensation 
structure whereby classroom teachers were assigned 
salary classifications based on their teaching experience 
and educational attainment, arose in the early twentieth 
century. Today, the single salary schedule remains by far 
the dominant compensation system in the American 
public education system, with approximately 93% of 
all school districts utilizing the system to determine 
teacher compensation.2 Indeed, among districts with 
over twenty schools, the single salary schedule is  
virtually universal.3 

After a wave of “merit pay” initiatives in the 1980s 
and early 1990s, which failed, for the most part, due 
to poor funding, structure, and implementation, the 
country is again embracing compensation reform.4 True 
performance-based compensation systems, however, 
remain a relatively rare phenomenon in American 
education. Recent data is scarce, but according to one 
study in 2004, less than eight percent of school districts 
claimed to use pay incentives (including cash bonuses, 
salary increases, and/or movement on a salary schedule) 
to reward “teaching excellence” – a category corresponding 
to performance-, knowledge-, and skill-based compensation.5  

Pay-for-Performance Programs:  
Strategies, Structures, and Funding

|  nicholas p. morgan and daniel schiff

Many questions arise when the topic of performance pay is raised. Haven’t we tried this before? 

Why should we try to differentiate compensation when public educators earn too little as it is? 

Aren’t teachers motivated primarily by intrinsic factors anyway? Don’t these plans breed a sense 

of competition rather than cooperation among teachers? Is there any “proof” that this works? 

Despite ongoing debate on these questions, school districts and policymakers alike are pursuing a 

variety of differentiated compensation approaches to affect school district operations. In this DMJ 

Spotlight, we focus on strategies, structures, and funding for performance-based compensation 

programs – factors critical to designing and implementing a program appropriate to your district.
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And, in reality, only a small fraction of these districts 
actually employ a true performance pay system. 

In Figure 1, we show a selection of differentiated 
compensation programs, organized by category.  
Performance-based systems use some measure of district 
outcomes – student achievement or some proxy  
thereof – to allocate incentive rewards. Skill and 
knowledge-based plans pay teachers extra money for 
factors like educational attainment or specific certification. 
In needs-based programs, districts provide monetary 
incentives to alleviate teacher shortages in selected 
fields and to attract educators to hard-to-staff schools. 
In other words, performance-based systems use results 
to drive compensation, while skill- and knowledge- 
based systems and needs-based systems use inputs to  
drive compensation. 

Performance-Based Compensation in the Era  
of Standards and Accountability

Over the past 15 years, increasing numbers of  
public school districts and state governments have 
sought to promote student achievement by employing 
performance- and skill-based compensation plans 
designed to improve teaching skills, recruit talented 
teachers, and retain quality instructors. More recently, 
the federal government has entered the fray via new 
nationwide grant programs that offer selected school 
districts hundreds of millions of dollars to spur the 
implementation of innovative performance compensation  
plans. Underlying these initiatives is a growing recognition  
that the conventional single salary schedule compensation  
model is not aligned with the current performance-
centered educational landscape and cannot ensure 

Differentiated Compensation Models: Not All Are Performance-based

Figure 1
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the steady stream of high-quality teachers needed to 
enhance student academic achievement in the  
twenty-first century. 

There is widespread agreement within public education 
that effective teachers can contribute substantially to 
student achievement — regardless of a child’s innate 
abilities or socioeconomic circumstances.6 Unfortunately, 
the prevailing teacher salary scale has no meaningful 
ties to the expertise and skills required in the classroom. 
The vast majority of public school teachers are paid 
based on two attributes: (1) experience and (2) educational 
credentials.7 However, research indicates that teachers 
who have earned graduate degrees are not significantly 
more successful at increasing student learning than  
educators without such credentials. Likewise, research  
reveals that teaching experience is only faintly related 
to teaching quality and student achievement, and that 
the greatest improvements in teacher effectiveness occur 
during the first few years in the classroom.8 Furthermore,  
the single salary schedule affords little flexibility to entice 
the most attractive candidates into teaching or to encourage  
the best instructors to remain in the profession. Nor does 
it encourage teachers to address knowledge gaps or to 
learn new skills that can be applied in the classroom.9 
In fact, the system provides an incentive for ineffective 
teachers to remain in the public schools by raising pay 
steadily over a teacher’s career regardless of the quality  
of instruction.10 As a result, districts are consuming a 
significant and increasing portion of their financial 
resources to pay for activities that have little connection  
to student achievement. Hence the premise for  
performance pay: shouldn’t we align compensation  
to the outcomes we seek rather than to inputs that  
are ineffective?

Why Performance Pay Holds Promise

Fundamentally, any proponent of performance pay 
needs to believe that money can help motivate some 
type of desired behavioral change within the district. 
Extrinsic motivators, like the possibility of additional 
income, have become ubiquitous in most other sectors 
of the economy through a wide variety of compensation 
vehicles. Research claiming teachers are only interested 
or responsive to “intrinsic” or environmental motivators  

may be flawed due to a variety of biases.11 Indeed, studies 
have shown strong evidence of self-serving biases when 
considering extrinsic motivation in several industries, 
including education. Many people don’t like to admit 
they are motivated by money, even when they are.

The theories of action behind performance pay  
can be distilled into a few discrete options, each with  
a differing perspective on the how the lure of money  
will affect motivation and drive behavioral change. 
Three possible theories of action are shown in Figure 2.  
The first, which we call “Work Harder,” is the belief 
that the potential for additional income can drive 
increased workplace effort, which will in turn drive 
increased student achievement.12 While many believe 
this to be a feasible theory of action for our nation’s 
public schools, others find the notion nothing short of 
offensive. According to the detractors, teachers already 
work as hard as they can and their pay is too low to 
begin with. 

While this first theory of action has been the focus 
of much of the debate around performance pay, it may 
ignore two very powerful additional pathways to drive 
student achievement. A second theory of action, which 
we call “Work Smarter,” states that performance pay 
structures will yield greater focus on outcomes-driving 
practices to increase student achievement. Third, 
and also very powerful, is what we term “Improve the 
Herd,” whereby the performance pay structure provides 
both monetary incentives and a culture for beneficial 
self-selection to occur. Better teachers will be recruited 
and retained, while bad teachers will self-select out.13 

Each of these theories of action is a potentially dramatic 
performance driver and all three are being tested in on-
going research activities and existing district programs.

Performance-based pay systems better align teacher 
compensation with the primary objectives of public 
school districts – improved classroom instruction and 
enhanced student achievement. By linking compensation 
to teacher performance, performance pay plans can 
help districts better recruit, develop, and reward talented 
educators. Furthermore, boosting the remuneration 
of top educators gives the entire teacher workforce an 
incentive to cultivate professional skills and practices 
likely to increase student achievement and promote 
standards-based reform.14      Source: DMC
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Although formal research on whether performance 
pay improves student outcomes is still evolving, most 
studies to date have shown a positive impact on student 
achievement. Several of the most rigorous studies testing 
performance pay models have been international, but 
a number of highly regarded domestic academic studies 
have also shown that paying teachers based on class or 
school performance can significantly enhance student 
learning.15 A study of a performance pay program in 
place in Tennessee during the 1980s and 1990s demon-
strated that students in grades K-3 with career-ladder 
teachers performed substantially better in mathematics 
than students with other teachers.16 Another study, re-
viewing a more recent performance-based, school-wide 
pay plan in Chattanooga, Tennessee, showed that the 
percentage of third graders reading at or above grade 
level increased from 22.6% in 2001 to 35.9% in 2003, 
outpacing non-participating city schools as well as  

90% of elementary schools in the state.17 Many more 
rigorous domestic studies are currently underway.

Moreover, district leaders have expressed enthusiasm  
for pay-for-performance programs — regardless of whether 
such plans offer rewards to teachers based on individual 
or school-wide success. Most superintendents believe 
that pay-for-performance compensation models drive 
student achievement, enhance teacher effectiveness,  
and constitute a motivational tool for educators.18 
District leaders do not view major stakeholders, such  
as school boards, local communities, or school system 
administrators as major obstacles in the implementation 
of performance-based pay programs.19 Perhaps un-
surprisingly, superintendents consider teacher union 
opposition as the largest potential impediment to the 
introduction of performance compensation plans — 
followed by concerns about the accuracy of district 
performance measures and the ability to link teacher 
evaluation and student achievement to compensation.20 

Possible Discrete Theories of Action for Performance Pay

Figure 2

Performance Pay Plans

1 2 3
“Work Harder” “Work Smarter” “Improve the Herd”

Clear Rewards
& Recognition

Increased Teacher Effort

Improved
Instruction

Increased Transparency of 
Goals and Outcomes

Increased Educator Focus

Improved Processes  
and Practices

Clear Rewards
For Top Performers

Good teachers stay;
Bad teachers leave

Good teachers more  
likely to join; bad teachers 

likely to self-select out

More Effective
Instruction

Increased Student Achievement

Source: Adapted from Guthrie & Shuermann 2009; DMC analysis



The District Management Journal  |  Spring 2010          33

DMC SPOTLIGHT

Performance Pay Rises at the District, State, 
and Federal Levels

In recent years, as national education priorities have 
focused on compliance, accountability, and student 
achievement, performance pay has advanced on multiple 
fronts. Most significantly, state governments and local 
school districts across the nation have implemented 
a wide range of performance-based compensation 
systems, spending an estimated $500 million on such 
award programs during the 2008-2009 school year.21 

Leaders at the state level include Minnesota’s Q-Comp 
Program, North Carolina’s ABCs Program, Florida’s 
Merit Award Program (MAP), and Texas’ Governor’s 
Educator Excellence Grants (GEEG) and District 
Awards for Teacher Excellence (DATE), with the last 
two comprising the largest performance pay program  
in American public education. 

Locally-based initiatives have been very dynamic 
with an ever expanding number of districts introducing  
an eclectic mix of performance-based pay systems. 
Prominent among these efforts have been early innovators 
such as Douglas County (CO), Denver, and Houston, 
which have adopted and sustained differentiated pay 
programs ranging from more modest, largely input mod-
els to more comprehensive, output-focused plans. Along-
side such well-established programs, large numbers of  
additional districts, including Chicago and Guilford 
(NC), are in the process of implementing new  
performance pay plans. 

Over the past ten years, the federal government has 
emerged as an ever more important champion of per-
formance pay programs, first with the enactment of the 
No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) and more recently 
with federally-funded programs such as the Teacher 
Incentive Fund (TIF), the Institute of Education (IES), 
and the National Center on Performance Incentives 
(NCPI).22 The most significant of these initiatives, the 
Teacher Incentive Fund, enacted in 2006, has evolved 
into a critical stimulus vehicle, providing hundreds of 
millions of dollars annually to performance compensation 
programs throughout the country.23 

Design Parameters for Performance  
Pay Systems

(Please refer to DMC MANAGERS’ Toolkit: 
How to Design a Performance Pay Program for more 
information on structuring a program for your district)

The emergence of performance pay as a viable  
alternative compensation model forces states and 
school districts to confront difficult questions concerning: 
(1) the structure, scope, and distribution of monetary 
rewards; (2) program financing; (3) program management; 
and (4) stakeholder relations. Addressing these issues 
is essential in order to craft and sustain an effective and 
equitable compensation plan aligned with district and/or 
state strategic objectives. 

In determining the structure and allocation of  
financial rewards — perhaps the core components of  
any performance compensation system – three elements 
are paramount:24 

	 Definition of Performance Measurement: Why 
should awards be given? What types of performance 
are worthy of financial incentives? Should an 
achievement-based or growth/value-added  
model be used? 

	 Reward Structure: What is the award? At what 
organizational level (i.e., individual, department or 
school) should rewards be calculated and awarded? 
What should the amount be?  

	 Participant Reward Rules: Who should receive 
awards? Should rewards be allocated using relative 
rankings or standards-based thresholds? Should  
participants be allowed to opt in or out?

Performance Measurement
At the foundation of any performance compensation 
system is the definition and design of the plan’s perfor-
mance measurement. When establishing a performance 
pay program, leaders must begin by addressing the 
meaning of “good performance.” In short, what outcome 
or combination of outcomes will be rewarded? 

States and school districts have a number of options  
in designing performance measurements. First, education  
leaders can create incentive programs that allocate  
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rewards based on direct assessments of teacher  
performance and expertise. Under such a system, 
school systems use professional evaluations (by district 
administrators, principals, and/or peers) to set relative 
or standard measures for performance outcomes using 
objective and subjective observations. The evaluations 
employ measures linked to curriculum and instruction 
as a means to identify student growth and teacher  
proficiency.25 Accordingly, teachers are rewarded for 
possessing classroom knowledge and teaching skills 
deemed critical to student achievement. 

Second, districts can implement incentive plans 
that use student achievement outcomes to establish 
standard measures for performance outcomes. Indeed, 
performance-based compensation systems typically link 
teacher awards to improved academic achievement 
by students. Such achievement is usually defined by 
improved performance on standardized examinations. 
Some districts, however, use other benchmarks of  
student success, such as the attainment of more  
generalized annual growth objectives, to evaluate 
teacher performance.26 

In gauging student achievement under performance 
pay plans, school systems can evaluate student gains 
by applying an “achievement” model that measures a 
child’s performance at a single point of time and compares 
that result to an established standard or threshold. 
Alternatively, school systems can utilize a “growth” or 
“value-added” model that measures a student’s progress 
between two different points in time and comparing 
the student’s current academic performance to their  
prior performance.27 Many educators argue that the 
value-added model represents the more equitable 
approach, asserting that progress metrics – unrelated 
to pre-existing factors – better reflect the real impact 
teachers and schools have on students’ academic 
performance. To minimize perceived unfairness, many 
performance-based pay programs, including the Houston 
program, have adopted a value-added approach that 
focuses on year-to-year student improvement rather 
than the level of absolute achievement.28 

Reward Structure
This second element forces districts to define the 
structure of incentive rewards. As an initial matter, the 
school system must decide at what organizational level 

awards should be calculated and awarded. Individual-
based awards reward teacher performance, which is  
evidenced by improved student achievement and/or 
strong instructional ability at the classroom level. Such 
payouts provide the most formal linkage between individual  
compensation and performance and are likely to improve 
teacher proficiency. However, individual-based awards 
may reduce faculty cooperation.29

Group awards, typically computed and conferred at 
the school-level, provide payments for school-wide  
academic success or the attainment of valued non-academic 
outcomes (i.e., increased graduation rates). Incentive 
awards may also be aggregated at the department or 
grade level for secondary school teachers, as individual 
teacher-level data often cannot be calculated for such 
educators.30 Group awards establish a strong linkage 
between compensation and school performance while also 
promoting collaboration among instructors. However, such 
payments can create free rider problems and demotivate 
top performers.31 

Districts must also determine which district employees 
will be eligible for rewards under a performance-based 
program. Will the plan be limited to core teachers or 
include other personnel, such as teaching assistants  
and instructional and non-instructional support staff? 
Denver, Austin, and Florida, for example, limit  
participation to teachers, while Toledo (KS) and North 
Carolina expand eligibility to all certified school staff, 
and programs in Houston and Dallas include all  
campus personnel.32 

In contemplating reward structures, school systems 
must also determine the appropriate size of incentive 
payments. District leaders should strive to offer suf-
ficiently large awards to motivate teachers (and other 
employees) to change behavior successfully. Towards 
this end, bonuses can be structured as a percentage of 
teacher base pay or as a defined payout significant to 
the potential recipient. In recent years, a number of 
districts, most notably Houston, have raised incentive 
awards and provided teachers with a real opportunity  
to earn bonuses equal to 20 percent of base salary.33 

However, other districts plans, while purporting to offer 
large bonus payouts via an array of incentivized activities,  
make it very difficult for teachers to earn the maximum 
notional award in reality.34
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To minimize institutional disruption and garner 
approval from often skeptical educators, most districts 
have designed incentive payments as an extension 
or adjunct to preexisting salary schedules – not as 
replacements for such schedules. Accordingly, most 
performance plans have historically provided relatively 
limited performance compensation – typically a few 
thousand dollars or a sum representing less than 10% 
of a teacher’s base compensation under the prevailing 
salary schedule. 

Participant Reward Rules
This last design parameter forces districts to define 
who will be eligible for rewards. The key question for 
districts to address here is whether the award will be 
based on a relative measure or on an absolute standard. 
Relative measures might award bonuses to the top 
quartile or half of a given group for example, whereas 
an absolute policy would award bonuses to anyone  
who has achieved a defined minimum performance 
hurdle. Each model has distinct pros and cons that  
may be more or less important depending on the  
individual district. 

The relative measure provides a significantly more 
predictable model to manage financially because leaders  
can set in advance how many people will receive 
rewards, thereby allowing total costs to be calculated.35 
Only a fixed number of people will access the bonus 
pool, so logic dictates that those motivated by additional 
money will compete for the limited award slots. The 
relative model is often thought to be more competitive 
in nature. 

The absolute model offers the financially riskier 
approach of incentivizing as many people as possible 
to pass a certain level of performance. Total costs will 
therefore increase along with increased performance. If 
the district has limited predictive ability about performance 
gains, the financial uncertainty may be significant.36 

However, the absolute model allows anyone to exceed 
the hurdle, so cooperation should be encouraged for 
the possibility of mutual benefit. This model places no 
limit on the number of program awards — potentially 
imposing a crippling financial burden on some school 
districts. As with each of the design elements, there is 
no one right answer. Districts should consider their local 
context carefully and pursue design choices that best fit 
their prevailing cultural and operating environment. 

Performance Pay Programs in Action

Current performance pay programs represent a broad 
range of configurations. Douglas County (CO) primarily 
measures performance via professional evaluation of 
teacher knowledge, skill, and expertise. Other schools 
systems, such as Houston and Guilford County (NC), 
judge teachers entirely on the basis of student academic 
performance.38 Incentive pay plans in Minnesota (Q-
Comp) and Hillsborough County (FL) focus awards on 
individual educators while programs in Texas (GEEG), 
North Carolina (ABCs), and Toledo (KS) mete out 
rewards based solely on school-wide performance.39 

Most prominent performance pay plans utilize multiple 
strategies. Douglas County, Austin, and Minneapolis 
have developed compensation plans with student 
achievement and teacher evaluations and/or teacher 
skills as performance benchmarks. Denver’s renowned 
ProComp program – one of the most diverse pay plans 
– blends (1) performance-based rewards for improved 
student academic achievement and successful professional 
evaluations with (2) knowledge and skill-based incentives 
for licensures, certifications, and professional development 
with (3) “needs-based” bonuses for serving in underper-
forming schools and teaching hard-to-staff specialties.40 

The Douglas County Performance Pay Plan, designed  
as part of an economic partnership between the Douglas  
County School District (DCSD) and its teacher  
workforce, has been in place for over 15 years and 
remains one of the best known performance compen-
sation programs in America. With the launch of the 
plan in 1994-95, DCSD became one of the first schools 
systems in the nation to implement a comprehensive 
incentive plan. While preserving a base salary sched-
ule, the Douglas County Performance Pay Plan has 
superimposed both knowledge- and skill-based pay and 
group-based performance pay onto the district’s com-
pensation structure. Notably, the performance-based 
components use professional evaluations, along with 
student achievement results, to decide which teachers 
merit awards.41 

Taken together, the various incentive bonuses 
included in the program could, in theory, constitute as 
much as 12% of an individual teacher’s compensation.42 
In reality, however, aggregate variable pay accounts for 
well under two percent of total teacher compensation  
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in Douglas County. During the 2002-03 school year, for 
example, the average bonus awarded to DCSD teachers 
was only $446 – representing barely one percent of the 
average base salary in the district.43 However, from its 
commencement, Douglas County’s variable compen-
sation program won widespread support from district 
teachers, and that support has not dissipated over 
time.44 District educators have voted to continue the 
DCSD’s variable compensation system each year since 
its inception. 

As a more recent point of comparison, the Denver 
Public Schools (DPS) “ProComp” plan is a more extensive 
overhaul than the differentiated pay plan introduced 
a decade earlier in Douglas County. Denver is the 
first major city in America to design and implement a 
teacher compensation system providing pay for perfor-
mance – with student achievement results constituting 
a key award component. Denver’s ProComp system 
supplanted a single salary schedule granting teachers 
automatic pay increases based on years of service and 
educational attainment with a new pay system providing 
teachers with multiple opportunities to augment their 
compensation. The district’s ProComp compensation  
program encompasses four separate components:  
(1) Student Growth, (2) Professional Evaluation,  
(3) Knowledge and Skills, and (4) Market Incentives.45 
In an effort to make ProComp more appealing (and less 
intimidating) to Denver educators, teachers employed 
by the district at the time of the program’s implementation 
have the option of remaining under the traditional pay 
structure for the remainder of their careers or opting 
into the new system at any time during its first seven 
years of operation. Since 2006, however, new teachers 
have been automatically enrolled into the new  
compensation program.46 

In the past, even districts with diverse incentives 
have been cautious about deploying the most contentious  
aspects of performance pay. Compensation plans in 
which monetary rewards are highly correlated to 
improvements in standardized test scores have often 
generated controversy because of longstanding teacher 
discomfort with using such exams as an assessment 
instrument. Student-driven performance rewards 
in districts such as Douglas County and Charlotte-

Mecklenburg are awarded on the basis of school-wide 
(as opposed to classroom-based) outcomes and not 
exclusively centered on standardized test results.47 The 
hybrid compensation plan instituted in Denver, likewise, 
uses student standardized exam scores as only one of 
multiple criteria in determining annual performance 
payments to teachers.48

In sum, forward-thinking districts across the nation 
have adopted different approaches to performance  
compensation. However, neither research nor operational 
experience has yielded definitive insights regarding 
a superior incentive compensation model. A “one-
approach-fits-all” compensation solution doesn’t exist. 
Plans should be designed based on a school system’s 
strategic objectives and appetite for change as well  
as the district culture and political landscape. 

Financing Performance Pay Programs

Districts are advised to adhere closely to a set of man-
agement and financing principles intended to maximize 
the long-term viability of incentive pay plans. Among 
these core principles is financial sustainability. Procuring 
sufficient and stable funding for performance pay systems 
has been critical to the survival of such plans. Indeed, 
past experience reveals that few deficiencies will under-
mine performance pay initiatives more quickly than a 
failure to honor financial commitments. 

Unfortunately, performance pay programs have 
proven to be quite expensive, as states and districts 
increasingly find that “sustainable programs are not  
cost neutral.” 49 Virtually no school district has sought  
to abandon the traditional single salary schedule in  
favor of a completely performance-driven model. 
Rather, modern differentiated pay plans have generally 
offered performance-based bonuses and salary hikes as  
a supplement or adjunct to compensation due under 
the district schedule.50 

Given that instructional costs account for nearly half 
of total public school expenditures and that performance-  
based awards can constitute anywhere from one to 
twenty-five percent of an educator’s base salary, the cost 
of program rewards can run into the tens of millions  
of dollars in larger school systems.51 Indeed, for the   
2008-09 school year, Houston’s ASPIRE program  

 

(continued on page 41)
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How to Design a  
Performance Pay Program
Beginning with alignment toward clear district objectives, successful incentive  
compensation plans are characterized by a few guiding principals. The integration  
of these principles into performance pay programs is an important step toward  
designing a successful program structure and planning for implementation. Based  
on our work with performance pay programs, 

DMC recommends the following:

	 Align program design with the organization’s strategic objectives and local context

	 Simplify the program as much as possible to facilitate broad understanding

	 Utilize performance indicators that are objective and measurable

	 Create sufficient flexibility in the program to respond to new challenges

	 Provide rewards large enough to motivate employees to excel 

	 Ensure that the program has consistent and sufficient funding

This toolkit is designed to assist districts in assessing the fit of key design parameters  
with local district priorities and context in mind.

Turn the page for your DMC Toolkit  
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W
ha

t?

What is the Award?
Reward Structure Design: Individual, Shared,  
or Combination

	 At what level should awards be  
calculated and awarded?

	 –Individual	 –School
	 –Program	 –District	
	 If awards are student achievement-
based, how should we deal with  
non-tested subject areas at individual  
or program levels?

“WHAT” 
Design Concept Description Pros Cons Key Questions Which is the best for your district? 

Individual  
Awards only

	 Individual teacher  
performance only

	 Can promote very  
targeted objectives

	 Hard to measure and explain growth effect
	 Data on individual growth effects can be 

“noisy”

	 How will this fit with district 
culture and your objectives?

Group Awards 
(grade, school, 
district)

	 Group/shared award only 	 Promote collaboration 	 Harder to measure group effects
	 Possible “free-rider” problem/moral hazard
	 Allows non-tested subjects 

 to be rewarded

	 How will this fit with district 
culture and your objectives?

Combination 	 Combination of individual and group rewards to  
address different objectives

	 Mitigates  
competition issues

	 Can be confusing 	 How do we preserve clarity on 
“what really matters”?

Bonus Size 	 Determination of how much money will affect  
behavior sufficiently to achieve desired outcomes

	 Larger: increased motivation
	 Smaller: broader applicability

	 Larger: fewer resources to spread around
	 Smaller: may not motivate

	 Is there a “magic number”?

Bonus Frequency 	 Annual
	 In conjunction with testing cycles
	 Other

	 How often can we do this?  
Is annual the right frequency?

W
hy

? Why is the Award Given?
Performance Pay Defined

	 How should we define what performance 
levels are worthy of financial incentives?

	 Should we focus on student achievement 
only? If so, how do we treat non-tested 
subject areas?

	 Do we do performance evaluations?  
If so, is our evaluation system robust 
enough to handle this?

“WHY” 
Design Concept Description Pros Cons Key Questions Which is the best for your district? 

Student  
Achievement only

	 Uses student achievement outcomes to set  
measures for performance outcomes

	 Includes possible achievement and growth  
(value-added data) approaches

	 Directly ties performance  
outcomes to financial reward

	 Growth data is difficult to calculate and 
interpret, and can be “noisy” over time

	 Are you concerned with 
“teaching to the test” or 
related arguments?

	 Are your systems capable of 
handing this type of work?

Professional 
Evaluation only

	 Uses professional evaluations to set measures  
for performance outcomes using subjective and 
objective performance observations

	 Allows non-tested subjects  
to be rewarded

	 Requires less change to  
implement for most districts

	 Not based on (and possibly not correlated 
with) student achievement outcomes

	 How robust and objective is 
your evaluation protocol?

	 Is performance differentiated 
enough to use for variable 
compensation?

Combination 	 Multiple offerings (e.g. Denver)
	 Career ladder design

	 More precise alignment of  
incentives with desired outcomes

	 Hard to implement— this is a massive 
change away from the status quo

	 What manageable first step 
can we take?

How to Design a Performance Pay Program
W

ho
? Who Gets the Award?

Choosing Award Participants

	 Which individuals receive financial 
incentives at the end of a given period?

	 Will it be a relative ranking that limits 
rewards to a certain number or  
percentage of eligible teachers? 

                                or
	 Will it be a standards-based “bar” that 
can be reached by anyone?

“WHO” 
Design Concept Description Pros Cons Key Questions Which is the best for your district? 

Relative  
Ranking

	 Establishes a rank order treatment of individuals
	 Establishes a cutoff at a predetermined level
	 By definition, limits number of possible awards

	 Limits financial exposure
	 Promotes competition

 

	 Creates haves/have nots by definition
	 Promotes competition
	 Does not specify a performance hurdle

	 What is your or your district’s 
bias regarding competition?

	 What percentage of staff 
should receive an award?

Standards-based 	 Establishes a fixed bar for performance 
	 By definition, imposes no limit on number of awards

	 Possibility exists for all teachers to 
receive award

	 Promotes cooperation

	 Difficult to determine appropriate hurdles
	 Unclear financial exposure and risk

	 How would you define the 
hurdle performance rates?

Combination 	 May use both of the above methods by:
–Mixing vehicles
–Elevating relative rankings to county, state 

	 Can address multiple objectives 
and mitigates competitiveness

	 Increased complexity makes system  
difficult to understand for teachers

	 What multiple objectives do 
you really want to target?

Program design can be distilled to three significant and largely independent design parameters. Based on 
Susan Moore Johnson and John Papay’s basic framework on performance pay design, DMC offers the  
worksheet below as a means for school districts to evaluate key design parameters and assess their fit  
with district context.  
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“WHAT” 
Design Concept Description Pros Cons Key Questions Which is the best for your district? 

Individual  
Awards only

	 Individual teacher  
performance only

	 Can promote very  
targeted objectives

	 Hard to measure and explain growth effect
	 Data on individual growth effects can be 

“noisy”

	 How will this fit with district 
culture and your objectives?

Group Awards 
(grade, school, 
district)

	 Group/shared award only 	 Promote collaboration 	 Harder to measure group effects
	 Possible “free-rider” problem/moral hazard
	 Allows non-tested subjects 

 to be rewarded

	 How will this fit with district 
culture and your objectives?

Combination 	 Combination of individual and group rewards to  
address different objectives

	 Mitigates  
competition issues

	 Can be confusing 	 How do we preserve clarity on 
“what really matters”?

Bonus Size 	 Determination of how much money will affect  
behavior sufficiently to achieve desired outcomes

	 Larger: increased motivation
	 Smaller: broader applicability

	 Larger: fewer resources to spread around
	 Smaller: may not motivate

	 Is there a “magic number”?

Bonus Frequency 	 Annual
	 In conjunction with testing cycles
	 Other

	 How often can we do this?  
Is annual the right frequency?

“WHY” 
Design Concept Description Pros Cons Key Questions Which is the best for your district? 

Student  
Achievement only

	 Uses student achievement outcomes to set  
measures for performance outcomes

	 Includes possible achievement and growth  
(value-added data) approaches

	 Directly ties performance  
outcomes to financial reward

	 Growth data is difficult to calculate and 
interpret, and can be “noisy” over time

	 Are you concerned with 
“teaching to the test” or 
related arguments?

	 Are your systems capable of 
handing this type of work?

Professional 
Evaluation only

	 Uses professional evaluations to set measures  
for performance outcomes using subjective and 
objective performance observations

	 Allows non-tested subjects  
to be rewarded

	 Requires less change to  
implement for most districts

	 Not based on (and possibly not correlated 
with) student achievement outcomes

	 How robust and objective is 
your evaluation protocol?

	 Is performance differentiated 
enough to use for variable 
compensation?

Combination 	 Multiple offerings (e.g. Denver)
	 Career ladder design

	 More precise alignment of  
incentives with desired outcomes

	 Hard to implement— this is a massive 
change away from the status quo

	 What manageable first step 
can we take?

“WHO” 
Design Concept Description Pros Cons Key Questions Which is the best for your district? 

Relative  
Ranking

	 Establishes a rank order treatment of individuals
	 Establishes a cutoff at a predetermined level
	 By definition, limits number of possible awards

	 Limits financial exposure
	 Promotes competition

 

	 Creates haves/have nots by definition
	 Promotes competition
	 Does not specify a performance hurdle

	 What is your or your district’s 
bias regarding competition?

	 What percentage of staff 
should receive an award?

Standards-based 	 Establishes a fixed bar for performance 
	 By definition, imposes no limit on number of awards

	 Possibility exists for all teachers to 
receive award

	 Promotes cooperation

	 Difficult to determine appropriate hurdles
	 Unclear financial exposure and risk

	 How would you define the 
hurdle performance rates?

Combination 	 May use both of the above methods by:
–Mixing vehicles
–Elevating relative rankings to county, state 

	 Can address multiple objectives 
and mitigates competitiveness

	 Increased complexity makes system  
difficult to understand for teachers

	 What multiple objectives do 
you really want to target?

Why will a performance pay program make a difference in your district?

+ – ?
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Design Parameter Who? Why? What?

Description Decision rule for which 
individuals receive award

	 Relative-ranking?
	 Standards-based?
	 Combination?

Definition & design  
of performance  
measurement

	 Student Achievement?
	 Professional Evaluation?
	 Combination?

Reward Structure
	 Individual or Group?

Houston, TX 	 Relative: ASPIRE I, II, IIIA
	 Standards: ASPIRE IIIB

	 Student achievement only 
(value-added growth)

	 Individual: ASPIRE II

	 Group: ASPIRE I, III

Denver, CO 	 Combination of standards-
based and relative

	 Combination of  
student achievement  
and evaluation-based

	 Combination of individual 
and group rewards

Douglas County, CO 	 Combination or standards-
based and relative

	 Professional evaluations 
only

	 Combination of individual 
and group rewards

	 Varied timing

Charlotte Mecklenburg, NC 	 All standards-based 	 Student achievement
	 Combination for  

retention incentive

	 Individual: STAR
	 Group: ABC (NC)

Hillsborough County, FL 	 Standards: Local plan
	 Relative: MAP (FL)

	 Combination of  
student achievement  
and evaluation-based

	 Individual (MAP & local)

Guilford County, NC 	 Relative only 	 Student achievement only 	 Individual only

Minneapolis, MN 	 Relative: MnTAP  
(school), QPA

	 Standards: MnTAP SKR

	 Student achievement
	 Combination for retention  

incentive

	 Group: MnTAP (school), 
QPA

	 Individual: MnTAP SKR

What Other Districts Are Doing…
Districts have implemented a wide variety of design approaches from the available options. While formal
research has not yet yielded significant insights regarding one preferred structure, DMC believes that design
approaches should be adjusted based on program objectives and district context. As the figure shows below,
there is little consistency between the major programs around the country that have been implemented.

In Colorado, Douglas County’s performance pay plan has superimposed knowledge-, skill-, and group-based
performance pay onto the district’s compensation structure. Denver’s ProComp, a program that gained significant 
national attention, supplanted a single salary schedule granting teachers automatic pay increases based on years  
ofservice and educational attainment with a new pay system providing teachers with multiple opportunities to
augment their compensation. The district’s ProComp compensation program encompasses four separate components: 
(1) Student Growth, (2) Professional Evaluation, (3) Knowledge and Skills, and (4) Market Incentives. Houston  
Independent School District’s ASPIRE Program focuses entirely on student achievement and incorporates both  
an individual and group reward structure. The story of Houston is addressed in the DMC Case Study herein.

Source: S.M. Johnson and J.P. Papay, Redesigning Teacher Pay (Economic Policy Institute 2009), and DMC Research and Analysis.
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paid over $40 million in bonus awards to district teachers  
and support staff.52 In those districts, such as Denver, 
where performance payments are incorporated into 
future base salaries, the costs of such awards will be  
compounded year-over-year for the remainder of the 
teacher’s career. Moreover, to the extent that incentive 
payments increase total compensation for educators, 
districts expand their future pension obligations. 

Increased compensation expenditures, however, are 
far from the only incremental costs sustained by dif-
ferentiated compensation programs. From the outset, 
school systems incur significant research and design 
costs to determine the structure and operation of  
the plan. Once the incentive compensation program  
is implemented, districts will likely have to expend  
additional money to staff and operate new assessment 
and data collection systems.53 In conjunction with 
these efforts, districts may need to update and  
expand their existing technological infrastructure –  
a costly process that may significantly boost capital 
expenditures. Furthermore, calculating, awarding, 
and disbursing reward payments will necessitate new 
accounting and payroll procedures, thereby increasing 
administrative costs.54 

Four categories of revenue finance the vast majority 
of performance pay expenditures in the United States: 
(1) district funding via local taxes, (2) state funding 
via grants and appropriations, (3) federal grants, and 
(4) philanthropic and corporate support (See Figure 3). 
Over the years, leading districts have employed a  
number of opportunistic strategies to take full  
advantage of these potential revenue streams. 

1. Accessing District Resources

District general funds provide the most significant funding 
source for local differentiated pay plans. Districts can 
reallocate existing resources into the program, often  
through the redeployment of funding within the future 
compensation structure – a process whereby monies 
previously set to be allocated to teachers for graduate 
degrees, certifications, and increased experience (step 
expenditures) are instead redistributed to performance-
based initiatives.55 Indeed, Houston recently adopted 
this strategy to provide internal funding for the ASPIRE 
pay plan, redirecting one percent of scheduled sal-
ary raises toward funding its performance pay plan, 

and thereby effectively reducing a hypothetical three 
percent raise to two percent. The decision generated 
approximately $8 million per year, a sum sufficient to 
fund a significant portion of the increase in payouts to  
teachers and support staff.56 

Alternatively, districts can attempt to reallocate 
resources from outside the compensation structure 
by adopting a more aggressive stance with respect to 
program evaluation and prioritization. Under this 
approach, school systems redeploy money from lower 
value, underutilized, and/or redundant district programs 
to performance pay plans.57 Finally, districts can raise 
internal funds by expenditure reductions derived from 
district performance gains. For example, a successful 
effort to reduce absenteeism will increase the school 
system’s overall financial performance by, among other 
things, decreasing payments to substitute teachers, 
lowering administrative and recruitment costs, avoiding 
loss of instructional continuity, and reducing the time 
needed for classrooms to achieve curriculum objectives. 
The resulting monetary savings can be used to support 
performance pay initiatives. 

2. State Grants and Appropriations

State grants and appropriations are a common source of 
external funding for district performance pay programs. 
However, while it substantially supplements district 
resources, state aid is inherently less controllable and 
dependable than internal funding. First, state assistance 
is often accompanied by specific provisions that dictate 
or restrict how funds may be spent, thereby potentially 
limiting the ability of central offices to utilize such 
money to advance plan objectives. More importantly, 
however, state appropriations and grants are dependent 
on the whims of the legislature, which, subject to  
prevailing economic conditions and the political  
vagaries of the moment, normally have to approve 
disbursements on an annual basis.58  

Some state legislatures have provided a more reliable 
stream of funding by subsidizing compensation plans 
via categorical aid statutes rather than annual grants. 
For example, Minnesota state officials structured their 
Q-Comp pay plan as a categorical aid program funded 
through a permanent line item in the state budget.59  
Accordingly, Q-Comp’s funding is now a part of the 
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state’s baseline commitment to education financing  
and not a discretionary funding program. Yet, even 
institutionalized, supposedly “permanent” funding is 
ultimately subject to the decisions of current and  
future legislatures. 

3. A Growing Wave of Federal Assistance

Until relatively recently, the federal government’s 
involvement with performance-based pay was largely 
confined to Title II, which specifically mentions the  
development of new forms of teacher compensation  

and allows states and districts to use funding for  
compensation reform.60 However, despite such financial 
flexibility, districts have rarely allocated Title II funds  
to incentive pay plans, preferring instead to spend  
such money on other programs such as class-size  
reduction initiatives.61

Within the past few years, however, the federal  
government has become an increasingly significant 
source of funding for state and district performance-
based compensation programs. Underlying this  
development was the creation of the Teacher Incentive 
Fund (TIF) in 2006. TIF supports a variety of performance-

Strategies for Funding Performance Pay Programs

Figure 3

Implementation expenses  
via research and  

design expenditures

Source: DMC

Staffing and operations  
of new assessment and  
data collection systems

Expanded pension  
obligations

Increased annual bonuses 
 paid to educators, staff

Increased administrative  
costs via accounting and  

payroll procedures

Updating technology  
infrastructure

Public relations & media 
campaigns

Federal Grants

State Grants &  
Appropriations

Alternative  
Public Funding

Redeployment of Current 
District Funds

Philanthropic and  
  Corporate Support

 	Advocating for enactment 
of categorical aid statutes 
providing permanent  
funding

 	Repackaging state and 
federal aid programs

 	Lobbying state legislatures 
to increase district general 
fund revenues

 	Securing dedicated local 
sales and/or property tax 
levies

 	Transferring funds 
from programs and 
services that have not 
demonstrated increased 
academic achievement

 	Local business  
organizations

 	Foundation grants

District  
Budget  
Impact

Plan Cost Categories Primary Funding Sources Enhance Revenue by:



The District Management Journal  |  Spring 2010          43

DMC SPOTLIGHT

based compensation systems that reward educators for 
increases in student achievement and boost the number 
of effective instructors in high-need schools.62 

The federal TIF grant program is primarily intended 
to support teacher compensation reform during the  
development and implementation phase.63 To qualify 
for TIF money, applicants must proffer sufficient evidence 
of existing support for compensation reform (or a 
strategy to generate such support) so as to ensure that 
district stakeholders have a long-term commitment to 
the effort. School systems must also specify the length 
of time required to develop and implement their  
incentive pay plan.64 

Designed with the goal of promoting sustainable 
performance-based pay systems, TIF does not provide 
districts with an open-ended funding commitment. 
Once approved, TIF grants are available for a maximum 
of 60 months, funded in installments based on the 
district’s annual progress.65 Even during this five-year 
window, TIF includes broad cost-sharing provisions, 
requiring that each year districts provide an increasing 
share of the plan’s funding from sources other than TIF 
grant monies. Accordingly, during the fifth and final 
year of the grant, a district must ensure that at least  
75 percent of performance compensation expenditures 
are derived from non-TIF funds.66 

Over the course of a few years, TIF has become a 
well-funded program with a substantial footprint. In 
2009, TIF’s initial budget of $97 million was supple-
mented by $200 million in additional funding from 
the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act.67 By 
the fall of 2009, TIF had disbursed dozens of grants to 
districts, states, and charter schools across the nation, 
with annual payouts ranging from less than $500,000 
to more than $20 million per grantee.68 In December 
2009, President Obama signed a bill providing for a 
dramatic increase in TIF funding to $400 million in 
fiscal year 2010.69 In future years, however, the expan-
sive TIF program is likely to be surpassed by the even 
more far-reaching $4.35 billion Race to the Top Fund 
– one of the largest ever federal investments in school 
reform – which has provisions that further expand 
performance-based pay.70 

4. Philanthropic and Corporate Support

The private sphere offers another ample source of 
money for performance pay plans via philanthropic and 
corporate support. In recent years, numerous national 
and regional foundations, including the Gates Foundation,  
the Broad Foundation, and the Walton Family Foundation,  
have declared performance pay as one of their funding 
priorities.71 Such educational philanthropy has commonly 
taken the form of “venture capital,” as foundations provide 
crucial early stage funding during a pay program’s devel-
opment and transition phases.72 In Denver, for example, 
the Rose Community Foundation, the Broad Foundation, 
and Daniels Fund combined to offer more than $4 million  
to fund ProComp research and development and 
the Pay-for-Performance Pilot. Thereafter, the three 
foundations provided millions more to help fund the 
transition from the existing system to ProComp.73

School systems may likewise procure funding support  
from munificent businesses within the district. Indeed, 
districts as diverse as Guilford County (NC) and New York 
City have established business-education partnerships 
to secure corporate assistance for their performance pay 
programs. Guilford County, for example, formed a part-
nership with the University of North Carolina system 
and Action Greensboro — a coalition of local founda-
tions and businesses. In 2006, the partnership provided 
a $2 million grant to Guilford to expand its “Mission 
Possible” program, which offers $10,000 recruitment 
bonuses to eligible math and ELA teachers working  
in designated low-performing schools and up to  
$4,000 in performance pay if students meet academic 
growth targets.74 

5. Establishing Dedicated Funding Sources

In today’s difficult economic environment, school 
systems often lack the ability to redeploy substantial 
existing district revenue to incentive pay programs. 
Moreover, while external financing options (including 
state, federal and philanthropic grants) may provide 
useful short and intermediate-term funding for the early 
stage development and implementation of compensation 
plans, they do not necessarily offer the long-term  
reliability essential to sustain salary increases and  
recurring bonus awards. 
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Accordingly, districts are probably best served by 
securing a permanent source of public funding insulated 
from political change and cyclical variations in educa-
tional resources and specifically dedicated to covering 
the costs of incentive pay programs. Such funding has 
often been generated via special sales and property tax 
levies. In Arizona, the Classroom Site Fund (CSF) 
was established by the voter-approved Proposition 
301, which increased the state sales tax by 0.6 percent 
for twenty years and directed that the tax receipts be 
spent on educational programs.75 The Classroom Site 
Fund receives hundred of millions of dollars of annual 
funding from both the sales tax and growth in K-12 
state trust land revenues to support pay for performance 
programs throughout Arizona. State legislation protects 
CSF resources by requiring that the money “supplement, 
not supplant” teacher compensation funding from 
other sources.76 Furthermore, state law mandates that 
school districts allocate 40% of their CSF revenues for 
performance-based pay increases for teachers.77 

In Denver, a local property tax increase approved  
by city residents in 2005 is earmarked exclusively to 
support ProComp. The annual mill levy override  
provided Denver with approximately $31 million in 
incremental tax dollars and interest earnings in 2007-08.78 
Importantly, the city has implemented institutional and 
legal safeguards to protect ProComp funds once they 
are collected. The property revenues are deposited in 
the ProComp Trust, which is administered by a trust 
board and subject to a comprehensive trust agreement 
that dictates proper use and protection of compensa-
tion funds.79 

However, in the absence of such dedicated funding 
sources, the best way to maximize revenues and ensure 
the long-term sustainability of incentive pay programs 
is through the adoption of a diversified funding strategy. 
Such an approach looks to combine multiple funding 
streams in order to reduce the volatility produced by 
overdependence on any one revenue source. 

Implementation Insights

Implementing a performance-based compensation 
program should be a collaborative effort that incorpo-
rates teachers, administrators, school board members, 
parents, and the general public. School systems need to 
include these stakeholders in the development process, 
allowing all parties to play a meaningful role in district 
discussions and planning, and ensuring these groups 

have a substantive opportunity to shape and steer 
the program.80 Involving stakeholders in the design 
and implementation process increases the likelihood 
that the program will maintain widespread support in 
the face of inevitable challenges and obstacles. After 
the pay program has been formulated, districts must 
undertake a significant campaign to publicize and pro-
mote the plan while continuing to communicate and 
solicit feedback from all key stakeholders.81 Before full 
rollout of a performance-based pay program, the district 
must strive to educate all parties on the structure and 
operation of the new compensation model – including 
rewards and performance measures – and why the new 
approach is appropriate. For further commentary and 
analysis on implementation processes, please see the 
case study on Houston Independent School District 
(HISD) in this issue. 
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To kick things off, Hairston decided to build a 
high school virtual learning lab that would  
run software simulations already under  
development at the Johns Hopkins University  
Center for Technology in Education (CTE). 

An evolution of a federal grant-driven prototype for 
testing the use of gaming and simulation in education 
at Johns Hopkins, the simulations – for environmental 
science, biology, and chemistry subjects – would be 
retooled to fit the needs of the curriculum in Baltimore 
County as specified by Dr. Hairston and his team. The 
team proceeded with strict adherence to the curriculum. 
“This is not about educational games,” said Hairston. 
“It is about games that educate.”

For Hairston, the partnership had to start with the 
school and the students most in need of investment 
from the community. He decided to pilot the virtual 
learning lab at Chesapeake High School, a struggling 
school in the district. Chesapeake, like many other 

failing urban high schools across the U.S., had a history 
plagued with problems. During Hairston’s 10-year 
tenure, Chesapeake had seen three principals come 
and go. BCPS had converted Chesapeake High from a 
comprehensive high school to a STEM Academy with 
specific career paths and an infusion of high-level and 
advanced placement classes, but they had not yet  
succeeded in changing the culture. The previous year, 
the school lost 150 students to magnet and private 
schools. It was a school from which both students and 
staff were walking away in droves. Historically, many 
parents of Chesapeake students worked in manufacturing  
jobs, but these jobs were declining in numbers and would 
likely not be available to their children. Chesapeake’s 
location on the eastern side of the county made it ideal 
for partnership with defense contractors, which were 
located and expanding in this part of the county, but 
the graduates of Chesapeake needed different skills to 
make their way in a highly competitive job market. 

During a regular breakfast meeting with industry leaders, Dr. Joe Hairston, Superintendent of the 

104,000-student Baltimore County Public Schools (BCPS), had a “light bulb” moment. With leaders 

from Northrop Grumman, Lockheed Martin, Johns Hopkins University, University of Baltimore, 

Breakaway Games, and TrainingPort Strategies at the table, Hairston brainstormed about forming  

an innovative partnership to align the goals of industry with the goals of the district to boost STEM – 

science, technology, engineering and math education – in the Baltimore County Public Schools. 

When the breakfast was over, Hairston had a commitment for a ground-breaking partnership and 

aggressive one-year timeline to bring state-of-the-art simulation technology into his district. With 

an emerging district emphasis on 21st century skill development, the partnership would serve as 

an opportunity to test new pedagogical approaches. Hairston did not simply want to teach children 

about technology, he wanted to use technology to engage students in the curriculum. 

Baltimore County Public Schools:
Using Innovative Public-Private 
Partnerships to Accelerate Change   

Amy Sessler Powell contributed to the research and writing of this case study.
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For industry leaders, the possibility of the partnership’s 
bringing them a more skilled workforce had great appeal.  
Their own expansion plans called for a workforce that 
required a different set of skills and goals than the prior  
generation possessed. To deliver this workforce, Chesapeake 
needed more than technology. The school needed an 
infusion of goals and aspirations. Hairston, a staunch 
believer in the power of public education, believed 
that a partnership could deliver both the technological 
advances as well as the community investment required 
to raise expectations and aspirations at Chesapeake. He 
believed it would stop the flight from Chesapeake to 
private and district magnet schools by giving students  
a good reason to stay. 

What Makes a True Partnership?

When Hairston speaks of a partnership, he is not  
talking about what he calls the typical “I beg you for 
stuff and you give it to me” type of partnership, or  
the kind where an industry engineer drops into a  
classroom now and then to do a special project. This 
partnership with Northrop Grumman, Lockheed 
Martin, Johns Hopkins University CTE and Applied 

Physics Laboratory, the University of Baltimore,  
Breakaway Games, and TrainingPort Strategies is  
predicated on collaboration and continuous improve-
ment, with an eye towards scalability. 

To Hairston, a partnership is a true, multilayered 
entity that aligns everyone’s goals and objectives.  
Each of the partners had something to gain – not 
just the school district. Industry gains a workforce of 
students engaged in STEM. BCPS gains the technology 
to inspire student interest in these subjects. The Center 
for Technology in Education gained the ability to  
complete their study of gaming and simulation technology  
for teaching science, math and literacy; in the third 
year of a five-year grant, the Center had lost its funding 
and was looking for partners to help complete the work. 

Goal Setting and Strategic Alignment 

When he came to Baltimore County in 2000, Dr. Hairston  
introduced the Blueprint for Progress, the district’s 
foundational document for continuous improvement.
The 28-page document, revised annually, outlines the 
district’s vision and strategic direction for the future   
as a series of nine performance goals, performance  

Left to right: Jerry Ciccone (Data Networks), Dan Scroggs (BCPS), Jim Miller (JHU Applied Physics Lab), Kevin Huber (JHU Applied Physics Lab), 
Jim Gring (Lockheed Martin), Joe Biglin (Training Port Strategies), Joe Hairston (BCPS), Tim Frey (JHU Applied Physics Lab), Ted Imes (Northrop 
Grumman), Dave Peloff (JHU Center for Technology in Education), Jon Smulyan (Baltimore Sound), Biz Shaughnessy (Baltimore Sound)
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indicators, and key strategies for achieving them. The 
Blueprint is a key driver for all activity in the district. 
The first performance goal is that “all students will 
reach high standards, as established by the Baltimore 
County Public Schools and state performance level 
standards, in English/reading/writing, mathematics,  
science, and social studies.” For Hairston, the partnership 
and the placement of the pilot at Chesapeake High 
was one way of meeting the performance goal of raising 
standards for all students regardless of geography and 
income level.

Hairston had always viewed technology as critical  
to advancing the district’s objectives, both in terms 
of internal management efficacy as well as student 
learning objectives. BCPS had already laid significant 
groundwork to make it ready to work with industry 
partners. In 2000, the district invested $11 million in 
converting computers to a system-wide high speed, 
Windows-based infrastructure to connect all the 
schools and district offices. With this infrastructure, 
they also created a data warehouse to integrate data 
collection and reporting; all teachers and administrators 
had access to student performance information to use 
in making instructional and leadership decisions. By 
2005, the district introduced wireless laptop carts in 
the schools. Hairston won several awards on behalf of 
the district for advanced use of technology including 
the International Society for Technology in Education 
Award for Outstanding Leadership, the statewide  
MICCA 2005 Outstanding Technology Leader in  
Education Award, the national ET3 Technology to  
Empower Community Champion Leadership Award, 
and the Top Ten Tech Savvy Superintendents Award 
from eSchool News. At the same time, student achievement 
was on the rise. The Maryland Report Card indicates 
that not only was overall student achievement steadily 
rising, but gaps identified by race and gender had 

narrowed. BCPS has the highest graduation rate for 
African-American males from among the nation’s  
50 largest school districts. 

The partnership at Chesapeake High was always 
about meeting the goals laid out in the Blueprint. Dr. 
Hairston wanted to turn Chesapeake into the sort of 
high school that every child deserves. If successful, 
they would scale the project to other schools in the 
district, but first they needed to choose a model. To do 
this, Hairston toured many facilities at Johns Hopkins, 
Northrop Grumman, and Lockheed Martin. In December 
2008, he found what he was looking for at the Applied 
Physics Lab at Johns Hopkins, where they were using 
simulations to train submariners and astronauts. The 
next step was getting teams of people into the Applied 
Physics Lab to begin the discussion and to plan how to 
replicate it at Chesapeake High by September 2009. 

David Peloff, director of the Johns Hopkins University 
CTE, praised Hairston for taking a calculated risk by 
putting the software into the school and monitoring 
the situation continuously. The original plan at Hopkins 
had been to finish developing the software and test it 
before it went into a school, but the partnership altered 
the process by getting the software into the school 
setting and testing it there. “I did not think a principal 
or superintendent would be willing to take the risk of 
putting this into a school right away,” said Peloff. “Dr. 
Hairston, in my opinion, was a visionary to take that 
step. He believed this was the future of how kids are go-
ing to learn and that the potential was so great that he 
did not want to wait until tons of data backed it up. We 
will research it as we go, while it is in the hands  
of the kids.”

With the decision of what to build and what to 
teach defined, teams were assembled to bring the plans 
to fruition for the opening of school in September 
2009. The next goal was to secure the funding for the 
construction and the technology. Hairston was able to 
redirect $2 million from the capital improvement and 
technology purchase areas of the BCPS budget to pay 
for the project. The money covered the construction, 
equipment purchases, and the scientists at Hopkins 
who were developing and adapting the software. 

For the construction phase, additional teams of 
people were assembled for weekly meetings starting in 
January 2009. The teams included designers, electricians, 
technology purchasing agents, construction engineers, 
and others. At the same time, teams of educators met 
to plan the curriculum, the simulation software, and 

“Our children actually believe 
that there is a future, and that 
they have the possibility of 
making a contribution to  
that future.” —Dr. Hairston
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the necessary training and professional development. 
The teams initially met at Johns Hopkins to study the 
room they would be emulating and to make decisions  
about everything from construction to hardware 
purchases. Ultimately, they broke into smaller subject-
oriented groups to meet. Many of these groups continue 
to meet bi-weekly to continuously trouble-shoot and 
upgrade the program at Chesapeake and to begin thinking 
about replication at other schools in the district. When 
the team first started, they planned to have the room 
ready for training starting in May 2009 and running 
through the summer so it would be ready when school 
opened in September.

The team hit their target dates and held their first 
teacher trainings in May with a pilot group of teachers 
who were already comfortable with technology. In June, 
the entire staff trained in groups of 20. Additional  
professional development took place during the summer 
as some classroom teachers worked at Lockheed Martin 
to learn how to apply the new technology to their classes.

Going “LIVE”

Chesapeake opened in September 2009 with a new  
$2 million virtual laboratory, Learning in a Virtual  
Environment (LIVE). The high-tech lab is designed 
to run software that brings real world situations to 
students through 3-D simulations and problem-solving 
scenarios that develop the decision-making skills 
future employers might expect. Students interface with 
high-definition 72-inch TV monitors, arranged in two 
five-screen semicircles, using a custom-designed digital 
switch and touch-panel controller. Additionally, an 
adjoining lab houses 30 workstations, each outfitted 
with three monitors that run the same scenarios as the 
larger virtual facility so lessons can be applied on an 
individual or team basis. The software runs on standard 
PCs with high-end graphics cards and a lot of memory, 
usually sold as gaming computers. 

Though they emulated the Applied Physics Lab 
at Johns Hopkins, the lab at Chesapeake is slightly 
different and perhaps more modern and more suited to 
instruction with its virtual learning environment and 
sophisticated communications technology. Engineers 
from Lockheed Martin and Northrop Grumman can 
“visit” without actually leaving their own jobs, a 
convenience for them that will ultimately offer more 
expertise to the students. The engineers communicate 
with Chesapeake High School through the use of video 

conferencing. The students have two-way audio and 
video communications to ask the engineers questions, 
see demonstrations, and share documents that assist 
the students in their understanding of engineering and 
technical concepts and how certain processes function. 
With video conferencing, both students and engineers 
exchange valuable information without either party 
leaving the location where they work or learn.

The simulations do not substitute for the traditional 
learning, but rather enhance it by showing how the 
knowledge is applied and thus answering the recurring 
student question, “Why do I need to know this?” The 
first simulations used in class involved a rescue mission 
at Mount St. Helens and the investigation of a Maryland 
fish kill in nearby Spirit Lake. The simulations use con-
cepts learned in environmental science, biology, and 
geometry, requiring student knowledge be applied to 
real world situations. If a student does not understand 
the Pythagorean Theorem or why it is important, they 
will soon realize – during the “Search and Rescue” – 
the importance of being able figure out distances for 
evacuation plans. 

The BCPS team members say they have not figured 
out a way to replace learning the basics, but they  
have created a lush environment for applying them. 
“Students are creating a zone in the actual world 
and need to use the Pythagorean Theorem and other 
concepts to figure it out,” said Peloff. A senior execu-
tive from Lockheed Martin has pointed out that while 
learning science, engineering, and math can be very 
abstract, if students can actually apply the skills to a 
real, exciting problem with real engineers, they will 
feel encouraged and more likely to sustain interest in 
engineering and technology. 

Between the simulated scenarios and the remote visits 
from real engineers in the field, students at Chesapeake 
are gaining exposure to the sorts of jobs that exist in 
the current and future workforce and they are seeing 
why they need certain skills to get there. They are  
beginning to better understand career paths, the skills 
needed for them, and most importantly, they are aspir-
ing. It is the difference between learning material for 
a test and learning material to apply to real world situ-
ations. To Hairston, this partnership is not just about 
turning out an educated and inspired workforce or 
saving a failing high school. This partnership is about 
the future of public education and what it needs to look 
like. It’s about rolling up your sleeves and making an 
investment in new strategies. 



50          The District Management Council  |  www.dmcouncil.org

DMC case study

Early Results

The project at Chesapeake High School is showing 
some early and powerful results. First, flight out of 
Chesapeake has ceased and the school has again become 
an entity in high demand. In prior years, as many as 
160 students zoned for Chesapeake High School were 
in other neighboring schools – school enrollment was 
896. Today, enrollment is 1086, exceeding the state 
recommended number of 1041. More and more students 
are accepting Chesapeake as their magnet school. 
This year’s first open house attracted 123 families as 
compared to 86 families last year (the first year data on 
open house attendance was recorded). Additionally, 
staff attrition has decreased. Four years ago, in her first 
year on the job, Principal Maria Lowry hired 52 new 
staff members. This year, she hired just eight; five were 
new positions to support enrollment increases, and 
other turnover was due to promotions. 

Perhaps even more importantly, there has been 
wholesale cultural change for the better. Before they 
converted it to a STEM Academy, Chesapeake was  
the lowest performing school in the district with no  
advanced placement courses, the lowest SAT scores, 
and worst of all, no expectations of the students. Today, 
all of this has changed. There is a warm and welcoming 
environment, and a general sense of purpose from the 
students to the staff. Students and faculty collaborate to 
create the virtual learning environment. Students are 
included during professional development with faculty, 
in some cases learning with the teachers and in some 
cases doing the teaching. Students identify which  
segments are difficult or dull and suggest adjustments. 

Many attribute the changes to the partnership, the 
investment in technology, and the halo effect created 
by the initiative. Students see that the community  
has invested in them. They are forming bonds and  
relationships with their teachers as well as with industry  
partners. With the “Chat and Choose” program, 
industry engineers eat lunch with students and discuss 
their careers and class recommendations for students 
interested in engineering.

“Our children actually believe that there is a future, 
and that they have the possibility of making a contribution 
to that future,” said Hairston. 

Several studies are in place to determine the project’s 
impact on test scores and student achievement. The 
Johns Hopkins CTE and the BCPS Department of 
Research, Accountability and Assessment are looking 
at many indicators of success including student and 

teacher attendance, test scores, and other achievement 
indicators that make a school productive and positive.  
Johns Hopkins is also studying the differences in these 
indicators at Chesapeake versus similar schools without  
the virtual learning environment to determine if this 
sort of environment is doing all the things they  
designed it to do.

To Hairston, the culture change at Chesapeake is 
about trust and acceptance. The Chesapeake High 
community is working now because everyone has a 
shared sense of responsibility. The teachers chose to 
work there, but without guarantees that anything 
would change. “Everyone involved has a vested  
interest. Working at Chesapeake is more than a job.  
It is a responsibility,” said Hairston. 

Policies and gimmicks come and go, according to 
Hairston, but using technology innovation to transform 
a school requires human effort and is ultimately about 
people. “Policy can establish levels of compliance, but 
the effort of engagement is about the human condition 
and human interaction. When commitment is there, 
good things generally happen,” he says. 

Scaling Up and Looking Ahead

For the present, there are still pieces of the LIVE 
project that need to be completed. Programmers from 
Johns Hopkins and the University of Baltimore as well 
as technology staff from BCPS continue to tweak the 
system. All the players hold regular biweekly meetings 
to ensure the system is working correctly and achieving 
the goals intended. The district and its partners are also 
facing some unintended consequences. For example, 
giving tours of the facility has turned into an almost 
full-time job as educators from other districts and states 
as well as industry leaders have come to observe this 
initiative at Chesapeake. 

In the short term, Johns Hopkins wants to add  
additional functionality to the simulations and work 
with both staff and students to add new simulations. 
Hairston has set a goal to bring the simulations to all 
core content areas. There is a three-year plan in place to 
scale the project to other high schools and also to bring 
the technology into the middle schools that feed these  
high schools. Mike Goodhues, Chief Information  
Officer for the BCPS Department of Technology, 
compares Chesapeake to a prototype car where the 
prototype is always more expensive and takes longer 
to develop than the copies. “Our challenge will be to 



The District Management Journal  |  Spring 2010         51

DMC case study

make this available to all our students without building 
a $2 million facility in each one. We can take some of 
this technology and infuse it into the curriculum on the 
equipment we already have.”

From Hairston’s perspective, this partnership has  
unlimited opportunity. “We have proven that the private 
sector can help. They are not out there bashing the 
public schools. They are not telling us to tear it down 
or outsource it. They are investing in public education.” 
From DMC’s perspective, this case can be viewed as a 

study of success in innovation and partnership, and also  
as a successful school turnaround. 

nicholas p. morgan is managing 
director at the district  
management council.  
he can be reached at  
nmorgan@dmcouncil.org.

amy sessler powell contributed to the research  
and writing of this case study.

Q&A with Dr. Joe A. Hairston, Superintendent, Baltimore Public Schools

DMC: The virtual classrooms are 
driven by a strategy that emphasizes 
21st century skills, a popular topic, but 
also one that districts are struggling to 
translate from concept to reality. How 
will you expand these initiatives to 
flesh out your 21st century skill 
objectives?

Dr. Hairston: The first challenge for all 
modern day teachers is to engage 
students in what they are teaching in 
the classroom. To meet this challenge, 
today’s educators need to communicate 
with students in a way that is both 
familiar and appealing. They cannot rely 
on traditional classrooms built ten to 50 
years ago, just as they cannot rely on 
the same teaching methods used during 
that time. Educators today realize that 
students come to them with a great 
sense of digital sophistication and 
digital learning styles that must be 
recognized in the instructional setting. 
Students spend much of their time in a 
virtual environment with programs like 
Twitter, Facebook, and Second Life, 
while playing Massively Multiplayer 
Online Games. The U.S. military spends 
about $4 billion a year on training 
equipment and programs involving 
simulations and has had great success; 
virtual reality training programs, for 
example, are used in instructing young 
Army recruits. It seemed natural and 

necessary that this same type of 
technology be used in the classroom 
setting. The success of the virtual 
classroom is in its ability to allow 
students to virtually travel, experiment, 
interact, and learn in a way that is both 
familiar and engaging to them. It is 
well-suited for collaborative learning 
where both teachers and students are 
active participants in the learning 
process. The 21st century skills are not 
delivered to students, but instead 
emerge from the understanding and 
application of concepts and techniques 
in this new virtual environment. 
 
DMC: Were there any unforeseen 
consequences, either positive or 
negative, that arose?

Dr. Hairston: The Virtual Learning 
Environment (VLE) presents a new 
environment, and it requires new ways 
to manage the classroom with class-
room management software in order to 
keep students focused and on track. 
The teachers have learned new ways to 
adapt their teaching style to meet the 
needs of the learner within this 
environment. Teachers have been able 
to transfer some of these strategies 
over into the traditional classroom 
setting when integrating the web 2.0 
skills into their instructional program, 
which has been an unforeseen benefit.

The level of interest surrounding this 
project outside of the BCPS system has 
created an unforeseen challenge. It is 
becoming increasingly difficult to 
schedule time for students and visitors 
to experience the VLE. Nonetheless, the 
increased exposure for Chesapeake 
High School has helped to showcase 
the quality instructional program in 
place. There is an increased interest 
within the community to partner with 
Chesapeake. There is an increased 
sense of pride among students. They 
are excited to have the opportunity to 
share their school with visitors.

DMC: What tips would you offer to 
superintendents looking to pursue 
innovative partnerships with leading 
local institutions?

Dr. Hairston: This type of partnership is 
all about relationships. There must be a 
sense of trust and confidence among all 
partners that extends beyond the 
project at hand. 
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John Barry, Superintendent of Aurora Public Schools (CO), discusses the implementation of a strategic plan that is transforming his district.

The DMC’s Seventh Annual 
Superintendents’ Strategy Summit
Innovation in Education: Developing and 
Scaling Effective Strategies

In January, superintendents from member districts 
gathered for DMC’s seventh annual superintendents- 
only Superintendents’ Strategy Summit to focus 
on the challenge of cultivating and scaling  
innovations in education. For DMC, strategic 

innovation is a means to pursue our three goals of 
increasing student achievement while improving  
operational efficiency and reducing or maintaining 
costs. The agenda followed the three main stages in the 
innovation process: 1) idea generation, 2) testing and 
refinement, and 3) replication at scale. DMC’s  
innovation frameworks closely tie with the initial  
guidance given by the Department of Education on  

the Investing in Innovation (“i3”) grant program, 
which many of DMC’s participating districts are  
planning to pursue. 

In DMC tradition, attendees also discussed a Harvard  
Business School case study to give an example of  
innovation and leadership outside the education sector. 
Attendees analyzed a case study on Apple, frequently 
ranked the most innovative company in the world, and 
its leader Steve Jobs. Apple’s observation of consumer 
needs and its focus on simplicity and elimination of excess 
led to many of the most innovative and successful product  
designs in its market; these lessons have application to 
school districts looking to foster and scale up innovation.  

N
atural Expressions Photography and V

ideography (Frank A
m

acca-Pane)



The District Management Journal  |  Spring 2010          53

INside dmc

In addition to the main innovation themes of the 
conference, participants were treated to two guest 
speaker sessions that rounded out a variety of related 
management themes. First, Dr. Abelardo Saavedra, 
former superintendent of the Houston Independent 
School District, gave an encore presentation of Houston’s 
groundbreaking pay-for-performance program. Originally  
presented at DMC’s Fall 2009 Leadership Development 
Meeting, the presentation prompted an invigorating 
discussion regarding not only pay-for-performance, 
but multiple aspects of innovation, including how we 
define it and how we take it to scale. Second, Kevin S. 
Buehler, a Senior Partner at the global consulting firm 
McKinsey & Company, presented scenarios for possible 

economic recovery based on the latest research and 
expert insights. The severity of this downturn demands 
innovation from school district leaders who must learn 
to think differently in the face of reductions to budgets 
and resources. 

The Innovation Process

DMC defines an innovation as something that is actually 
implemented and achieves results. This differentiates 
between the concepts of “invention” and “innovation.”  
An invention is an idea made manifest, while an  
innovation is an idea applied successfully over time. 
While breakthrough innovations pursue revolutionary 
results, but with higher risk of failure, incremental   

DMC Innovation Process Framework

1. “Light bulb”
(Idea Generation)

2. “Getting it Right”
(Testing & Refinement)

3. “Making an Impact”
(Replicating at Scale)

DMC believes that innovation is a process

(left to right) Frank Alvarez, Superintendent of Montclair Public Schools, NJ; Diane Ullman, Superintendent of Simsbury Public Schools, CT; Pedro 
Rivera, Superintendent of the School District of Lancaster, PA; and Jim Merrill, Superintendent of Virginia Beach City Public Schools, Virginia
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innovations make smaller but less risky changes over 
time. Innovation management should force districts to 
pursue these differing objectives intentionally, and to 
organize accordingly. DMC’s management approaches 
focus on enhancing specific areas of the three stages  
of innovation to improve overall efficacy and  
resource efficiency.

Within the first stage of “idea generation,” DMC  
focuses on discrete sources of new ideas: individuals and 
teams within the organization, and external sources 
from either one-off pursuits or longer-term partnerships. 

Each of these areas has a variety of best practices  
for school district management and leadership.  
Meeting participants discussed a video clip of a team 
from the legendary design firm IDEO working on a  
new product. IDEO’s process serves as a classic  
example of carefully managed idea generation  
with an interdisciplinary team that resolves initial  
failures quickly in pursuit of a clearly defined goal.  
Similar processes can be applied for a variety of  
incremental and breakthrough innovations in  
public education.

(left to right) Linda Grobman, Superintendent of Radnor Township School District, PA; Susan Lusi, Portsmouth School Department, RI; Doris Delaney,  
Region 4 ESC, TX

John J-H Kim of DMC (left) and Stan Olson, Superintendent of Boise School District, ID
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For the testing and refinement phase of innovation, 
DMC introduced a structured process to determine the 
continuation or strategic abandonment of an emerging 
innovation. At certain points in the implementation 
process, school districts need to decide if the initiative 
should move forward, remain where it is, be put on  
hold, or abandoned entirely in order to avoid failures 
and capitalize on a positive outcome. Forming a bridge 
between the testing and refinement discussion and the 
replicating at scale discussion, superintendents were 
treated to a case study presentation by John Barry, 
superintendent of Aurora Public Schools in Colorado, 
who shared his strategy to bring about transformation 
of a diverse set of district practices. Barry cited trust  
and transparency among employees, innovative use of 
student data, and strategic planning as key factors in 
the growing success of the program. 

For the last stage, replicating innovative ideas at 
scale, a school district must apply everything we know 
about change management. DMC focused the Summit 
discussion on barriers within human capital management. 
Matching the team to the task is critical for innovation  
success. For example, the more discontinuous the 
innovation being pursued, the more autonomous the 
team should be. Summit attendees also discussed the 
importance of ongoing management through a portfolio 
approach to contain risk and resource allocation. 

Thank you to all who attended the 2010 Superintendents’ 
Strategy Summit. With almost $10 billion pledged by 
the federal government in grant money for innovation,  
this is an exciting period to effect innovation and 
transformation within districts. DMC looks forward to 
working with districts on cultivating and scaling  
innovations in education. 

DMC’s Leadership Development Meetings

DMC’s Leadership Development Meeting offerings are comprised of Strategic Briefing Meetings and 
Professional Development Sessions.

strategic briefing meetings focus on key management issues with actionable strategies and tech-
niques. These meetings provide districts an opportunity to bring leadership teams together to work in 
pursuit of an aligned agenda. We cover a wide range of topics each year, including:

professional development sessions, our newest offering, are specifically designed for superinten-
dents and school leaders to strengthen their managerial and organization skills to meet the challenges 
of leading a school district. The sessions combine traditional classroom instruction, case studies, and 
small group sessions. Topics include:

DMC will be holding these day-long sessions in new locations around the country to ensure that  
our members have convenient access to these meetings. 

For upcoming events, please go to www.dmcouncil.org/events.

	 Strategic Planning
	 Stakeholder Engagement and Communications

	 Human Capital Management
	 Financial Resource Allocation

	 Using data to drive decision making
	 Strategies for organizing/managing teams
	 Change management

	 Strengthening communication skills
	 Priority setting for school district leaders
	 Achieving more with less

20
10

Calendar 
highlights

april 15
Innovation in Education:  
Strategies for Achieving More  
with Less
Denver, CO

April 16
Essential Management Skills 
to Turn Strategy into  
Performance
Denver, CO

April 30
Succession Planning: 
The Importance of Human Capital 
during times of Financial Uncertainty
Boston, MA



56          The District Management Council  |  www.dmcouncil.org

MEMBERS ON THE MOVE

Improving Special Education in Montclair Public Schools, NJ
In Montclair, New Jersey, Superintendent Frank Alvarez decided to assess 
his district’s special education program with a DMC Special Education 
Opportunities Review. The Opportunities Review identified several ways 
to improve student achievement and lower costs at the same time.  
Montclair opted to continue working with DMC to implement a multi-year 
plan that seeks to accomplish four goals: 1) improve academic achievement 
of students with special needs at the secondary level; 2) rethink the role  

of paraprofessionals to foster greater student independence; 3) create consistency and efficiencies  
in how speech and language services are provided without affecting the quality of services; and  
4) serve more students with significant special needs in-district. Staff in the district have 
embraced the process enthusiastically, and the school board has appreciated the effort to  
maximize limited resources.

The Boston Public Schools’ Management Institute Reaps Rewards
Last fall, Boston Public Schools, in conjunction with DMC, launched the 
Boston Public Schools’ Management Institute. The Management  
Institute provides district senior managers and leaders with formal  
training and coaching while each manager works on a specific challenge  
over 15 weeks to achieve measurable results. The results from this first  
cohort speak for themselves: 

	O ne participant has increased annual revenue by an estimated $300,000 by increasing breakfast 
participation in five schools. 

	 Another participant saved $80,000 in plumbing contractor costs during the 15-week program. 
	 A manager reduced food costs in two schools by 11% and saved the district roughly $30,000 on  
an annualized basis.

	 A participant from the IT department built a system to prevent data loss at 50 schools that  
previously had no backup plan. 

Fifty additional managers are slated to complete the program by the end of the 2009-2010 school year.

Strategic Plan Implementation in Hamilton County
The Hamilton County Department of Education in Chattanooga, Tennessee  
saw a need to increase the focus on implementing their strategic plan. 
Working with consultants from DMC, the Hamilton County Executive  
Leadership Team has built an implementation plan for its strategic initiatives; 
the plan is very specific in its delineation of who will do what by when.  
The construction of the plan drove conversations about resource allocation,  
prioritization of initiatives, and role definition. The plan establishes success 

metrics that are linked to each of the strategic initiatives and programs, and can be used to monitor 
and measure performance results as they are achieved. 

emily bowen is an editorial assistant at the district management council. she can be 
reached at ebowen@dmcouncil.org.



Strategic Advisory Services 
from The District Management Council 
The District Management Council offers an array of management consulting 
services aimed at raising student achievement while improving operations and 
lowering costs. These services can fit a variety of budgets.

Strategic Briefing and Facilitation
An in-district strategic briefing and facilitation is customized to meet 
your needs. This service is ideal for facilitating executive team goal-
setting and team-building sessions. We cover a broad range of topics  
in these categories: 

	 � Leadership and Management Development 

	 � Stakeholder Engagement and Communications 

	 � Financial Management 

	 � Human Capital Management 

	 � Strategic Planning  

District Strategic Support Services
Customized consulting services are designed to improve a specific 
aspect of district management.  We approach the challenge in a 
structured, step-by-step manner to identify areas of improvement.  
We arrive at a set of prioritized recommendations by working closely 
with cross-department teams and using systemic change management 
tools.  To facilitate implemention, we translate our recommendations 
into manageable pieces with discrete tasks.  Examples of these services 
include: 
 
	 � Special Education Opportunities Review 

	 � Central Office Operations Opportunities Review 

	 � Stakeholder Engagement Review 

	 � Strategic Plan Review 

  

Customized Consulting Services
Since no two districts are alike, DMC offers customized consulting services in order to help districts address some of the most  
challenging issues facing district leaders today. With this service, the district has full control of determining the scope and budget  
of the engagement. In many cases, DMC has provided full implementation support in conjunction with recommendations. 

  

	 	 To learn more about DMC’s Strategic Advisory Services,  
  call 877.DMC.3500 or visit www.dmcouncil.org/services



Reduce Special Education Costs 
while Improving Student Achievement.

Seem Impossible?

Learn more: DOWNLOAD The 10 steps to raising academic  
achievement of students with special needs while reducing costs  
at www.districtandcommunitypartners.org or call 877.777.8263.

We can show you how.
Our best practice research and hands-on experience working with school districts across 
the country prove you can help students with disabilities and balance the budget at the 
same time. District and Community Partners brings 75 proven strategies and a team of 
experienced professionals to help you rethink how to better serve students with special 
needs during tough economic times.

A member of the District Management Council Group


