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The January 2011 Superintendents’ Strategy Summit will chart a process for how districts can use the recession as an

opportunity to put their strategic plans into action. Using the plans that districts have already created as a foundation,
participants will address:

B Tools for value proposition and district dashboards that identify and track key metrics;
B Techniques of scenario planning that predict the future of these metrics;

B Methods of budgeting, decision-making, and communication that translate this information
into a targeted approach that connects the strategic plan to ongoing operations.

To register or learn more, visit www.dmcouncil.org/events or call 877-DMC-3500.
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Delaware’s Race to the Top:

An Interview with Dr. Lillian M. Lowery

In March, Delaware became one of two states to win
the first round of the Race to the Top. Leading this effort
in Delaware is Dr. Lillian M. Lowery, Delaware's Sec-
retary of Education, who discusses the state’s unique
approach to alignment and capacity-building.
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Reinventing Leaders for a New Era in
Education Management
Mike Johanek and James (“Torch”) Lytle

Faculty members at the Graduate School of Education,
University of Pennsylvania, Johanek and Lytle discuss
their views of what is needed to cultivate leadership
growth mid-career to equip leaders with the skills for
this new era.
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Region 4 Educational Service Center:

Tapping Entrepreneurialism to Survive Funding Cuts
and to Better Serve Districts

This DMC Case Study charts Region 4's innovative
entrepreneurial approach to resource allocation and
capacity-building that allowed this education service
center to triumph over tough economic times and
better serve its districts.

DMC CASE STUDY

Boston Public Schools: Growing Leadership,
Improving Quality, and Reducing Costs

Boston Public Schools’ Infrastructure Manager Andy
Horgan had often worried about the safety of data at
the district's schools. Through the Boston Public Schools
Management Institute, Horgan began to successfully
solve this data problem while developing his
management and leadership skills.
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Developing a Data Dashboard to Promote

Transparency, Communication, and Reform

Peter C. Gorman

Shortly after assuming the superintendency, Peter Gorman
was charged with creating a data dashboard. Gorman
discusses designing the dashboard, shares lessons
learned, and reflects on how the dashboard has helped
drive a significant cultural shift across the district.
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DMC SPOTLIGHT

Unleashing the Full Power of Strategic Planning
DMC describes a 10-step process for turning your
strategy into an actionable plan to translate goals
into the everyday work of all functions of the district.

DMC MANAGERS' TOOLKIT

How Effective is Your Strategic Plan?

Most school districts have at least some version of
a strategic plan, but many do not employ the full
process to make their strategic plans dynamic
documents. Take this test to assess the strength

of your district’s strategic plan.

INSIDE DMC
DMC Webinars

DMC webinars focus on key concepts and provide
concrete tools to help members put strategies

into practice. Learn more about our webinars,

and register for our upcoming series.
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On Our Web Site

www.dmcouncil.org

@ Webinars

Join fellow DMC members

L R [T ]

for upcoming webinars. Our
interactive, one-hour webinars
are designed to help members
stay current on key topics in

education management,

strategy, implementation,

and leadership skills.

Reserve your spot now for the Fall series. As always, webinars are free
to all members. Register at www.dmcouncil.org for the following:

o Reduce Special Education Costs while
Improving Student Achievement

Wednesday, September 15th at 3:00 PM EST

o Pay-for-Performance Programs:
Key Design and Process Considerations

Wednesday, September 29th at 3:00 PM EST

o District Communications Strategy: Managing Diverse Segments
Wednesday, October 13th at 3:00 PM EST

Research

DMC's on-line library of research, tools, best practices, and case
studies is available to DMC members. A broad range
of topics is covered in the following categories:

Leadership Development &
Human Capital Management

Special Education
Community Engagement & Communications

Strategic Planning & Resource Allocation

For a complete list of DMC's resource library,
visit us at www.dmcouncil.org.
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FROM THE EDITOR

The way to

John J-H Kim, Editor

navigate these
countervailing
forces is through creating, implementing, and
realizing strategy. Districts must more crisply
articulate their overarching mission, specifically
identify the actions that will support strategic
objectives, and systemically prioritize the
activities that will deliver results.

This issue’s Spotlight article details how
districts can use DMC’s 10-step process to
produce an actionable, dynamic, and results-
oriented strategy. Many districts may find that
they can do more to engage the full power of the
strategic planning process as described herein.
Some districts’ strategic plans are too broad to
really serve as a guide for day-to-day action for
all employees. Other districts, conversely, have a
strategic planning process that is too prescribed
and routinized to effect the change needed. The
DMC Managers’ Toolkit will help you assess the
state of your district’s strategic plan.

We focus this issue on highlighting those
districts that are at the vanguard of creating
strategy, defining actions, and getting results.
New federal grants like the Race to the Top are
a galvanizing impetus for thinking strategically,
as the interview with Dr. Lillian Lowery attests.
Dr. Lowery, Delaware’s Secretary of Education,
used strategic alignment and capacity-building
to guide Delaware in winning the first round
of the Race to the Top. While federal grants
can stimulate strategic direction, so too can a
funding crisis, which forces a district to

SCHOOL DISTRICTS ARE BEING PULLED in seemingly
paradoxical directions. On one hand, the federal government is
urging districts to create strategic plans that use standards, data,
measurement of teacher effectiveness, and school turnaround
plans to advance student achievement. On the other hand, the
weakness and volatility of economic recovery mean that districts

must contend with shrinking revenues.

focus on the highest-value activities. This was
the experience of the Region 4 Educational
Service Center in Texas, which responded to
a funding crisis by embracing a new strategy of
entrepreneurialism and renewing its focus on
customer service.

Just as important as creating a strategy is
developing a collection of management tools to
track and maintain direction. Charlotte-Meck-
lenburg Schools’ Superintendent Peter Gorman
discusses how the district designed a data
dashboard which has helped to drive progress in
the district.

Defining and executing a strategy must
ultimatelyyieldresults. Thisrequiresmanagement
capacity. This issue’s Commentary, written
by faculty members at the University of
Pennsylvania, discusses what is needed to
prepare mid-career professionals to lead strategic
initiatives. The Boston Public Schools Case
Study describes the work of the Management
Institute in building management capacity
while achieving results for the district.

Given that the dual forces of recession
and federally-promoted innovation will persist,
the themes of strategy and management capacity
that run through this issue will continue to
be areas of significant focus for DMC in the
coming months and at our January 2011
Superintendents’ Strategy Summit. We hope
you will join us for the Summit.

—John J-H Kim
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The District Management Council

Strategic Advice and Implementation Support

THE DISTRICT MANAGEMENT COUNCIL (DMC) is a membership network of public school districts

and their leaders that provides superior strategic insights and practical solutions to the most pressing

challenges facing school systems. DMC delivers in-depth techniques, tools, and training required to

successfully raise student achievement while improving operations and lowering costs.

Since its founding in 2004, DMC has successfully assisted school districts across the country in areas

such as strategic planning, human capital management, financial resource allocation, and stakeholder

engagement and communications. We draw upon the collective wisdom of our growing membership,

the veteran perspectives of our Senior Advisors, and the analytical expertise of our management

consultants who have decades of combined experience advising not only public school districts but

complex multinational corporations and government agencies.

Leadership Development Events

Each year, DMC hosts leadership development events
for superintendents, cabinet-level executives, and
district leaders. These meetings allow participants to
stay current on areas of expertise and learn strategies
to help them implement new ideas and strengthen
leadership skills.

Publications and Online

Resource Library

DMC's deep and growing library of district case
studies, best practices, and rigorous analytical
frameworks is designed to help districts put best
practices into action and achieve results.

® MANAGEMENT ADVISORY ENEWSLETTER
® DISTRICT CASE STUDIES

® MANAGEMENT ADVISORY BRIEFS

® 10 MISTAKES TO AVOID

District Management Journal

The District Management Journal (DMJ) provides a
forum for some of the best thinking on today's issues
in management, leadership and strategy from leaders
in the education field as well as from other sectors.
This journal is an in-depth, unbiased resource that
provides actionable insights on how to better lead
and manage your school district.
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District and Community Partners;
Former Superintendent, Arlington

Public Schools

Ellen Condliffe Lagemann
Levy Institute Research Professor,
Levy Economics Institute Senior
Scholar, Bard College

James Lytle

Public Schools

Nate Levenson

Professor, University of Pennsylvania
Graduate School of Education;
Former Superintendent, Trenton

Strategic Advisory Services
DMC offers a variety of tailored consulting
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* CUSTOMIZED CONSULTING SERVICES

Membership

In order to help school districts save time and money
while putting all the resources of DMC at their
fingertips, we have an integrated and complementary
suite of membership options:

* INDIVIDUAL MEMBERSHIP
* DISTRICT: AFFILIATE MEMBERSHIP
* DISTRICT: COMPREHENSIVE MEMBERSHIP

District and Community Partners:
Special Education Support

District and Community Partners, a division of
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improve achievement of students with special
needs and balance tight budgets. District and
Community Partners is founded on the belief that
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simultaneously.
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Former Superintendent, Boston
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Delaware’s Race to the Top:
An Interview with Dr. Lillian M. Lowery

IN MARCH 2010, Delaware became one of two states to win the first round of the Race to
the Top (RTT), a $4.35 billion federally-funded grant program that promotes innovation and

reform in U.S. education. Receiving the highest ranking, Delaware was granted $107 million to

use for state education reform over the next four years. The state has made a tremendous

effort to follow the Race to the Top guidelines with a plan for all of its districts to improve

struggling schools within two years and to create an actionable teacher evaluation system.

Leading this effort in Delaware is Dr. Lillian M. Lowery, Delaware's Secretary of Education.

Prior to her appointment, Dr. Lowery served as Superintendent of Christina School District

in Wilmington, Delaware. She has also served as Assistant Superintendent of Cluster VII

for Fairfax County Public Schools, and as an Area Administrator for Fort Wayne Community

Schools in Fort Wayne, Indiana. While serving as Superintendent of Christina School District,

Dr. Lowery was a member of The District Management Council.

In this edited interview, DMC's John J-H Kim discusses with Dr. Lowery Delaware's Race to

the Top plan and the state's unique approach to alignment and capacity-building in an effort

to raise the bar on the state's student achievement.

Congratulations on winning the first round of
the Race to the Top grant program. Currently,
there is an unprecedented alignment between
the federal government, state government,
and the local education agencies. This seems
to be an incredible opportunity. In your mind,
why did Delaware win this first round of Race
to the Top?

This is an unprecedented opportunity. I have been
in education for many years, and this is the most
exciting time | have ever experienced because

all the stars are aligning. The benefit of having
Delaware as part of this national work is that as

a state, we have been aligned for some time.

When the language for Race to the Top was published,
we compared those guidelines with Governor Jack
Markell’s Blueprint for Education mandate as well

as the school reform priorities of Delawareans. We
were aligned to the point that we were able to take
the four assurances from Race to the Top—designing
rigorous common core standards, monitoring
growth in student learning, assessing and promoting
effective teachers, and turning around failing
schools—and match them to our four major goals
for state education and build around this mission.
We aligned these goals down to the district level
with the support of our Innovation Action Team
(IAT)—an umbrella steering committee for state
reform action. The team is comprised of all stake-
holders—business leaders, foundation leaders, higher
education institutions, and teachers. Everyone is at
the table. This ensures that we are maximizing our
resources—both human and fiscal. Getting every-

one around the table forces a conversation about >
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priorities and ensures that everyone’s voice is heard.
This type of approach has benefited us; we compro-
mised where we had to, and it enabled us to have
100% buy-in from our stakeholders. Before, we
were making decisions in silos, but now, we work
through the issues. We realize that we can get to
the same end through different means, but we are
focusing on the end goal. If we have to compromise
a little on the means, we are willing to make that
concession in the name of something greater.

¢CThis is an unprecedented opportunity.
| have been in education for many
years, and this is the most exciting
time | have ever experienced because
all the stars are aligning. The benefit
of having Delaware as part of this
national work is that as a state, we
have been aligned for some time.?)

You have spoken about capacity in many
of your speeches. As we think about the
unprecedented policy alignment that is
happening right now, what are the most
important capacity-building initiatives
to be undertaken?

We have to focus on support instead of compliance
at the state level. Period. Our districts need real
support through increased management and leader-
ship capacities. Delaware is no different than most
state education agencies (SEAs) in U.S. education.
It’s easy to be a compliance-driven organization as
we are funded through federal and state dollars that
come with the understanding that we will imple-
ment certain codes and regulations with fidelity.
We have people who are very meticulous around
compliance-centered work, but we have to build
capacity around providing greater support to the

8 The District Management Council | www.dmcouncil.org

Delaware’'s Race to the Top
application included the following:

o Use of a data-based evaluation system

o Removal of teacher tenure (contingent upon
teacher-effectiveness)

o Lifting the cap on charter schools

o 100% buy-in from districts and
teachers’ unions

districts. As a part of our Race to the Top applica-
tion, we created three offices to help carry out our
plan to increase support-based capacity.

The first is a Teacher Leader Effectiveness unit,
which provides data coaches to work with school
leaders, and will certify all professional development
activities and determine alternative routes for
certification. We have never had that kind of
support for districts before.

Another office is the Turnaround Office, which
partners with Mass Insight Education to work
with Delaware’s schools that are in the lowest 5%
in terms of achievement. Mass Insight helps us
determine whether to close, restart, or turn around
these schools, and helps us choose the models and
the partners to work with. Mass Insight gives us the
capacity we don’t have. It is exciting to help write
the rules of this particular model of school reform.

The third office is the Program Management
Office, which works across all offices in the
Delaware Department of Education. Jim Palmer,
who leads this office, always makes the analogy
that a trip to San Francisco is not merely driving
across the Golden Gate Bridge and saying, “I'm
here.” First, you need to map out the trip from
Delaware to Pittsburgh, and so on. And, you need
to account for the possibility of having a flat tire
or running out of gas. The Program Management
Office considers the obstacles that might prevent
you from meeting your deadline. This office is like
someone tapping us on the shoulder saying, “You
need to have trained this many people by this
date and you’re only halfway there.” It has been
phenomenal to have someone focusing on the
data points and ensuring that we are tracking

the right metrics.



We understand you will be documenting
your implementation of Delaware’s Race

to the Top plans, which we think will provide
a lot of great lessons. People focus on what
works, but we think it's also important to
know what doesn’t work.

Delaware has been tasked to document the imple-
mentation of our work with regard to the Race to
the Top grant money. The Project Management
Office at the Delaware Department of Education
will be working with the local education agencies
monthly for feedback. If we are going to be a
national model, we need to share broadly. If some-
one is looking at our model, they need to know
what worked, and what to expect along the way—
both successes and failures. When people really
need to reform, knowing what didn’t go well can
take away the surprise and frustration. We want to
convey the message that if you encounter bumps
along the road, you need to readjust and keep
moving forward. This whole implementation
process is a learning opportunity. It’s easy to be
cynical and jaded and say, “Oh, here we go again
with another silver bullet.” But, if they hear about
where things didn’t work, they might listen to us.

(€| believe that school leaders should

push back and demand what they
need from their state superintendents
and education departments.?9

In addition to building support through
these offices, what are you going to do to
build capacity at the district level?

Let me give you an example. We had a conversation
recently with a possible partner regarding data
coaches. We were very clear that we will only have
data coaches in the state for two years to train our
teaching staff. I requested that this partner include
instructional coaches, mentor teachers, and
administrators so that we could broaden the skill
sets of our staff. The only way to ensure that all
this good work won’t stop after two years and be

a casualty of the funding cliff is to build capacity
among all state education employees. We have
bright, smart people in this state who can get the
work done, and we have to train them and prepare
them. Every conversation we are having with >
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anyone who is coming in with expertise includes
showing us how you are going to make sure that
when the money is gone we will have staff in the

state that can carry on with this work.

In education, so much of the work is focused
on year-to-year budgets and on compliance.
The initiatives you are now working on cannot
happen in months or even in a few years. Do
you think the four-year time period of Race
to the Top has given people the ability to
dream and strive a little bit longer?

I think the timeframe of Race to the Top is just
masterful. When we first started talking about this
grant, they planned to have states spend the money
over two years. But, state leaders didn’t feel that we
could accomplish something thought-provoking in
such a short amount of time. It would have been
about just spending the money. I thought it was
great that Secretary Duncan spread the grant across
four years. Additionally, after the fourth year, if
some of the funds are already encumbered, we can

go into a fifth year.

With the serious funding issues that states
and districts are facing, it becomes a question
of how to do more with less. DMC defines
innovation in this way: doing the same or
even better with fewer resources. We are
always trying to help districts figure out
how to shift dollars into the classroom.
How have you made innovation a priority

in Delaware?

This has been a huge focus for Delaware Governor
Jack Markell. He has three goals for his first term:
jobs, a smaller and more efficient government, and
education. All three of those things are intertwined.
At the state level, he has downsized departments
by 1000 state employees in his first year. Our governor
has asked us at the state and district level to look
at operation costs, see how we can streamline
them, and capture those dollars to put them back
into the classroom. So much of the Department of

The District Management Council | www.dmcouncil.org

Education was built around programs that ended,
but now we have the opportunity to redirect
resources to higher value areas.

In education, you work so much within your
own boundaries that it often becomes the
norm. You think you need a certain number
of people to do the work because you have
always done it that way. DMC is building a na-
tional database on how different departments
operate, for example, special education. When
you group like-districts by size and poverty level,
the variability of operations management

is apparent. How has your department
coped with operational efficiency?

We looked at state data, and found that at one
point, we had almost tripled the number of folks in
the Delaware Department of Education because we
had the money to run in a fiscally solvent way.
However, now we are getting back to our core
beliefs in order to streamline our staff. Our public is
calling for a smaller, more efficient government, a
responsibility that we accept. Now that people are
losing their homes and jobs, it becomes a matter of
what makes sense in this environment. Out of the
uncertainty comes something good; it has forced us

to be leaner and more efficient.

Interesting. As you know, we started DMC
with the idea that there is much intersection
between districts—regardless of size,
location, and type. We work with large,
urban districts right down to small, suburban
ones. Bottom line: everybody is looking for
resources. How do you encourage your
districts to work together?

Our school districts have to match the state’s scope
of work. As part of Delaware’s Race to the Top
submission, we had our districts sign a Memorandum
of Understanding to guarantee their participation
in the program. In designing this plan, we encouraged
similar districts in close proximity to share the

cost of their programs. Scale makes a difference;
you can spread your dollars further.



Now that you have gone from being a
district superintendent to working at the
state level, what advice can you give DMC
readers? Our readership, leaders of districts
of varying sizes, look at state agencies from
a compliance-oriented perspective. You
obviously want to give support and cover.
What advice do you want to give them?

How can they take advantage of your
offerings in a better way?

I believe that school leaders should push back and
demand what they need from their state superin-
tendents and education departments. Coming from
working in a district to now leading a state education
agency has opened my eyes to the importance of
policy. I used to grumble about policy, working to
get it out of the way. | wanted to go do the real
work. Now, [ realize how much policy matters.
Somebody—the state education agency—has to
constantly review and be proactive in education
policy work. If the policy is in place, the work will
get done. District leaders should provide feedback
to their state education agencies: are the policies
too restrictive or burdensome? Are they irrelevant?
Secretary Arne Duncan was so masterful with

the Race to the Top because he didn’t give out a
penny before he had changed the world. I am sure
there were states and districts that wanted to make
changes a long time ago, but never had the political
cover like they have today. State education agencies
should embrace this moment and make sure they
are always working in the best interest of their
schools and within the context of their state.

You have said state education agencies
tend to be compliance-focused, but now
you are switching your style. Can you
expand on the role of the Delaware
Department of Education?

Four years ago, we asked someone from Research
and Development from the University of Delaware
to conduct focus groups with superintendents and
directors of our charter schools. A loud and clear
message came from the focus groups that these

leaders needed the state to find support for them.

For example, they want to be able to come to the
Department of Education for help with issues such
as special education resources. They needed someone
to help them write Individualized Education
Programs and to live through those accommodations
with students and their families. These leaders
wanted the state to find the experts that will support
their needs. They don’t need us to say, “You didn’t
dot that ‘i’ or cross that ‘t.”” Superintendents want
us to be a resource. Our Teacher Leadership
Effectiveness Office now locates the external
partners to help the districts. That’s the power

of getting feedback from the people who matter
instead of wondering what they might need. We
have to give districts cover when they need it so
that they can focus on their work. We have become
a sort of Research and Development resource

for them. For example, we have Memoranda of
Understanding with all institutes of higher education
and can work with them to facilitate training and

professional development as needed.

When people really need to reform,
knowing what didn't go well can take
away the surprise and frustration.

We want to convey the message
that if you encounter bumps along
the road, you need to re-adjust and
keep moving forward.

Several DMC members have become state
secretaries or commissioners of education
such as Eric Smith (Florida) and Bill Harrison
(North Carolina). Perhaps with such programs
as Race to the Top, this job has more appeal.
Would you agree?

With this kind of exciting work, it is definitely a
desirable position. I appreciate that Secretary

Duncan has empowered the state education agencies >
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to take charge of initiatives like Race to the Top.
He was considering placing this work at the district
level, but I believe he realized he could get more scale
and impact with the state education agencies from a
policy standpoint. This decision has really energized

our work.

CCThis is a time for us to embrace
change. The good news is that we
are not doing it in isolation anymore.
This is a national movement. We can
have broad discussions with people
across the country because we are
all trying to figure this out.9)

You are clearly thinking about having a
long-term impact.

Our legislators asked the Department of Education
to present a long-term spending plan. Part of our
work was figuring out that it will cost $8.5 million
annually to sustain this plan after the Race to the
Top money goes away. We had to have a cohesive,
cogent explanation of how this plan of capacity-
building and structure-implementation will make
a difference to Delaware schools. At the end of
the day, $8.5 million out of a $3.5 billion budget
is doable. Spelling it out for the legislature empowered
them to hold us accountable. I loved doing this
work because it forced us to think critically about
how we would fund and implement our plan and

stay focused on long-term objectives.

Oftentimes, a school leader has a goal, but
doesn't know exactly how it will be reached.
What advice can you offer school leaders
as they set their strategies for the coming
school year?

This is a time for us to embrace change. The good
news is that we are not doing it in isolation anymore.
This is a national movement. We can have broad

12 The District Management Council | www.dmcouncil.org

discussions with people across the country because
we are all trying to figure this out. Much of the
work we are talking about doing has never been
done before, so we get to be the pacesetters and
lead us all to the new frontier. I hope all school
leaders come on board and embrace it.

DMC likes to address the “midnight
concerns” or rather the most pressing
challenges for superintendents. What
are your “midnight concerns” as
secretary of education?

What keeps me up at night is worrying about being
able to show results. And my other concern is wanting
to make sure we explain how we achieve those results.
We are journaling about our activities, which keeps
us focused and will help us explain the process. In
Delaware, people acknowledge the hard work we
have ahead of us with the implementation of our
Race to the Top plan. I encourage them to look at
the incredible opportunity we have to be innovative—
to write a new page of education policy. The Race
to the Top grant gives us the chance to think as
broadly and creatively as we can. Who would pass
that up? The federal government is putting its faith
in us, and putting their money where their mouth is.
And now, I want to make sure we can show them
results. [ keep thinking that if we don’t pull it
together with Race to the Top, public education
will probably never be funded to this level again.
Things change rapidly in the education world.
Four years ago, | was part of a large district-level
administration. Two years later, I became the
superintendent, and now [ am in charge of state
education. We make decisions based on our frame
of reference, which gets outdated very quickly. I
believe in giving district leaders the support or the
“cover” that they need to innovate in their space.
Everyone is thrilled that we won the Race to the
Top funds, but it’s not excess money. We have
allocated the entire $100 million award in support
of district leaders. And now it’s time to get working. O

JOHN J=H KIM IS CEO OF THE
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Management Consulting 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:

® | eadership and Management Development

m Stakeholder Engagement and Communications
= Financial Management

= Human Capital Management

m 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 implementation, we translate our recommendations
into manageable pieces with discrete tasks. Examples of these services
include:

m Special Education Opportunities Review

m Central Office Operations Opportunities Review
m Stakeholder Engagement Review

m Strategic Plan Review

Customized Consulting Services

Since no two districts are alike, DMC offers customized consulting services in order to help 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 Management Consulting Services,
call 877.DMC.3500 or visit www.dmcouncil.org/services.




Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools:

DEVELOPING A DATA DASHBOARD TO PROMOTE

TRANSPARENCY, COMMUNICATION, AND REFORM

PETER C. GORMAN

n the 1990s, Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools (CMS) earned a reputation as a
national leader with innovative programs and outstanding results. But, by 2005, it
was clear to the Charlotte-Mecklenburg Board of Education and many parents that

the district had hit a plateau. Test scores were no longer climbing. Achievement

was eroding at many schools. A state judge had found several CMS high schools
so ineffective that he said “academic genocide” was occurring. Across the district, public
distrust was palpable. Would Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools continue to be a national
leader, or would it fall behind others who were moving ahead more quickly? The vision
statement of the Board of Education, first adopted in 2006, provided an unequivocal

answer: it wanted the district to provide “all students the best education available anywhere.”

CHARLOTTE=MECKLENBURG SCHOOLS
FINALIST FOR THE 2010 BROAD PRIZE FOR URBAN EDUCATION

14 The District Management Council | www.dmcouncil.org



As [ began work with the members of the Board and
with district leadership after my arrival in July 2006, it
became clear that data—reliable, accessible, transparent
information about the district—would be critical to any
successful reform plan. The Board of Education recognized
this need, too. In October 2006, the Board passed Policy
AEC, part of its Reform Governance Policies, requiring
the district to create a data dashboard to make CMS

more transparent. The policy read, in part:

“In order to help CMS attain and maintain excellence in all key
areas, the Charlotte-Mecklenburg Board of Education establishes
a ‘data dashboard’ that is aligned with the Board’s management
oversight responsibilities and the School Accountability Policy.
The data dashboard will consist of a limited number of indicators
selected by the Board of Education (analogous to the dials on

a car dashboard) for which data are gathered and analyzed

by CMS staff, under the direction of the Superintendent, and
presented on a regular basis to the Board of Education and the
public... The indicators will enable the Board of Education and
public to see, at a glance, whether current improvement efforts
are on track and to respond appropriately when problems arise.
The indicators will enable CMS to effectively and clearly com-
municate its priorities and progress to the public.”

Board members, parents, and employees needed to have
accurate, timely information about CMS and its results in
order to rebuild broad public trust and support. Accurate,
timely data could be used to drive instructional decisions
as well as operational ones. The need for this data extended
beyond a single project, such as the Dashboard—it was
also reflected in our Strategic Plan 2010: Educating Students
to Compete Locally, Nationally and Internationally, which we
launched in November 2006. That plan set some specific
goals for district and student achievement that required
accurate data about a variety of district operations, and it
also provided an important framework for how data was
arranged and reported in the dashboard.

Designing the Data Dashboard

Work began on the data dashboard in October 2006.

The work was challenging and instructive—it laid an
important foundation for us. It also led to a district-wide
examination of data governance and stewardship, including
many important conversations and changes in how data

is collected in the district and in its accuracy, reliability
and timeliness. In all, the CMS Data Dashboard took

just under two years to complete, with an 18-month

development period for the dashboard itself. The effort
within CMS was led by a team of executive staff and
members of the Accountability Department. We hired an
outside business-intelligence firm to build the platform
and the software for us. The data dashboard was launched
in September 2008. Now, almost two years later, it has
become clear that the dashboard’s value extends beyond
the original intent of the work. It has helped bring about
a culture change in the district, making us more aware of,
and reliant upon accurate and timely data.

CCOur first task was to establish
which indicators would be on the
dashboard’s opening ‘at a glance’
page... We wanted the indicators to
provide clear snapshots of district
progress on our Strategic Plan 2010.
We wanted the indicators to be
easily understood by the public:
clear measures, clearly stated in
everyday words and numbers.?)

Our first task was to establish which indicators would
be on the dashboard’s opening “at a glance” page. These
indicators would also be used throughout the dashboard
to allow parents to compare results for schools, areas, or
groups of students. We wanted the indicators to provide
clear snapshots of district progress on our Strategic Plan
2010. We wanted the indicators to be easily understood by
the public: clear measures, clearly stated in everyday words
and numbers. And, we wanted the public to be able to use
the dashboard as an interactive tool to answer questions
about specific schools or learning communities within CMS
and to compare test scores across areas, schools, or groups
of students. We also, however, needed to balance the public’s
right to information with students’ and employees’ right
to privacy. We wanted the dashboard to give information
about specific schools and grade levels, but it could not be
used to identify individual students, classrooms, or teachers. >
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Over the next few months, we worked to choose the
indicators. The data dashboard team—our chief account-
ability officer, our director of assessment, and the project
manager—met with executive staff, area superintendents
(who oversee groups of schools), and principals. We knew
that the framework for the indicators would be the 2010
strategic plan, which included some very specific measure-
ments of success that were easily adaptable. Each of the plan’s
seven goals had from two to 13 measurements and the plan
had 39 such measurements in all. Under High Academic
Achievement, the first goal, we had 13 specific targets we
wanted to hit by 2010, and all were measurable. Creat-
ing measurable goals was a requirement in drafting the
plan. One of the 13 targets, for example, was that “80%
of schools will make expected or high growth on ABCs.”
Starting from the 2006 baseline of 54%, we exceeded
the target ahead of schedule, with 89.6% of our schools
making high or expected growth in 2008-2009. Such specific
measurements were easy to turn into indicators. The issue,
in fact, wasn’t finding things to choose—it was limiting the
number of indicators because the strategic plan had so many.
Because we wanted a single “at a glance” page to summarize
the data dashboard, and because we didn’t have unlimited
money for this project, it was imperative that we limit the
number of indicators. We created a draft of the indicators
and took it to the Board of Education for final approval.

By March 2007, we had chosen 12 Key Performance
Indicators in two categories: School Operations and Student
Achievement (Figure 1). The School Operations category
had seven indicators: Buses on Time, Passing Safety Audits,
Fully Staffed, Financial Audit Opinion, Construction
Within Budget, Construction on Schedule, and Parents
Believing School is Responsive. These Key Performance
Indicators aligned with the goals of the 2010 plan. Each
indicator included what our 2010 target for the indicator
was and a curved or linear gauge showing our present status
on the indicator. For Buses on Time, for example, the 2010
target was 90% and the gauge confirmed that we had met
that goal with almost 95% of buses on time.

The Student Achievement category had five indicators.
Three had multiple parts. For the state tests in End-of-Grade
Reading, Math and Writing (given in elementary and middle
schools), there were indicators showing the percentage of
students with passing scores, the ethnic gap in those scores,
and the economic gap. For the state End-of-Course tests
(given in middle and high schools in ten subjects), there
was an indicator giving the composite score for the district.
There was also a graduation-rate indicator demonstrating
the percentage of students who graduated on time.
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Where possible—where we had three years of data valid
for comparison—we indicated the trend. If student scores
in fifth-grade reading, for example, were showing an upward
progression over three years, we added a green line to show
that we were on track to meet our goal. If scores were going
down, there was a red line. A yellow line signaled an area
of uncertainty, with mixed results.

Compiling trend data on state tests can be problematic,
we learned. Each time a state test is changed—in North
Carolina, for instance, the reading test was made more
rigorous two years ago—it makes year-over-year comparisons
invalid until there are three years of data for the new test.
As a result, not every indicator can have trend data all
the time.

In addition to accessing the “at a glance” page on the
dashboard, we wanted parents and others to be able to
compare the results of individual schools or groups of
students with regard to the Key Performance Indicators.
Were students in their child’s school performing below the
district average? How many students at their school passed
the End-of-Course tests in reading and math? Were buses
at their child’s school later than the district average?
The dashboard needed to answer these questions and
many others, allowing users to go in-depth with the Key
Performance Indicators.

We decided to use a scorecard format for the dashboard
on pages other than the opening “at a glance” page to
show district progress toward the seven goals of the
strategic plan, identifying key metrics for each goal.

Building the Dashboard

With the Key Performance Indicators established and the
scope of the work settled, we were ready to begin building
the dashboard. We had already selected an outside partner—
a local company that [ had first heard about on the radio.
Driving to work one morning and listening to our local
NPR affiliate, I heard one of the sponsors, Mariner,
described as a business-intelligence firm with expertise

in building data dashboards. That caught my attention!
We followed up, and Mariner turned out to be a Charlotte-
based consulting firm that has worked with school districts
across the country and was indeed knowledgeable about
the kind of dashboard we wanted to build.

We brought Mariner on board for the final indicator-
selection process. A three-person team, led by the firm’s
Education Group Vice President David Fitzgerald, began
analyzing the Key Performance Indicators to determine
what district data was needed to build the dashboard.
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CMS Data Dashboard's “"At A Glance" page

Fitzgerald had a special interest in the project—his child
attends CMS and he follows the district closely, even
watching the broadcasts of Board meetings. For each mea-
sure on the opening page and the scorecards, the Mariner
team and CMS accountability staff calculated what data
points it would include. For the academic measures, the
indicators would be based on state test results. For the
operating indicators, a variety of data from many CMS
departments would be required.

Assembling state test data was more complex than it
first appeared. Although the results were sent to us by the
state and then vetted by our own accountability staff for
accuracy, moving them into the Dashboard posed some
challenges. The data from the state tests was stored in the
district’s data warehouse, but needed to be massaged—
“translated” might be one way to describe it—into a form
that Mariner’s Microsoft-based software platform could
recognize and pull into the dashboard for placement in
the appropriate indicator field.

Each indicator required programming to execute a
four-step process: choose which data to include, find the
data in the CMS warehouse, figure out what to do with
it, and determine where to put it in the dashboard. Every

indicator required its own data architecture and algorithms
to perform this process and populate the dashboard. The
data also had to have formidable privacy screens—the
individual student scores that made up the aggregates in each
indicator of student achievement could not be disaggregated
by dashboard users.

For the operations indicators, the task of assembling the
data turned out to be even more complex in some instances
than the state test data had been. For some parts of the
indicators for school staffing, for instance, the data was
not collected in electronic form—the Human Resources
department was manually filling out paper spreadsheets for
some of its recordkeeping. This meant that the data had
to be entered into a computer program before it could be
processed. Other indicators required harvesting composite
data from several questions on parent surveys given each
year by CMS. In some cases, the information needed for the
indicator was not collected for analysis by the department
that managed it.

We also found instances where the data was not accurate—
either out-of-date or incomplete. This turned out to be
an important benefit of building the dashboard: it helped
CMS identify data deficiencies and close some gaps in >
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data collection. By bringing into clear focus what data we
needed, we were able to see what data was missing and
begin collecting it for the dashboard. This has proved to be
an ongoing process that continues today as we begin our
second strategic plan and improve our business operations.
As Mike Davis, one of the key players in developing the
dashboard, puts it, “There’s nothing like transparency to
help clean up data issues—people took the extra step to
be sure what they were sending was accurate!” That the
information was going to be public was indeed a powerful
motivator to get the right data out there.

We also were able to define and resolve some important
governance issues about data. Clear definitions and protocols
in collecting and assembling data require precision—and
that can improve district operations and employee performance.
For example, we wanted to include data about student
attendance in the dashboard. We found that our data,
however, didn’t distinguish between excused and unexcused
absences. To get meaningful data, we had to develop a
clear set of guidelines for the schools to use when collecting
absentee data so that absences for field trips were not
lumped in with unexcused absences. Bus arrival and departure
times also turned out to have many layers. We created a set
of status definitions that specifically defined early, optimal,
marginal, and late times for morning and afternoon bus
arrivals. For example, early was more than 30 minutes
before the morning bell. Optimal was 10 to 30 minutes
before the bell. Marginal was O to 10 minutes before the
bell, and late was any time after the bell. This kind of
data management can lead to clearer focus and increased
understanding of district operations, as well as clearer
standards for employees.

The second part of the building process for the dashboard
involved data integration. Mariner describes this part of
the operation as “extract, transform and load”—extract
the data from the source, transform it into information
that the dashboard software could recognize, and load it
into a table in the dashboard structure so that it could be
accessed by users. Once the architecture and algorithms
were built, the Mariner team then began work on the
interface, building out the platform so that the indicators
could be used as an interactive tool.

The actual building of the dashboard took about 18 months.
CMS paid Mariner $600,000 for the project, using money
from our annual operating budget. Collecting and
quality-checking the data involved the work of many
people in various departments across the district and
substantial involvement from the Technology and
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Accountability departments. It also required strong
support from the executive leaders of every department,
each of whom made the data collection and availability a
priority for their staffs.

Unveiling the Dashboard

The introduction of the data dashboard to the Board of
Education was a happy moment for almost all involved.
Nearly every member of the Board, a diverse group with a
wide range of sometimes opposing opinions, applauded at
the conclusion of the presentation. The dashboard was also
presented to local media the next day, with a briefing held in
a library with computers so that members of the press could
try it out with assistance from Mariner and CMS staff.

In its first five days, the dashboard had between 1,000
and 3,000 hits a day from users. Since its launch, the data
dashboard has received more than 93,000 hits, with monthly
averages as high as 1,500 daily hits. Of the district’s seven
overarching goals, users are most interested in academic
achievement (41%), effective educators (13%), and safe
schools (10%).

The dashboard went on to win several awards, including
a 2009 TDWI (The Data Warehousing Institute) Best
Practices award. Mariner was also recognized by Microsoft
for the dashboard work. On a broader scale, the data dash-
board was an important part of building communication
and public trust, and our public surveys have reflected this.
The various reforms the district had been working on were
resulting in a rise in test scores and an improvement in
school performance. The data dashboard helped us to
measure and communicate this to parents and the public.
Our Strategic Plan 2010 specified targets for us to make on
state tests, for example, and the dashboard provides that
data to parents and the community, making it available
long after the press release and the media briefing have
been held. The dashboard, unlike the state education site,
also allows users to compare and contrast the performance
of schools using data on test scores, school performance,
and operations.

Lessons Learned About Building a Dashboard

In reflecting on the experience of building and maintaining
our dashboard, several practical lessons come to mind.
Sustainability needs to be a key concern as you design

the dashboard. The data dashboard was constructed by

an outside contractor and it is being maintained by that
contractor. Eventually, I hope our staff will have the



Superintendent Peter Gorman discusses Strategic Plan 2014: Teaching Our Way to the Top.

capability to maintain, update, and change the dashboard.
The best way to assure this is at the front end of the
project when the job specifications are written for the
contractor. It also requires close shadowing of the contractor
throughout the process, so district employees understand the
architecture and the algorithms used in the data platform.
Another key lesson we learned was the importance of
creating protocols for updating data. These protocols need
to be built into the initial data-collection process. Like
a lot of districts, we have had significant budget cuts in
the last two years, and we expect them to continue for a
while. Our data dashboard team has been going back to
departments for updates and finding in some cases that
the employee who gathered the data is no longer with the
district and no one has been assigned to collect the data.
A protocol for each department’s gathering of data should
include a spreadsheet of the data owners so that each
department routinely designates someone to collect the
data. These issues about data ownership are part of an
overall data-governance system that every school district
needs in order to effectively manage and leverage data.
Any data-driven system is only as good as the data it
collects. The data dashboard has led to many meaningful
conversations across CMS about data quality, reliability
and validity—and those conversations have improved

district operations in many areas.

Beyond Measuring: The Many Benefits of the
Data Dashboard

Our experience with the data dashboard has proved to be
rewarding in ways that we anticipated—making the district
more transparent—and in many ways that we hadn’t

fully anticipated. The dashboard has helped drive a very
significant cultural shift in CMS. We are now focused on

measurable results. Data has become a central component
of conversations and decisions across our district, and has
become something that is automatically included in
everything from program evaluations to environmental

upgrades. Some key examples are as follows:

o Three years ago, we began training teachers and school
leaders in Data Wise, the Harvard-based methodology
for understanding and using data to increase student
achievement. Starting with our Achievement Zone,

a group of 11 struggling schools, we sent teachers and
principals to Harvard to learn about Data Wise. Then
we expanded the training to include two of our geo-
graphic learning communities. Now all of our schools
have received Data Wise training. This program has
helped our schools and our teachers become comfortable

with data as part of the assessment process.

o Data has led us to make small changes in a program—
or end it altogether. We use DIBELS (Dynamic Indicators
of Basic Early Literacy) in our K-3 intensive reading
program and data recently showed us that we were
misusing it slightly. DIBELS measures students’ fluency
in reading, and we were using that as an indicator of
how well our students might do on the state’s End-of-
Grade (EOG) reading test. But, it wasn’t predicting how
our students did on the test very well. We looked at our
data and analyzed the test—and it became clear that
DIBELS measures fluency, or reading speed, while the
state tests measure comprehension. Students who read
quickly don’t necessarily retain everything that they read.
So, we now use other, better predictors for EOG success.

o Data was also critical in our decision to end the extended

school day. We tried adding an extra hour to the school

day at one of our high-poverty elementary schools to see >
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if student achievement would improve. It did not—the
extra hour didn’t help our students learn more. So, we
discontinued the extended day. Had the data shown
significant increases, we would have looked at putting
an extended day into practice at other schools. To help
us analyze this kind of data, we use our in-house Center
for Research and Evaluation. This small but expert group
of highly degreed number-crunchers has analyzed data
to help us assess reading programs, the effectiveness of
teachers and school leaders, and student learning in
specific areas and in major initiatives.

CCAny data-driven system is only
as good as the data it collects.

The data dashboard has led to
many meaningful conversations
across CMS about data quality,
reliability and validity—and those
conversations have improved district
operations in many areas.))

o We also relied very heavily on data to create one of our
most successful initiatives: Strategic Staffing, which puts
some of our most successful principals and teachers into
some of our most struggling schools. Data figured into
every aspect of the Strategic Staffing Initiative. We used
achievement and trend data to select the schools for
the initiative, and to choose the principals to lead these
schools. (An interesting aside: this was an initiative
by invitation only; we chose the principals we thought
could be effective and asked them to take on a particular
school. To date, not one principal selected has said no,
despite the challenges of taking on a school with a history
of academic struggle.) We are using data to measure
the results, and the results have been remarkable. This
program began in 2007 with seven schools and now is in
place at 20 of our most academically challenged schools;
student achievement in some schools increased by more
than 20 percentage points on state tests in a year.
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Strategic Staffing is based on five tenets:

— A great leader is needed—a principal with a proven
track record of success in increasing student achieve-
ment. Also, great teachers will not go to a troubled
school without a great leader as principal.

— A team with a track record of success needs to go to
the school so that a person is not alone in taking on
this challenging assignment; there is strength and
support in numbers.

— Staff members who are not supportive of reform need
to be removed from the school.

— Principals must be given the time and authority to
reform the school, and be freed from the district list of
“non-negotiables” that constrain autonomy.

— Not all job assignments are equal in difficulty and
compensation should be varied to match.

Strategic Staffing has brought dramatic improvement to
these schools. Sterling Elementary is a good example.
Student performance there had fallen dramatically over
the preceding two years. By the end of 2008, only 29%
of students at Sterling tested at proficient or above in
both reading and math compared to 52% in 2006. Sterling
also had enrollment challenges. Nearly 90% of students
were categorized as economically disadvantaged and the
number of students with Limited English Proficiency was
increasing. Furthermore, surveys showed the school’s
teachers were becoming increasingly unhappy with their
jobs and with the school. A year later—in spring 2009—
the picture was very different. Sterling was moving in a
new direction. The percentage of students scoring at pro-
ficient or above on EOG tests had risen dramatically, far
exceeding average district increases in math and reading:
a 23% jump in math and a 14% jump in reading (without
retesting). The school had become orderly, with smooth
transitions between classrooms and sparkling facilities.
Teachers tracked student progress and sent reports to
parents, and the teachers were using twice-weekly,
90-minute planning periods to write common assessments,
review data, and discuss what needed to be done to help
students achieve even more.

Strategic Staffing is a prime example of how using
data at every stage of decision-making can strengthen
the process overall. It also illustrates how use of data has

become an important part of every decision at CMS.



The Next Phase

The process of building the data dashboard helped us to
focus on key performance metrics, the data needed to
support them, and the importance of clear data-gover-
nance processes for every part of the district’s operations.
The dashboard also helped us focus on the importance

of individual departments and schools in overall district
performance. Together, these changes have helped us
improve our instructional practices and our operations.
Moreover, the emphasis on data and performance established
by the dashboard has guided the development of our second
strategic plan, which focuses on measuring principal and teacher
performance, as well as the performance of all employees.

While the dashboard was, and continues to be, a success
story, | believe that we learned the most important lessons
from the things it does not do. That knowledge has laid the
foundation for the data structures we are building now to
improve performance in our schools.

The data dashboard put a spotlight on the biggest
deficiency of state testing data: it’s autopsy data. The tests
are given at the end of the year, or at the end of a course.
Several months pass before the final scores are available
for review and analysis. These summative tests don’t give
us the opportunity to make changes that will improve
student learning through the year. To improve delivery of
instruction, we need formative assessments and we need
to get the results into the hands of teachers and principals
quickly so that they can guide instruction.

The data dashboard has provided us with the expertise
and the knowledge to build a portal for teachers and
principals that will deliver formative data fast. We have
learned what we need to do, what structures and data-
collection tools are required in order to create a data
system with teacher portals—a place where teachers can
find and analyze student data quickly and easily. And that’s
what we’re building now: a series of portals for our teachers,
principals, and administrators to give them access to
real-time formative test data. The platform will use data
from formative tests that we’re developing. It will allow
teachers to disaggregate data to see who's flailing and who’s
flying. This platform is a key element of our Strategic Plan
2014: Teaching Our Way to the Top, which is focused on
improving teaching and managing employee performance.
We are leveraging the experience we gained with the
dashboard to build these teacher portals so they will
provide accurate and timely data to our teachers and
principals. This data will allow our schools to adjust

instruction and improve instructional delivery. We believe
that is the key to improving student achievement, which
remains our biggest district goal.

We are working on Data Dashboard 2.0, which will realign
the metrics with our 2014 goals and reset the algorithms
needed to do that. It will also establish and designate
data owners to streamline updates to the dashboard and
re-examine our use of internal and external resources in
maintaining the dashboard. We will also reassess the
dashboard’s scope and requirements. We hope to launch
the new dashboard in the summer of 2011.

With the benefit of a little hindsight, it’s now clear that the
data dashboard helped launch some critical conversations at
CMS. It helped us learn to use measurable, quantifiable data
to evaluate progress in the classroom and elsewhere. It also
helped position us for the next phase of performance
measurement—the tide of reform now sweeping American
public education, driven in part by the federal government’s
focus on student outcomes in assessing the quality of
instruction and leadership. Finally, the dashboard helped all
of CMS, not just schools, recognize the need for accurate,
timely data in our daily operations. Whether it’s the new GPS
systems on our buses or the formative-assessment platform
we're building for our teachers, there is a district-wide under-
standing that access to solid data is essential for us to operate

efficiently and, ultimately, to increase student achievement. O
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Reinventing Leaders for
New Era in Education Management

OK, your day job as a school leader is no longer new. On good days, you may sense that

you're actually able to act a bit more intentionally around the edges of reacting to the day's

events. But, you may wonder if the direction is right, or if the changes are really taking root.

You've seen a lot not work, or work in very temporary ways. You've consumed various

professional development trends over the years. Some have provided critical support,

but there's a growing familiarity about many of them. Too many of your colleagues have

already moved on to other positions, even other careers.

| MIKE JOHANEK AND JAMES (“TORCH") LYTLE

0, you think about what’s next in your own

development, how to ratchet up your daily

work. But what? What’s available to the not-

so-new but not-so-old school leader who is

somewhere in the land of mid-career? With
all the attention to recruiting newbies and to retiring
the old ones, the mid-career school leader can begin to
feel a bit like the middle child in a large family. Just hope
the pasta lasts by the time it gets to you.

But, most school leaders fall into this category. Most
principals are middle-aged (50, the “new 40”) with
eight years of experience as a principal, and with a
Master’s degree. Most are not independently wealthy
and need to keep the day job, which takes up nearly 60
hours a week.! How, then, do we address the professional
growth needs of the vast majority of those leading our
schools now, and across the wide variety of contexts in
which they work? What do they need? How do we know?

The Shifting Context for School Leadership

Further complicating this question is that the whole
context of school leadership is changing. Beyond the
normal challenges of leading complex organizations,
district leaders today are confronted with two major
colliding forces—revenue pressures and a demand for

increased academic achievement.

In most states, funding for public education is likely
to decline substantially over the next three to five years
as ARRA/stimulus funding ends, states struggle with
revenue shortfalls, and districts try to maintain present
levels of service. Meanwhile, on the policy side, the
press for national standards and assessments continues,
and the U.S. Department of Education is using its
funding authority to encourage experimentation
and accountability.

Race to the Top requires states and districts to
agree to put in place “career ready” standards for
high school graduates, tests that reflect demanding
national standards and measure individual student
growth from year-to-year, better teacher evaluation
systems, and data systems that can track student
achievement and relate it to specific teachers. In
addition, states must eliminate caps on charter
schools and have explicit plans for intervening in
low-performing schools.

In mid-March, the Obama administration announced
its proposals for reauthorizing No Child Left Behind
and the Elementary and Secondary Education Act
(ESEA), including Title I. The administration’s priorities
were foreshadowed by the Race to the Top provisions.

o States will be required to adopt dramatically higher
academic standards by 2014.
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Cohort VI leader Dana Liebman listens in a class.

o The “all students must be proficient in reading and
math” by 2014 requirement of NCLB will be replaced
by a requirement that students be college and/or
career ready by 2020.

o Schools and districts can use subjects in
addition to reading and math in their annual

performance reporting.

o Schools, districts, and states must use a “value-added”
approach to student testing.

o States and districts must intervene in their
lowest-performing schools using any of four

prescribed approaches.

o Teacher evaluations must include measures of what

students are learning from their teachers.

Back home at the districts, superintendents, boards,
and employee organizations are struggling to keep
afloat. First round budget savings like salary freezes
and reduced energy use have already been put in place,

and the next rounds will require much deeper cuts.

- COMM

%"l-

These immediate funding and policy drivers combine
with longer-term shifts in the leadership context.
Demographic changes in communities, rapidly evolving
learning technologies, continued shifts in family structures,
turnover of colleagues, and continued shifts in transitions
into adulthood arise amidst increasingly polarized and
contested micro- and macro-political environments.
New governance structures and competitive markets
raise institutional stakes, while cross-agency imperatives
and increasing data transparency across human services
raise questions of professional identity and role. Growing
economic inequalities and the shocking realities
of “truly disadvantaged” communities present both
heightened urgency and humbling recognition of the
limits of our current impact.

When viewed in this context, it is clear why leadership,
inquiry, and imagination will be at such a premium. [t
is also clear that we must invest in the great working
majority of our school leaders, the critical mid-career
practitioner core that is too seldom the focus of our
investment and support. >
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What is Needed to Reinvent a Leader for this
New Era?

We are both faculty members at the Graduate School
of Education (GSE), University of Pennsylvania, and
we both now work in an executive doctoral program
the Penn faculty created nearly ten years ago to serve
colleagues leading educational organizations, chiefly
but not exclusively schools. Through our experiences
with this unique program, we both have come to
believe that pursuing leadership growth mid-career

is profoundly challenging and deeply rewarding.

CCIf we are to support mid-career
leaders, we need to help them
strengthen this underlying
process of decision-making

and action.?)

We strongly believe that investing in human
capital development is critical to improving school
and district performance. And, we think that making
the investment in school and central office leaders and
board members has the potential to reap substantial
return on investment, especially in times of resource
contraction and heightened performance expectations—
when strategic leadership is more crucial than ever.
Penn offers a parallel doctoral program in conjunction
with the Wharton School for “chief learning officers”
from corporations (e.g., Marriott) and non-profits like
hospitals. What we’ve learned from these companion
programs is how much these sectors invest in leadership
development, and how central they see this investment
to their long-term success. In the education sector, it
is imperative that we accord this importance to our
leadership development.

But, what, in fact, is it that mid-career leaders need
to learn to prepare them for this stage of their career
and for a shifting set of challenges? Since anyone who
has worked in a school for more than five minutes
knows, silver bullets and magic formulae don’t exist, so
we’ll dispense with any “here are the five key ingredients

The District Management Council | www.dmcouncil.org

any mid-career leader needs.” We also know that the
field’s tendency to list leader traits and best behaviors
doesn’t necessarily help us determine what underlying
capabilities are needed, nor how we help develop these
with colleagues.? So we start from a deep respect for

the urgent and complex challenges of practice, and the
rich mix of the personal, pragmatic, and intellectual
represented on the ground. We offer no bromides here,
but rather share a few areas with which we collectively
struggle in support of this critical core of mid-career leaders.

What's our problem?

We start and return constantly to the challenges our
current leaders face, in part for all the reasons we know
about why professional development must be work-
embedded and sustained. We reject the notion that
students arrive to receive the latest and greatest, the
“best-bet practices” of the day, to apply with fidelity on
Monday morning. Our students, all experienced leaders
at the most senior levels at districts and organizations
across the country, bring a great deal of expertise to

the table; our challenge is to provide as rich a mix

of expertise as possible, geared to the nature of the
demands they face. Both students and faculty generate
and receive knowledge, and the dissertation, integrated
within the program from year one, represents a key
milestone in each leader’s role as a knowledge-generator
in the field. The students ground the preparation of
their dissertations in their coursework and use their
workplaces for data collection and applied study. Class
discussions provide continuity for the applied research
sequence, with students and faculty focusing their at-
tention on issues of practice related to research, and on
the applications of research to practice. The intent is to
develop a critical and inquiry stance on one’s approach
to leadership.

Our work is a shared engagement, and it is in the mix
that the value is added. Our larger collective mission is
to educate practitioner-scholars who make significant
contributions both to practice and to the scholarship
of practice, i.e., to the scholarship of leading. As an
academic institution, we recognize that some of the
most intellectually rigorous challenges occur in daily
practice, and close attention to practice promises both
instrumental and conceptual insights. As our colleague
Stanton Wortham, who chairs our Steering Committee
and teaches in the program, put it: “scholars should
pay attention to the conceptual advances made by
practitioners.” Or as we state in our guidelines,



FIGURE T
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PennGSE Theory of Leadership for Mid-Career Professionals

Theory of Leadership
(Rerative, cumulative; principles + judgment)

Challanges of
Leadership
Practico

The scholarship of leading foregrounds school and other
educational leaders as knowledge generators and posits the
Mid-Career Program as a practitioner-scholar community
of current participants and graduates wherein students
and faculty identify critical problems of practice that merit
systematic and intentional inquiry, carry out those studies

and seek appropriate venues for dissemination.*

Who could oppose this, at least in theory? The challenge
is making it real, and in a world more often at home
with compliance. Yet since this is our aim, we’ve forced
ourselves to describe it in a bit more detail, at first to
each other as faculty across disciplines and perspectives,
and then to use that understanding to assess how we’re
doing, and what we’re doing. In gross simplification,

we think it follows the relationships depicted in the
framework in Figure 1 above, formulated in discussions
with the program’s Steering Committee.

In order to focus on the ongoing improvement of
the program, the Mid-Career Steering Committee
developed a simplified graphic of the core leadership
dynamic the program tries to strengthen. The process
is central to how leaders perform, and thus should be

made more explicit and more powerful, i.e., in order

to address the daily challenges of practice, each leader
must name these challenges, frame them, and draw
upon concepts they think help them understand what
is going on. They then act upon these challenges and
reflect upon the results, while collecting evidence along
the way. Their “theory of leadership” in reality develops
from countless cycles of deciding/acting, not in some
mental act of adopting various theories. Strengthening
each aspect of this dynamic means improving a leader’s
ability to address and understand the right underlying
challenges while drawing on the appropriate evidence.
If we are to support mid-career leaders, we need
to help them strengthen this underlying process of
decision-making and action. We continue to work
to make this concrete, visible and shared across this
community. A critical stance can’t simply accept that
the problem presented has been identified well. Time
and resources are often wasted as a result. For example,
does calling a situation an “obesity crisis” help or
hinder our ability to understand and address the core
concerns! But practically, what most helps mid-career
colleagues improve the naming of the problems they
face? What are the conceptual frameworks that are >
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Cohort VI participant Cristina Alvarez confers with classmate Randy Ziegenfuss.

most powerful in making sense of school improvement
in disadvantaged urban contexts? Where and how do
we develop our understanding of these in the program?
If 'm supposed to be an “instructional leader,” what do
[ really need to know about math? Our work cannot
remain theoretical or slavishly instrumental. As a
program, what should we see in student work or

in student/alumni feedback if we’re successful in
strengthening this thought/action dynamic in
mid-career leaders?

We wrestle with this regularly. We jointly benchmark
student work, student and alumni surveys and group
feedback, review them in monthly Steering Committee
discussions, and revise the program accordingly. As a
result, last year, eight years into this work, we tightened
the focus of the preliminary exam; we embedded more
casework to get at the full cycle above; and, we integrated
more across related course modules. We continue to
test and gauge impact.

Who are my colleagues?

With all this reflection and learning going on, our students
also express another area of challenge. Their colleagues
may begin to look at them askance each time they
return from a “college weekend,” eager to engage in
“critical inquiry” of their work. We urge our students to
avoid such discussions before Monday morning coffee.
But this raises a concrete issue, and a need that
experienced leaders face in particular, as they often

have well-established relations among colleagues.
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Often our students, engaging intensely with a wide
variety of colleagues, experience a shift in their
perspectives—about their own work, their institution,
their position, even their colleagues. This can generate

a very different sort of isolation, even for someone
accustomed to the isolation accompanying a leadership
role. And it can lead to doubts—now I wonder who my
real colleagues are? How do I define my work? Where
do I wish to take my leadership?

With considerable distance from undergraduate days
(usually more than 15 years out), the vulnerability of
deep learning, of really putting on the table things that
matter, can be quite unsettling. This is also why we
have structured our program into cohorts intentionally
designed to be diverse not only in terms of race, ethnicity,
and gender, but in terms of experience, position, type
of organization, and geography. The program explicitly
uses this diversity to teach collaboration and reflective
practice, while intentionally creating an inquiry
community. The cohort serves as an essential personal
and professional sounding board, especially in those
moments when stress mounts at work, questions from
course discussions undermine safe assumptions, or the
family/work/study balance seems to teeter. Or, when
they suddenly have to display their thinking rather
transparently to new peers, with fewer of the defenses
at hand that they have mastered at work. Most of these
people can sniff out bad defensive postures anyway. Yet,
this experience of vulnerability, it seems to us, offers a

critical opportunity for mid-career leaders, a window



powerfully wedged open onto the core work of their
institutions, and the experiences of many of their
charges, both students and staff.

I'm the boss?

There’s a good deal of buzz these days about distributed
leadership, and we have colleagues doing fascinating work
in this area. Much of the work challenges traditional
notions of the leader’s role to which many leaders have
been assimilated. Coming back mid-career, suddenly
having to work productively with a group, each of
whom also plays the “boss” on their home turf, can
provide important experiences to round out one’s
understanding of more lateral, more collaborative
approaches to leadership. We continue to search for
the best ways to support this, though we are regularly
impressed with how experienced leaders seize this op-
portunity to experiment with more collaborative styles
than they may operate from in their organization. That
experimental space seems critical.

As an example, several school leaders in the program
are confronting situations where their employees
are extremely anxious about job security. As new
accountability and incentive systems are mandated by
policy makers, these leaders find themselves having to
implement policies which generate strong emotional
responses. As part of a cohort experiencing this leadership
challenge in a variety of settings, they’ve had a chance
to explore how leadership means more than policy
implementation, but being responsive to the at-times
raw emotions of those they lead.

How do | get to the balcony?

A common leadership metaphor draws from the popular
work of Ron Heifetz, and describes the need for leaders
to move well between the dance floor and the balcony.
We have each felt the crush of the dance floor, but
have also suffered the pearls of wisdom launched by
those who just stay on the balcony. So, for those no
longer green as leaders, the question becomes how do
I do each well, and how do I move more effectively
from the urgent to the important and back? How do

I transition from technical to adaptive and back?

How do we help experienced leaders do this?

In our struggle with this, one element we enhanced
recently was the role of “foundational” disciplines,
particularly philosophy, history, and sociology within
the program. We found that the appetite for deeper
perspective seems profound, and as valued as the most
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immediately applicable guidance. Might we have
underestimated the role of some traditional liberal arts
toward this key need of leadership? Might Socrates
support Heifetz in ways unimagined?

CC\We think that making the
investment in school and central
office leaders and board members
has the potential to reap
substantial return on investment,
especially in times of resource
contraction and heightened
performance expectations—
when strategic leadership is
more crucial than ever.9)

Folding the banners

After a decade or two in the field, most leaders will have
experienced and/or waved various educational banners,
advocating for more authentic this or more constructivist
that. Each slogan or fad or even solid notion tends to
focus on a key lever, a single key variable that will help
us realize our millennial hopes. Experience dulls the
enthusiasm for such singular keys to the kingdom,

and instead creates an appetite for how to understand
the inextricably mixed set of variables affecting our
institutions, and ways to grasp the underlying dynamic
of a multifaceted school community in order to lead it
well and in the right direction.

By mid-career, and often sooner, leaders frequently
struggle with developing a more synthetic view as a way
to make sense across all sorts of evidence and actors.
Any one decision affects others, and our challenge
in supporting them involves no less than forcing
disciplines into working conversations with each
other at the point of practice. As one student worried
recently, she cannot just continue to dish out technical
solutions as if they were isolated treatments. Another >

The District Management Journal | Fall 2010

27



COMMENTARY

recognized that he had to get at what was driving
school culture so as to move beyond the spate of “hot
button” issues plaguing the community. How do we
help leaders make sense of the messy mix of reality?
They are quite beyond the simplicity of “it’s all about
good communication.” In this effort, these leaders also
do not have the luxury of just taking the viewpoint of
a sociologist, or just viewing it through a psychological
lens. Reality insists on the mix, its particular mix in its
particular setting, and the obligation is on the leader to
force the disciplinary mix into service of the evidence.
Universities bring powerful resources to such
problem-solving by leaders, but they must also traverse
often well-bounded divisions within academia. The
good news is that we find that our academic colleagues
soon appreciate the excitement of such work. The
challenge remains to infuse that understanding across
more colleagues and departments so that professional
education indeed serves as rich intellectual stimulus
to higher education as well.

Leading beyond my organization

Our mid-career colleagues also bring a different set of
needs relative to their standing in the profession. One
outcome of being in a cohort with a diverse group of
students is that one begins to see possibilities that one
might never have considered. One student had been a
successful urban principal and was asked to lead a
principal training program for her district. Within a
year she was recruited by a national educational
non-profit to head their work on school intervention.
She then was sought out for a state-level position
leading school improvement efforts, all a result of
seeing a wider range of leadership options.

For many, advanced studies are also part of enhancing
their role in the wider field, for engaging more robustly
and more creatively in the direction schools are taking.
Leadership, while rooted in their home organization,
also includes a growing sense of responsibility for the
quality of thoughtfulness in our public discourse.

They see that such responsibility requires a network

of colleagues with whom serious conversations can

be had, murky issues engaged, and trust developed.

To speak truth to the field, they need to tend to the
professional community in which they choose to grow
further. We must continue to improve the ways in
which we facilitate this transition, through publication
and presentation support, creative networking, policy
work and more.

Leadership in a New Era: An Evolving Process

In the end, our students and alumni provide some
consistent and heartening feedback. When asked how
they think they changed, they tend to say that they
now think differently, ask more and different questions,
and just pause to consider questions where before
none arose. They continue to rely on key relationships
formed through their intensive experience. And, they
also wonder where all that time goes that they used to
spend on the program!

Yet, we have much to do to continue improving how
we serve our mid-career colleagues; we feel very much
at the beginning of this work, and hope others will
collaborate with us in learning more. 0
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Build Leadership Capacity While Achieving

Measurable Results for Your District.
Call DMC to Create a Management Institute in Your District.

The Management Institute's goal is to increase managerial capacity Examples of Performance

and operational efficiency to allow schools to keep as many resources Challenge Results

and as much focus as possible on the teaching and learning taking Districts who participate in the Management
place in the classroom. Institute see immediate impact. Successful

performance challenge examples include:

The District Management Council believes the most powerful way to N PG e TS @ ET e B e @ s

develop leaders is to ask people to lead and achieve real performance
results in their organization. The Management Institute helps build = $300,000 in increased revenue through
leadership skills through the powerful combination of: improved breakfast participation

* Professional Development to build common language and skills
* Performance Challenges that address real work priorities
= Peer Groups that encourage cross-departmental collaboration

* One on One Coaching to support individuals to achieve results

For information on creating a Management Institute in your district, call DMC at 877.DMC.3500.




DMC CASE STUDY

Region 4 Educational Service Center:
Tapping Entrepreneurialism to Survive
Funding Cuts and to Better Serve Districts

When you walk the halls of the Houston-based Region 4 Education Service Center (Region 4),

it does not take long to recognize that this is a unique organization. The center’s distinction

owes to the work of its leadership team. Led by Executive Director Dr. Bill McKinney, the team

transformed both the service center and, in turn, the manner in which the center now supports

education in Texas and beyond. When the team predicted an impending decline in Region 4's

grant resources, it realized the situation demanded innovation and viewed the funding cliff as an

opportunity to revolutionize the center's operations. Almost a decade later, Region 4 has overcome

significant budget losses to become a self-sustaining, valued resource for school districts through-

out Texas as well as across the country and internationally. Region 4's leadership team drove a

philosophical change within the organization—altering the center’s organizational structures,

rethinking how key data is used to drive Region 4's goal of unparalleled customer support, and

cultivating an entrepreneurial approach to help school districts tackle diverse challenges.

| NICHOLAS P. MORGAN

egion 4 was established in 1967 when the
Texas Legislature authorized the creation of
20 regional education service centers (ESC)
to serve as resources for Texas school
districts. In the years that followed, the
legislature refined the purpose of these centers to reflect
three primary goals: assist school districts in improving
student performance, enhance economy and efficiency,
and advance state initiatives. Region 4 covers part of
southeastern Texas, including cities such as Houston
and Galveston. It serves 53 school districts representing
over 1,000,000 students and more than 85,000 profes-
sional educators.
Like many other ESCs, Region 4 has a history
of providing quality professional development and
technical assistance to school districts in its specified
region. But, nearly ten years ago, the Region 4 leadership
team began to see signs of a decline in funding for

the regional education service centers in Texas. All
economic and political factors pointed to an inevitable
and potentially significant reduction in both state
and federal grants. At that time, these types of funds
constituted approximately 65% of the center’s revenue.
Region 4’s leadership team began to strategize how to
survive if and when this funding shift became a reality.
Andy Pechacek, now Region 4’s chief financial officer,
recalls those leadership meetings. “We talked about
what our goals were and what our future looked like,”
said Pechacek. “We realized that we needed to move
away from relying on grants and become financially
self-sufficient.”

The leadership team diligently set to work charting
a new course for the organization. Building on Region
4’s core values of Excellence, Service, and Children, it
developed a core purpose statement of “Revolutionizing
education to inspire and advance future generations.”
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Region 4 ESC headquarters, Houston, Texas

Using the well-known work of management theorists
Collins and Porras, the team defined the center’s “Big,
Hairy, Audacious Goal” or “BHAG” as the authors call
it.! Region 4’s BHAG is “Creating solutions that are
the worldwide standard for educational excellence.”
The game plan for achieving both the core purpose
and the BHAG revolved around three primary
strategic goals: 1) make every customer a raving fan
(taken from Ken Blanchard’s work Raving Fan), 2) be
financially self-sufficient, and 3) increase employee
and organizational capacity.’

As it was developing this strategic plan, the leadership
team had no idea how critical it would be to the
organization’s survival. When it started work on the
plan, it expected to have at least five years to implement
this strategy. As it turned out, when the legislature met
the very next year, a financial bombshell was dropped
on regional ESCs in the state of Texas. Region 4 lost
91% of its state funding and suffered a significant
reduction in federal grant dollars as well. In addition,
the state asked the ESCs to return any unspent grant
dollars, which required Region 4 to send approximately
$16 million back to the state with virtually no warning.
This dramatic and sudden loss of funding also forced

the center to lay off approximately 350 people from a
staff of nearly 700.

Unleashing Entrepreneurialism and Increasing
Employee Capacity

In light of the sudden loss of revenue and the devastating
layoff of coworkers, the leadership team ramped up the
implementation of the new strategy. The team took a
hard look at each department to assess its value to the
organization. In this analysis, each department was

evaluated based on its impact on classroom/student
performance and its ability to generate revenue from
outside the organization, or based on its ability to
provide support to the revenue-generating departments.
As a result of these reviews, Region 4 reorganized itself
into 18 entrepreneurial departments that had responsibility
to produce revenue for the center and five internal
departments that served as support functions to the rest
of the organization. The funding crisis caused Region 4
to focus on those activities that were of prime impor-
tance to the success of the organization and to place
everything else aside.

Like many school districts, Region 4 had a history of
internal silos that was reinforced by the cost-recovery
accounting protocols required to support a traditional
grant-based revenue model. Every support activity
completed by each internal support department had a
fee, which served to ensure that Region 4 covered its
costs under the grant-based funding model. For example,
there were fees based on the amount of square footage
a department utilized for office space; there were fees
based on the number of computers and printers a
department had; and there were fees on the conve-
nience copiers utilized by a department. These service
fees between departments led to internal competition
for resources that was not conducive to supporting
an entrepreneurial approach, according to Pechacek.
Therefore, it was imperative to substantially revise the
center’s accounting model and budgeting philosophy in
order to align incentives and promote greater flexibility
and, ultimately, improve responsiveness to district needs.

In order to effect these changes, the Region 4 leadership
team analyzed the budgets of all departments. It turned
out that all of the internal support costs totaled less
than 20% of the predicted revenue that would be >
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An example of data-tracking at Region 4

generated by the entrepreneurial departments. This
realization allowed the business office to set a 20%

flat fee as an administrative cost for entrepreneurial
departments and eliminate all of the interdepartmental
billing that had been occurring for support functions.
By implementing this change to the accounting model,
Region 4’s leadership was able to remove incentives
that led to internal competition and was able to take

a significant step toward breaking down silos.

As the center’s leader, McKinney showed flexibility
and courage in allowing this very different approach
to budgeting and operations. The new focus and
reorganization also reinforced key internal practices.
McKinney has always thought it important to know
every employee’s name, background, and current job
at Region 4, but this reorganization furthered that
connectivity. Since McKinney’s arrival, Region 4 has
held employee award ceremonies to recognize service,
but as a result of the reorganization, people could see
more clearly the value of their contribution, which, in
turn, increased their productivity. The leadership team
saw another way to celebrate employees and build the
culture of family when it recognized an opportunity to
use the children of employees as models for catalogs
and brochures. This has become standard practice and
a source of pride for many employees. While Region 4

had always sought to increase employee empowerment,
the cultural enhancements achieved through organiza-
tional changes strengthened the empowerment model.

Thinking Like an Entrepreneur and Focusing
on Customer Needs

Under this new organizational structure, each entre-
preneurial department was challenged to operate like

a business. This forced department directors to assess
the relevance and value of each activity in which their
department was engaged. The directors at Region 4
quickly discovered that the best way to determine
relevance and value is to monitor whether or not
schools are willing to spend their dollars to purchase a
particular product or service. With this philosophy in
mind, it is easy to see how the center’s goal of creating
customers who are raving fans is critical to the success
of the organization. “At Region 4, being entrepreneurial
means responding to the customer by identifying their
needs and developing innovative solutions to meet
those needs in the most economical means available,”
Pechacek said.

The new entrepreneurial strategy looked great in theory,
but the proof would be in how well the organization
could actually make it happen. Fortunately for Region
4, the first major entrepreneurial initiative was a huge

32
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success, and that success went a long way in galvaniz-
ing the culture and mindset at Region 4. The initiative
began when academic specialists recognized a need to
provide the missing link for districts in support of the
“5E learning model” for instruction.> While the center
was already providing traditional professional development
that taught the “how” of the 5E learning model to
districts, it recognized a need for curriculum tools that
would assist teachers in the practical implementation
of this model in the classroom. In just a few months,
the academic specialists at Region 4 authored over 300
supplemental curriculum resources aimed at filling this
void. The curriculum created and published by Region
4 proved to be a significant success, filling a marketplace
gap that was larger than anyone had anticipated.
Region 4’s value proposition was to provide a new
service at an attractive mix of quality and price.

This was the first of Region 4’s successful initiatives.
“This was a motivational time,” said Pechacek. “It
convinced us that entrepreneurial was the way to go.
[After this], we were willing to pursue almost any
solution to meet district needs.”

A second example demonstrates that entrepreneurialism
is a long-term effort, often with significant rewards.
With Region 4 leadership beginning to believe that it
could tackle even the toughest challenges districts face,
its clients embraced similar views and encouraged the
pursuit of services that were unrelated to traditional ESC
offerings. In response to customer needs, Region 4 created
The Cooperative Purchasing Network (TCPN) to provide
leveraged volume purchasing to benefit governmental
entities, which includes school districts. The center
partners with such vendors as Lowes, Xerox, Office Depot,
CDW-G, and, most recently, Aegis Fuel Solutions.

Through the partnership with Aegis Fuel Solutions
(Aegis), Aegis can legally hedge the price of fuel on
behalf of TCPN’s customers much like major corporations
do. “Superintendents were coming to us, frustrated that
their school budgets were being decimated by unpre-
dictable spikes in oil prices, and they wanted us to help
them,” said Pechacek. “We recognized this as an oppor-
tunity to revolutionize fuel purchasing for governmen-
tal entities. So, we pulled together industry experts and
some of the best legal minds in the school business to
help us with this challenge. After nearly three years of
hard work, we were able to design this revolutionary
contract that was ultimately awarded to Aegis. Now,

thanks to this contract, governmental entities all across

DMC CASE STUDY

the nation can lock into a fuel price for up to 24 months,
giving them budget certainty in an area that had been
completely unpredictable.”

While successes like the two examples mentioned
here are impressive, it should be noted that an entre-
preneurial model entails risk, and not all initiatives
are successful. For example, a partnership was created
with UPS to provide digital transportation routing
software to school districts in order to help optimize
operations. Motivating the effort was a common rule
of thumb that 15% gains in efficiency can typically
be found through the use of digital routing software.
Despite this, 75% of districts nationwide do not use
such software to assist with transportation operations.
However, what appeared to be a significant opportunity
quickly unraveled. UPS’s software required modifica-
tions that the company was unwilling to produce
without a significant number of district adoptions,
and Region 4 was unable to engage districts without
working software, creating a downward spiral that left
Region 4 unable to take advantage of its investment.
Pechacek is quick to blame himself for the failure of
this particular initiative, and feels that he fell prey to
a common pitfall in business: “Our excitement about
developing a relationship with a company like UPS
caused me to lose focus and not take the time to
perform sufficient due diligence.” While chalked up
as a failure, the event remains a valuable learning
opportunity for the Region 4 leadership.

Clearly, the entrepreneurial approach allows for
breakthrough successes, but it also forces the leadership
team to engage in increased risk management of its
portfolio of activities. Through initiatives like the
examples above—both good and bad—the Region 4
team transformed the center from being 65% grant-based
funded in 2002-2003 to 21% grant-based funded in
2009-2010. The team has grown total budgeted revenue
levels back to where they were before the funding
cuts and has added significant staff in key areas
across the center.

The freedom that comes from entrepreneurial activities
was a welcome change from the constraints and delays
often seen with state and federal funding. The leadership
team turned Region 4 into a hybrid organization—a
government entity that runs like a business—by thinking
like an entrepreneur, focusing on customer needs, and
instituting a philosophical change within the organization.

While Region 4 is currently home to more teachers and >
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students than any other Texas education service center,
almost 1.1 million students in 53 school districts and
49 charter schools, Region 4’s customers come from all
over. In the last 18 months, 88% of Texas school districts
have used Region 4’s services. Despite the service
center’s success, the leadership team does business with
a “servant’s heart.” In fact, the leadership team credits

this mindset as the cause, not the effect, of its success.

Tracking Success: Using Data to
Drive Transformation

While Region 4 has always made extensive use of data

in its management of the center, the organization’s
transformation has resulted in many improvements

in how data is collected and used. With the focus on
entrepreneurialsm and on customer needs, Region

4’s leadership team needed to track the efficacy of its
activities. If the center could back up each strategic
goal with targeted data, the team could track closely
whether the center was achieving success. Overall, and
perhaps counterintuitively, the center actually reduced
the volume of data that it tracked and used for measur-
ing success. Aiming to simplify and “reduce the amount
of noise” in the data, Region 4 consciously shifted away
from overwhelming its managers and customers with
volumes of data to distilling key measures down to
more consumable insights.

“We’ve centered our activities on our three strategic
goals,” said Jo Ann Wheeler, managing director in
Region 4’s Office of Business Development. “Data
tracking is our culture and a way to focus on our
center-wide goals. We want to make sure that we are
100% aligned on a day-to-day basis.” The Region

4 leadership team is now utilizing electronic data
dashboards. That effort is evolving to the point that
very soon they will be able to track every financial and
personnel-based transaction within the organization
via the dashboards. These dashboards are organized by
department and by the three strategic goals supporting
the BHAG. With this new dashboard, the entrepre-
neurial progress can be measured and communicated
across the organization. (Figure 1)

Region 4’s data has also helped empower individuals
at other levels in the organization. Wheeler points out
that the entire internal dashboard is available for every-
one to view. By clicking onto each goal, any user can
track the progress of the data. Additionally, employees
can compare the progress of their departments versus
that of other departments in the center. “People can
use the data dashboard to look at other departments’
progress,” said Wheeler. “It’s not a competitive thing—
just making sure that we’re doing things right.”

Region 4 has also decided to repurpose the tool for
school district use. The dashboard tool, called the
Superintendents’ Dashboard, allows a superintendent
to track all services that the district receives from
Region 4. When a superintendent compares services
received to student performance on specific campuses,
the results can be very compelling. Clear explanations
of the data by trained Region 4 staff members are built
into the analysis portion of the dashboard package that
each school district receives.

Opverall, the dashboards are still considered a work in
progress, but have significantly changed the way data is
consumed. Pechacek notes, “We were collecting data,
but we couldn’t digest all of it.” Now, relevance and
focus have increased, and the overall volume and
“noise” have decreased.

Making Every Customer a Raving Fan

Similar to its internal efforts to use data more effectively,
Region 4’s management and measurement of the cus-
tomer experience became more targeted through the
transformation. Part of Region 4’s customer experience
had historically been to fill out extensive qualitative
and quantitative customer surveys to capture opinions.
Region 4 has always made it known that survey feedback,
both positive and negative, is applied to improve the
organization’s strategy and service delivery. However,
Region 4’s leadership streamlined this process to focus
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on the “ultimate question”: Would the customer
recommend the service to a peer or colleague?

In his book on customer loyalty, management
consultant Fred Reichheld posits that this is the one
“ultimate question” that needs to be measured.” Region
4 used this theory to radically simplify the measurement
of whether its customers can be called “raving fans”
or not. When answering the “would you recommend”
question, a score of a 10 or 9 on a qualitative scale
would make someone a raving fan; these customers
are actively advocating and promoting the center and
its services. With a score of 8 or 7, the customers are
supportive, but are not proactively supporting Region
4. Lower scores indicate further declining levels of
support. Region 4’s goal of making every customer a
raving fan puts an intense focus on how many customers
are or are not rating the center as a 10 or a 9 on the
“ultimate question.”

In addition to customer feedback, the center goes to
great lengths to get nonbiased feedback on the effec-
tiveness of the curriculum products that it develops.
Region 4 seeks out and covers the cost of third-party
evaluators to conduct scientifically-based research to
assess the effectiveness of the center’s products in the
classroom. The results of these evaluations are impressive.
For instance, one evaluation showed that on average
fifth grade students using Region 4’s Gateways to Science
instructional curriculum scored 80% higher than
predicted scale scores. Quantitative and qualitative
evaluations consistently demonstrate that Region 4
curriculum can significantly improve student scores
on the Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills
(TAKS™). The Region 4 leadership team knows that
customer service is at the heart of any success the
center may have experienced in recent years. The
center’s scores from customers are excellent — Region 4
is consistently rated 94% or higher by its customers in
all quality service areas. Region 4 believes the positive
customer feedback is evidence of the success of the

entrepreneurial model.

Insights for School District Leaders

The depth of relationship that Region 4 has with
school districts is not representative of the way in
which many education service centers typically serve

their customers. The Region 4 leadership team has

DMC CASE STUDY

found a way for school districts to connect with an
ESC as a valued partner and innovator.

A fiscal crisis can precipitate a cultural and organiza-
tional opportunity to rethink long-standing practices.
When the Region 4 leadership team learned it would
lose a significant portion of its funding, it was able
to refocus the organization around areas of greatest
impact. In that same vein, DMC believes that school
districts can assess their current resources and think
creatively about how to manage them to benefit the
school district. Thinking like an entrepreneur means
thinking outside the box.

Like Region 4, many school districts experience
siloed departments. The Region 4 team was able to
grow employee and organizational capacity by hiring
and training qualified professionals in their respective
subject areas and emphasizing their importance to the
overall success of the organization. The team is able
to strike a balance between department autonomy
and control over the direction of the organization, the
latter of which the team achieves by fostering transparency
and employee loyalty. Pechacek believes that, from
an organizational standpoint, most school districts are
entering a phase that is not that much different from
the funding crisis experienced at Region 4. “In a recent
planning session with superintendents, one local
superintendent told us that school districts need to
learn from our experience and incorporate some of
that same [entrepreneurial] approaches in their
districts,” stated Pechacek. O

! J. Collin and J. Porras, “Building Your Company’s Vision,” Harvard Business

Review, (74)5, 1996, p. 65-77.

K. Blanchard and S. Bowles, Raving Fans: A Revolutionary Approach to

Customer Service (New York, NY: William Morrow and Company, 1993).

3 R.W. Bybee, J.A. Taylor, A. Gardner, P. Van Scotter, ].C. Powell, A. Westbrook
and N. Landes, The BSCS 5E Instructional Model: Origins, Effectiveness, and
Applications, July 2006, retrieved from BSCS website: http://www.bscs.org/
pdf/SEFull%20Report.pdf
E Reichheld, The Ultimate Question: Driving True Profits and Good Growth
(Boston, MA: Harvard Business School Press, 2006).
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Boston Public Schools:
Growing Leadership, Improving Quality,

and Reducing Costs

As Andy Horgan made his way home from work on a Friday afternoon in the winter of 2009,

he could not help but smile at the progress he had made that week. His team, responsible

for IT infrastructure at Boston Public Schools (BPS), was successfully building an innovative

system for protecting the thousands of gigabytes of data saved onto computers each week

by BPS teachers and students.

| NICHOLAS P. MORGAN

Emily Bowen and Amy Sessler Powell contributed to the research and writing of this case study.

uring his decade in the district, Horgan
had often worried about the safety of
data at the district’s schools. There had
never been a system for safely backing
up or providing security for the system’s
servers. Recently, after a failed attempt to recover a
crashed server, Horgan had had to explain to a desperate
principal that the school’s saved grades, personnel files,
college applications, and student work were simply
lost forever.

But now, as part of The Boston Public Schools Manage-
ment Institute, a 15-week leadership development program
for operations managers at the BPS central office,
Horgan was working on innovative ways to solve this
data problem. As Horgan drove home that day, he was
confident that servers in 50 schools across the city were
successfully running the backup protocol implemented
by his team. Now, he wondered how quickly this
program could be expanded to protect data at all
135 district schools.

The BPS Management Institute: Delivering
Results while Developing Leaders

In the summer of 2009, Boston Public Schools decided

to invest in the often overlooked area of leadership

Key Facts: Boston Public Schools

o Student population: 56,340 students

o Total staff: 9,023

o Teachers: 4,671

o Schools: 135

o Budget (FY2010): $817.1 million

o Average per pupil expenditure: $11,755 (FY2009)
o English Language Learners: 24,140

o Special education enrollment: 11,520

development for operations managers in the central
office. In partnership with the District Management
Council (DMC), BPS established The Boston Public
Schools Management Institute, a leadership development
program to build management capacity while realizing
short-term performance improvements for the district.
With mounting pressure for improved academic
performance in the face of dwindling resources, building
leadership capacity is more important than ever. The
theory of change is that increased managerial capacity will
drive greater operational efficiency, which will, in turn,
allow the district to focus its resources more effectively

on direct drivers of student achievement (Figure 1).
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A cohort from the Boston Public Schools Management Institute

The Management Institute

The Management Institute is structured around the
core belief that the best way to develop leaders is not to
teach leadership and hope for the best, but rather to ask
people to lead projects and achieve real performance
results. At the Management Institute, each participant
works on a performance challenge for which they can
show measurable results in the 15-week period of the
program. Formal leadership curriculum is delivered
just-in-time for results, as opposed to being at the
center of the leadership training. Executive coaching
and cross-functional peer group support are critical

to moving the process along and keeping a focus on
achieving results. The specificity of the performance
challenge provides an opportunity for the exchange of
tangible ideas and real discussion about organizational
barriers and the management skills needed to achieve
results in context. (For more information about this
approach, please see The District Management Jowrnal

v. 1, “Delivering Results, Developing Leaders” by
Douglas K. Smith and Charles Baum, which discusses
their theory of a performance-driven approach to
building leadership capacity.) (Figure 2)

Step 1: Setting the Challenge and Going Public

The focal point of the Management Institute is each
participant’s selection of a performance challenge—

FIGURE 1

Goal: Drive Student Achievement by
Increasing Managerial Capacity

Source: DMC

a specific, measurable goal related to the manager’s job
function and to the priorities of the district. Too often,
tasks are completed only when they are urgent. The
Management Institute asks participants to examine
priority-setting, and encourages managers to think >
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FIGURE 2

The Management Institute's Four Core Components

Formal Professional Development Peer group

Formal professional development sessions will Participants in this program will work as a peer
embed a common language and common group to define, refine, and work toward
understanding of practical skills that have the achieving each self-identified performance
potential to increase managerial effectiveness. challenge goal. The peer group meets periodically
All modules will be designed around “Performance to discuss each participant's goals, monitor progress,
Challenges" that participants work to achieve provide feedback, and create accountability for
during the duration of the training. achieving the performance challenge goal.

4 Design Components Catalyzing Innovation

Performance & Innovation Challenges One-on-one coaching

One of the most powerful ways to develop leaders is Each participant will receive one-on-one feedback
to ask people to lead and achieve real performance and support from a DMC coach. The peer group
results in their organizations. A performance and coaching sessions are designed to provide
challenge is a specific, measurable goal for each real-time, practical professional development
participant that contributes to a department priority. to each participant to assist in achieving the

performance challenge goals.

Source: DMC

about directing their energies towards objectives that FIGURE 3

are important as opposed to only dealing with
emergencies (Figure 3). How do we solve the “tyranny of the urgent"?

Participants are taught to focus their challenges

VAN

on performance outcomes (e.g. cost savings, operational High
efficiencies, service quality improvements, student

achievement increases) rather than activities that are Gets too much s e e
. . . attention

not results-oriented (e.g. creating plans, conducting
assessments, making recommendations). Each
participant is asked to carefully select and articulate
a challenge that is “SMART” (Specific, Measurable,
Aggressive yet Achievable, Relevant, and

Tends to get

Time-Bound) (Figure 4). Sh;:::lj:;:':ly de-prioritized

Urgency

Inspiration for Horgan’s performance challenge
stemmed from the difficult conversation Horgan had

had with a Boston school principal after the failed Low >

attempt to recover a crashed server. Horgan had often . Importance Hich
ow 18!

worried about the safety of data at the district’s schools,
but urgent requests and emergencies always seemed

to consume the bulk of Horgan’s time. And, with 135 Source: DMC
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FIGURE 4

SMART Goals Focus on Results

DMC CASE STUDY

Activities Results
o Specific
o Measurable outcomes
o - Cost, revenue, cycle time, service quality,
ACtlon based student achievement
metrics o Aggressive yet Achievable
o Relevant
o Time-bound
Examples: Example:

o Initiate plan for xyz...
o Conduct audit for abc...

O Build core competencies in xyz...
O Reengineer process for abc...

o Implement plans for xyz...

Source: DMC

schools in the district and a good deal of outdated
equipment, addressing the safety of the data was not a
problem that could easily be solved.

With the help of a DMC executive coach and his
boss, Horgan was encouraged to tackle this issue—an
issue that was highly important, but not highly urgent
until a server crashed and created an emergency. The
Management Institute encouraged Horgan to start
with an achievable goal. Horgan committed to the
performance challenge of taking ten schools and
configuring their server backups to run on a routine
basis over 15 weeks. He also set the long-term goal
of expanding the process to all of BPS’ 135 schools.

After developing the challenge, Horgan needed to

“g0 public”—a critical part of the process as defined by
the Management Institute. He presented his performance

challenge in front of 90 operations managers at a
monthly managers’ meeting as well as to the
60-person 1T department. “I went public in the
[managers’ monthly] meeting and [ was scared stiff,”

said Horgan. “It was an important step. The challenge

was now real and it was not going away. [ would have
to do it.”
Looking back, Horgan sees going public with his per-

formance challenge as an important turning point. It not

only made him accountable to the entire department, but

o We will raise the graduation rate from

70% to 80% in five years.

it also rallied the department in support of his effort. “My
challenge was difficult and we succeeded,” said Horgan.
“I cannot say enough about the team members who sup-
ported me. They were more than willing to help to ensure
that the [performance challenge] was achieved.”
Horgan’s coach, Margo Kelly, praised Horgan for his
dedication to making the challenge work and for enlisting
the help of his colleagues. “Andy brought his whole

Andy Horgan, Infrastructure Manager, Office of Instructional &
Informational Technology, Boston Public Schools.
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team along with him from the beginning. They were
all invested in achieving his challenge, and when
something went wrong, they all put their heads
together and figured it out,” said Kelly.

Step 2: Achieving Early Wins

Pursuing early wins is an essential design component
in the Management Institute process. Early wins create
the positive momentum that is so important to ulti-
mate success. Two different types of early wins can be
pursued and achieved, and both help build confidence
and energy toward achieving the larger performance
challenge. “Process wins” recognize the achievement

of a process step or an activity, whereas “outcome wins”

indicate achievement on a performance metric. Built
into Horgan’s performance challenge were a series of
these smaller process and outcome wins. A process win
was to hold a series of meetings with key stakeholders.
One “outcome win” was to back up the very first
school. Another outcome win was ensuring that good,
retrievable data existed on the backup servers. A

series of early wins helped Horgan build the broader
momentum that led to success on the larger
performance challenge.

Step 3: Leveraging Support

The Management Institute strives to utilize the
cross-functional network of your organization to
increase efficiency. At the BPS Management Institute,
Horgan was part of a nine-member peer group within

FIGURE 5

the cohort of 25 central office managers going through
the 15-week program. Virtually none of the peer group
members knew each other prior to participating in the
Management Institute. At first, Horgan felt unsure
about working with people from other departments,
but quickly realized that he had only encountered these
individuals under circumstances of duress: a broken
computer in the finance department or network issues
in human resources. With the peer group, these
individuals bonded over their shared understanding
of the school system culture and their hope of becoming
more productive in their own roles. These commonalities
enabled them to help each other in fulfilling their
performance challenges (Figure 5). “One of the most
powerful things was the peer group as it developed,”
observed Coach Margo Kelly. “At first, no one was terribly
clear about the value of the peer group and why it
would be a valuable element of the program. But then,
they started to reach out across boundaries in a pretty
siloed system, and realized they could help each other.”
The peer group provided support for each other’s
challenges and taught the group that they can rely
on individuals from other departments to succeed in
achieving results. During monthly meetings with the
peer group, Horgan used his group as a support and a
resource to vet his ideas. And Horgan was able to help
others in his peer group. For example, Lisa Patrick,
assistant director for adult education at BPS, had a
performance challenge of improving performance on a
test she administered to her students. Horgan showed

Patrick how to set up and populate a wiki (a website

Participants' Responses to the BPS Management Institute

100% Peer group interaction is incredibly valuable
7 e No “| didn't realize how many dedicated people there are at BPS. | sort of
80 | bought into the idea that there are a lot of folks who have a public sector
mentality of ‘getting by.’ This process has been really positive. | can't
60 | believe how much has changed in such a short period of time. | realize that
Yes, I'd like to people at BPS are really committed to their jobs.”
40 | continue the
institute
20 | Changing how | work with my team
"I started off asking the team to help with my challenge and having trouble
0 getting what | needed. Now it's our challenge and they feel invested in it.”
Continue with Cohort?
Source: DMC
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DMC's Garrett Smith leads a session of the BPS Management Institute.

that allows the easy creation and editing of content on
linked web pages) with information and instructional
documents that would be helpful to the students and
teachers in the program. Having the same informa-
tion available to both students and teachers from any
computer helped facilitate Patrick’s challenge and she
received positive feedback from the teachers. The expe-
rience proved to Horgan and Patrick the effectiveness
of sharing expertise across departmental lines.

The peer group, all members of the central office,
also worked with each other to better understand
influence-mapping, a professional development tool
used in the Management Institute to analyze and target
people who could have influence over a project. For
example, if Horgan needs something from Person A,
he might have success by approaching Person B who
has influence over Person A. Influence-mapping is used
to understand how decisions really are made in an
organization, beyond the formal structure that is laid
out in an organization chart.

Using both the influence-mapping and the rela-
tionship formed from the peer group, Horgan and
his colleague from the BPS Office of Finance, Seth
Racine, made plans to work together in the future. In

the coming months, Horgan hopes to obtain a storage

DMC CASE STUDY

CC] went public in the
[managers’ monthly] meeting
and | was scared stiff,” said
Horgan. “It was an important
step. The challenge was now
real and it was not going away.
| would have to do it.))

area network (SAN), a $10,000 piece of equipment, to
meet the data storage needs of the school system. “In

the past, I probably would have just gone to Kim (Kim
Rice, the chief information officer at BPS) and said,

‘We need a SAN to do this.” Then, she would have

gone to the CFO with the request,” said Horgan. “Now,

I will do it completely differently. I will meet with Seth
and he can help me put a presentation together using

his expertise with the budget process and my knowledge >
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of relevant facts and anecdotes like losing the data at
Fenway High School. I will then call the meeting
myself and invite Kim and the CFO [to make my case].”

Step 4: Achieving Results

Realizing that tackling all 135 schools at the same time
would be impossible, Horgan and his coach had focused
his performance challenge on ten schools. Horgan first
chose five smaller schools, which he thought would be
easier test cases than larger schools with more complex
systems. His hope was to perfect the process at these
schools with the intention of moving on to the more
complex schools after the process had been developed
and implemented successfully.

¢€One of the most powerful
things was the peer group as

it developed,” observed Coach
Margo Kelly. “...they started to
reach out across boundaries in a
pretty siloed system, and realized
they could help each other.9)

Not surprisingly, the first school was the hardest, but
Horgan enlisted the help of his team in making this backup
a reality. “It took two weeks to figure out how to back up
the first school and then make sure the data was both
retrievable and good,” said Horgan.

Horgan’s team was creative in finding ways to make
the initiative work, and then even more creative in
finding ways to increase the impact of the initiative.
For example, one team member found old servers to
use; another team member designed the tool to make
the backups work remotely; and a third team member
re-developed the system when it failed in the first test run.

By the end of December, Horgan had backed up 41
schools, far exceeding the original definition of success

The District Management Council | www.dmcouncil.org

in the performance challenge. In the eleventh week
of the Management Institute, the server at Brighton
High School crashed. However, because it was backed
up, Horgan restored 100% of Brighton High’s data in
one day. His early wins inspired Horgan to expand his
initiative. The only cost for this particular challenge
was time, but the savings were immeasurable in terms

of the value to the schools.

Data Disaster at Fenway High School

One incident in December proved the value of the
initiative, but also revealed how much work remained
for Horgan’s team. Over the weekend of December

5, 2009, the servers failed at both Hurley Elementary
School and Fenway High School. Whereas Hurley
Elementary School had been one of Horgan’s original
ten schools and had had its data backed up just days
earlier, Fenway High had not been included in the
performance challenge and, as a result, none of the data
could be recovered by Horgan’s team.

While the recovery of Hurley’s data was a huge win,
the Fenway High data loss was a big hit to Horgan. A
pilot high school with 290 students, Fenway High lost
all of its students’ college recommendations, donor
records from their private foundation, and a ten-year
database on past and present students. “I lose sleep just
thinking about it, about the randomness of it. Why
didn’t I choose Fenway to back up?” Horgan asked him-
self. “I chose this performance challenge because I did
not want to have to speak to another principal about
data loss, but now I had to [face my fear].”

The Institute trainings on Managing Meetings,
Having Difficult Conversations, and Communications
Skills all gave Horgan new tools to approach these
conversations in a new way. After meeting with the
principal at Fenway High, Horgan said, “I'm sure the
principal was upset, but she wasn’t yelling at us, and |
thought maybe I had learned how to get better at this.”

Horgan and members of his peer group brainstormed
about how to use the Fenway example to inform
future decisions. They decided that Fenway’s data loss
provided Horgan an opportunity to make the case for
adequate equipment to ensure that data loss became a
thing of the past in the Boston Public Schools’ system.



Step 5: Looking to the Next Performance Challenge
By going public early with his plan and by seeking the

support of his peers, Horgan not only met his perfor-
mance challenge of backing up ten schools, he exceeded
it by backing up 41 schools by the end of 2009. His
success has prompted Horgan to mentor participants
in future Management Institute cohorts. He has also
begun planning his next performance challenge that
will involve collaboration with two colleagues from his
Management Institute peer group. The three managers
have gone public with their objective and are working
on enrolling people into the project just as they did
with their original performance challenge. This type
of cross-functional collaboration is a prime example

of the type of cultural change achieved through the
Management Institute.

“Andy has always been a guy who gets a lot of respect
from his team and a guy who wants to go in and take
care of problems. Now he is a better manager,” said
Rice, the chief information officer at BPS and Horgan’s
manager. Sharing what he learned from the Management
Institute, Horgan is encouraging other members on his
team to set SMART goals and use a similar approach
to accomplishing performance challenges. Rice hopes
that her staff will transform the entire department by
setting more specific, measurable goals to support the
five-year plan of the Boston Public Schools. “If we are
always focused on fighting fires, we will never get there.
[ am asking everyone here for one performance challenge
and with one, we can think about process wins and
measurable goals and influence mapping. We are trying to
incubate a safe environment to learn,” said Rice.

Among the 50 participants who have completed the
program at BPS thus far, some remarkable achievements
have been accomplished. One initiative generated
$300,000 in additional annual revenue by increasing
breakfast participation in five schools; another saved
$80,000 during the timeline of the program by reducing
plumbing contractor costs; and another saved $28,000
on an annualized basis by reducing food cost. Horgan
and his fellow Management Institute alumni believe
this kind of leadership development training will have
a lasting effect on their work. Horgan points to the
many ways that his peer group of nine was able to help

each other with their challenges and will be able to

DMC CASE STUDY

assist each other with future initiatives. The support
and the success experienced prompt a contagious
enthusiasm for mastering performance challenges.

The BPS Management Institute will ultimately
train approximately 100 managers, drawn from a
broad array of functional areas within BPS. This
group will be divided into four cohorts.

Conclusion

In these challenging times when districts are under
pressure to achieve ever more in terms of academic
performance with dwindling resources, the District
Management Council firmly believes that growing
management capacity holds great potential for in-
creasing district effectiveness. As inspiring, thought-
provoking, and rich as some professional development
programs are, it is too often too difficult to apply what
is learned in the classroom to situations in the district.
The Management Institute offers an opportunity to
cultivate leadership skills in the context of one’s job
while achieving results. As shown in this DMC Case
Study, Andy Horgan was able to tackle an issue he has
long wanted to resolve. By breaking it down into a
more manageable and defined challenge, and by
having support in the form of training, coaching,

and peer collaboration, Horgan was able to have a
tremendous impact on the district. Through the

peer group approach, Horgan was also able to form
valuable relationships that will help him be even
more effective in his future endeavors. This hands-on
approach to cultivating leadership and management
capacity offer an opportunity for districts to leverage
the talent that exists within the district while
achieving measurable performance gains. O

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.
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Unleashing the Full Power

of Strategic Planning

For most school districts, strategic plans are lofty documents that capture aspirationa

|u 1

mission,’

“vision,” and “goals.” Articulating these categories is an important step in setting a direction for

the district and helps galvanize many stakeholders.

NICHOLAS P. MORGAN AND KEITH MACLEOD

et, defining the expansive areas of agree-
ment does not in and of itself constitute
strategic planning. For one, generally the
only way to assure widespread buy-in is to
create a laundry list of goals that satis-
fies each segment of stakeholders. All of these goals
are desirable, but not all are likely attainable within
the period of the strategic plan. Moreover, the goals
are almost always expressed solely in terms of student
achievement. Measures of student achievement cer-
tainly capture the outcome of district performance. But,
they reveal little about the daily activities and processes
that will ultimately enhance student performance. The
non-academic arms of the district may feel especially
isolated from strategic plans that do not mention how
finance and operations contribute to the district’s
overall mission. Finally, broad strategic statements
unaccompanied by specific action plans are likely to be
neglected during times of economic distress. Indeed,
strategic initiatives are often the first casualties in the
face of budget cuts.

Expressing a strategy by establishing mission, vision, and
goals is only the first step in the broader strategic planning
process. Strategic planning recognizes the futility of strategy
that is not linked to execution and revision. Using the
articulation of a strategic direction as the foundation,
strategic planning should be a systemic process that:

o creates a clear and actionable strategy for the district;

o executes this strategy by translating it into the
everyday work of all functions of the district; and

o uses the results as a learning mechanism to maintain,

or, if necessary, adjust the strategy.

The District Management Council | www.dmcouncil.org

A Strategic Planning Process For
School Districts

Naturally, not all the aspects of “strategy,” as it is
conceived in the corporate world, transfer to the school
district. Indeed, the field of corporate strategic analysis
tends to presume that a company can devise its strategy
from scratch. Using the now prevalent “Five Forces”
framework conceived by pioneering strategy scholar
Michael Porter, a company can study an industry,
assess the existing competitors within it, consider the
probability that new competitors will arise, evaluate
the strength of suppliers and of customers, and question
whether a substitute product could emerge. Based on
this analysis, a company can then choose a desirable
industry, or, at least, an attractive segment of an industry.
School districts do not have the latitude to operate
with such a blank slate. As public mandates, they cannot
pick the students and parents who are their market.
And, all public schools must have the same general
goal of an education that meets and exceeds state and
federal standards and provides each student the necessary
educational tools to reach his or her full potential.
Student achievement is certainly the school districts’
ultimate mission. But, the specific priorities that must
be carried out to attain this will diverge widely across
districts. Moreover, districts must compete for the
human capital and financial resources that align with
their specific priorities. And, increasingly, districts must
compete with charter and independent school options
that force public schools to define their “value proposi-
tion”"—the activities that differentiate an organization
and make it able to sustain high-level performance.!



The work of the Montgomery County Public Schools
(MD) aptly illustrates the relevance of thinking
strategically for school districts. When Dr. Jerry Weast
assumed the superintendency of Montgomery County
in 1999, he confronted a mandate to improve student
performance drastically, particularly for under-achieving
groups. Dr. Weast’s inspection of the district, together
with his analysis of student data, convinced him that
the district was divided into two regions, each with
starkly different socioeconomics. The urban center
of the county—termed the “Red Zone”—suffered from
poverty and poor student performance. The surrounding
suburban areas—Iabeled the “Green Zone”—were
significantly wealthier and had correspondingly higher
student achievement. (See The District Management
Journal, Volume 3, Winter 2010, “Challenging the
Status Quo: An Excerpt from Leading for Equity:

The Pursuit of Excellence in Montgomery County Public
Schools” by Stacey M. Childress, Denis P. Doyle, and
David Thomas.)

The reality of this inequality galvanized Dr. Weast
and his leadership team to articulate an overarching
strategic priority of preparing all students for college
and high-wage work. Specifically, the minimum level

of achievement expected of all students called for:

o A score of 1650-plus on the SAT,
o A score of 24-plus on the ACT,

FIGURE 1
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o Demonstrated success in AP courses or exams or
successful completion of an International
Baccalaureate (IB) program.

While Montgomery County’s strategy of equality
together with rigor may seem similar to many other
districts’ strategic plans, the distinction came in
how Montgomery County prioritized the execution
of its strategy. Once the district had enunciated a clear
strategy, it then tapped the full power of strategic
planning by aligning its resources to deliver on

this strategy. Dr. Weast described the creation of

a definitive strategy as “finding your North Star.”
With this identified, Dr. Weast explained, “you can
begin aligning your district’s systems and processes
to hit the target.”

Stage 1: Create A Strategy

1. Conduct A Performance Audit

A good way to start sharpening the district value
proposition is through a performance audit to
determine what demands the district currently
fulfills and what deficiencies need to be addressed.

An audit can be big or small, comprehensive or
focused, as long as it seeks out actionable information
that can help the district better serve its stakeholders.

A thorough audit should harness both the quantitative >

The School District Strategic Planning Process Step-By-Step

1. Conduct a performance audit.

Create A Strategy 2.

Select key objectives.

3. Think and prioritize systemically.

Move To Execution

oo oA

Choose SMART goals.
Track SMART goals as a management tool.
Design a dynamic dashboard.

7. Budget strategically.

Make Strategy Dynamic

8. Build community support for strategy.

9. Become a learning organization.

10. Reuvisit and revise strategy.

Source: DMC
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metrics of academic data and stakeholder responses

as well as the qualitative knowledge gleaned through
focus groups, in-depth interviews, and bulletin boards.
A comprehensive audit should be designed to assess
the full range of the district’s work:

o Academic: The audit should disaggregate student
performance data. Ideally, it should go beyond the
NCLB-mandated categories such as race and gender
to break down performance by program, class,
and teacher.

o Financial: To be able to determine the return on
investment for dollar spent, the audit should link
disaggregated student data to program cost, which
should include the allocation of fixed cost items such
as overhead and salaries. While program costs are the
most useful in order to calculate return on investment,
the audit should also examine school-level budgets as
an indication of equity across the district.

o Operations: The audit should track performance in
all functional areas and service to all stakeholders. It
should, for example, gauge customer service through
surveys of parent satisfaction.

Given its potential breadth, the audit should be a
project led centrally by the superintendent and executive
leadership, working in conjunction with the school
board and such other offices as communications.

2. Select Key Objectives

The insights of the performance audit should serve as
the foundation for the district’s strategy. At the same
time, however, the strategy cannot simply take the
form of a roster of desires expressed by the various
stakeholders. The list would be too long, incoherent,
and unachievable.

[t falls to the district leadership to amalgamate the
stakeholders’” wishes into a doable set of strategic
objectives for the district. These objectives should
distill the preferences expressed during the audit into
priorities that will serve students most effectively
given the constraints of the district.

In the final analysis, the strategic priorities that most
districts decide to emphasize can be boiled down to a
few broad agendas. This becomes apparent by making
the realistic assumption that student performance is
a normalized curve, with the peak of the curve rep-
resenting average performance and the areas to the
left and right of the peak signaling below and above

FIGURE 2
Raising the Average Performance
Minimum Minimum
Threshold Threshold .
I “‘
.A‘/ N
Current State Desired State
FIGURE 3

Reducing the Number of Low Performers

Minimum Minimum
Threshold Threshold o
m) |
Current State Desired State
FIGURE 4

Raising the Number of Top Performers

Minimum Minimum
Threshold Threshold
Current State Desired State

Sources of Figure 2-Figure 4: Bryan Hassel, Public Impact.

average performance, respectively. In short, most school
districts’ strategic objectives can be depicted as changes
to the curve. A district whose audit has revealed low
average student performance will want to shift the
whole curve to the right (Figure 2). A district that has
too many performers below the average, as in the case
of Montgomery County, will want to reduce the leftward
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tail of the curve (Figure 3). Conversely, a school aim-
ing for more top performers will focus on raising the
rightward tail of the curve (Figure 4). In all cases, the
current shape of the curve, determined through the
academic data and the stakeholder expectations of the
performance audit, is the starting point for the desired
shape of the curve.’ Bryan Hassel, Co-Director of

the Public Impact consulting firm, nicely captured the
various forms of the student performance curve during a

presentation at Harvard University’s Program on Education

Policy and Governance,as shown in Figures 2-4.*

3. Think and Prioritize Systemically

Once a district has set its ultimate aspirations for stu-
dent performance, it must think precisely about how it
should deploy its resources most effectively to achieve
its aspirations. This exercise requires a holistic view of
all the work of the district.

Too often, strategic planning fails to take such a
systemic perspective. In many cases, strategic plans
will affirm academic goals without charting how the
non-academic side of the district can participate
in attaining these goals. The opposite end of the
spectrum—when strategic planning is confined to the
business office and used only for budgeting and capital
projections—is equally if not more problematic as it
clouds the end goal of student achievement.

In contrast to these limited versions of strategic
planning, a full strategic planning process recognizes
the need for alignment among the spheres of student
achievement, operational efficiency, and financial sav-
ings. The link between the academic departments and
student achievement is obviously the most immediate,
as better instruction will lead to higher performance.
Though more circuitous, the connections between
managerial capacity and student achievement are no
less compelling. Financial savings and operational
efficiency create more resources and time for instruction,
which also lead eventually to student achievement
(See Figure 5).

By taking a systemic view, a district can comprehen-
sively define those systems and processes that will lead
in the end to enhanced student achievement. Just as
crucially, it can delineate those activities that will not
deliver on what is most important.

In this period of dwindling revenue bases and
increasing financial constraints, making tradeoffs to
prioritize the key pursuits that drive the district’s value

DMC SPOTLIGHT

FIGURE 5

Systemic Alignment

Student
Achievement

Systemic
Prioritization
Financial Operational
Savings Efficiency
Source: DMC

(CThe strategy cannot simply take
the form of a roster of desires
expressed by the various stake-
holders... It falls to the district
leadership to amalgamate the
stakeholders' wishes into a doable
set of strategic objectives...99

proposition is a required part of executing strategy.
Tradeoffs sharpen the priorities that align with what
Dr. Weast characterized as the district’s “North Star.”
It is only by clarifying what a district is not doing
that the district can more crisply identify what it is
doing to support student achievement. A systemic
view helps in this process of making tradeoffs by
guaranteeing that the district does not create false
choices. Real tradeoffs entail such crucial strategic
decisions as choosing to set a minimum benchmark
for all students rather than establish different stan-
dards for different students. False tradeoffs assume
that a district must stress academics, finance, or
operations to the exclusion of the other two. In
reality, the three spheres support each other. >
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The need to prioritize and make tradeoffs is an
ever-present part of the strategic planning process.
Once a district has determined its priorities, it must
continually revisit them to assure that every subsequent
step links back to the district’s ultimate objectives
by raising student achievement, reducing cost,
increasing operational turnaround time, or

enhancing the quality of stakeholder engagement.

Stage 2: Move To Execution

4. Choose SMART Goals

A district should always keep sight of its ultimate
objectives, but the inherent broadness and ambition
of these objectives can make them intimidating and
seemingly unattainable. In order for these objectives
to feel more manageable, the long-term aspirations
have to be broken down into discrete components
achievable in a shorter timeframe.

The key to tackling strategic objectives more practically
is to think in terms of results, not activities. Most
districts focus on activities. Their goals take the form

» «

of “initiating a plan,” “conducting an audit,” or “

building core competencies.” The problem with

defining goals in this way is that activities lack a
clear-cut distinction between success and failure. Em-
ployees can claim to have executed activities without
being held accountable for their contribution to overall
district performance. Losing the connection between
their daily activities and the district’s overarching strat-
egy, staff members

are likely to take a mechanical approach to carrying
out their responsibilities rather than feeling motivated
to work toward a larger mission.

Framing goals as outcomes, rather than activities,
restores the link between daily work and ultimate
strategy. It makes employees accountable for, and
motivated to help deliver on the district’s strategic
agenda. Charting intermediate outcomes that link
to broader district performance also serves as a
vehicle for internal communications, disseminating
the district’s strategy to employees, and embedding it
in their day-to-day routine.

By defining intermediate outcomes that motivate
performance, ensure accountability, and communicate
purpose, a district creates a set of SMART goals
(Figure 6). Many districts are already familiar with
SMART goals, but rarely do they apply the goals in a

FIGURE 6

SMART Metrics

Activities Results
o Specific
o Measurable outcomes

. - Cost, revenue, cycle time, service quality,
Action-based student achievement
metrics o Aggressive yet Achievable

o Relevant
o Time-bound

Examples: Example:

o Initiate plan for xyz... o We will raise the graduation rate from

o Conduct audit for abc... 70% to 80% in five years.
O Build core competencies in xyz...

O Reengineer process for abc...

O Implement plans for xyz...

Source: Smith, Make Success Measurable, 1999.
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textbook fashion. First, as discussed above, a SMART
goal is expressed through results, not activities.
Activities are nonetheless important for encouragement.
Indeed, making progress in the process of activities can
build momentum that will help to produce results. But
the actual outcome of the goal should be measurable in
terms of results. Second, each specific performance goal
should tie to the overall district priorities. Even the
most detailed goal should relate to the general agenda
by impacting student achievement, financial savings,
or operational efficiency. The goal should, in short,

be specific yet relevant. It should also be aggressive yet
achievable. The goal should differ from “business as
usual.” It should instead demand change and require
collaboration to realize performance. At the same time
that the goal sets an ambitious target, it should be
achievable using existing resources and authority.

Finally, the goal should be not only generally achievable,
but achievable within a specific period of time. It
should, in other words, be time-bound, at least to
the period of the strategic plan.

The SMART system of setting goals reflects the
belief that the best way to develop leaders is not to
teach leadership and hope for the best, but, rather,
to ask people to lead the accomplishment of real
performance results.’

5. Use SMART Goals As A Management Tool

Rationalizing, sequencing, and prioritizing the SMART
goals that staff members are asked to lead enable a dis-
trict to populate a comprehensive tool for tracking and
improving performance.

Integrating SMART goals into a coherent performance
management system accomplishes two large-scale
purposes. First, by relating SMART goals to overall
objectives, a district can readily perceive the holistic
nature of its strategy. Moreover, by instituting baseline
and desired measures of performance, specifying the
timing within which success should be reached, and
naming the responsible parties, a district can hold all
its employees accountable for their contribution to
achieving strategic priorities. For an example of the
flow of such a performance management system, see
Figure 7.

The concept of tracking performance management
underscores a useful distinction between leading and

lagging indicators.

DMC SPOTLIGHT

CCIn this period of dwindling
revenue bases and increasing
financial constraints, making
tradeoffs to prioritize the key
pursuits that drive the district's
value proposition is a required
part of executing strategy...

It is only by clarifying what a
district is not doing that the
district can more crisply identify
what it is doing to support
student achievement.?)

o Lagging indicators measure the outcome of strategies.
This is the kind of information that most districts
currently track. They receive, for example, academic
performance data from the previous year. For evaluation
of the final results of district strategy, this data is
extremely valuable. Yet, last year’s data has limited
usefulness as a real-time diagnosis of what is succeeding

versus what requires mid-course correction.

o Leading indicators track performance on the drivers
of the lagging outcomes.® To serve as a leading indi-
cator, a metric should, as the Annenberg Institute for
School Reform at Brown University defined it, meet
three criteria. First, it should be “timely and action-
able,” relayed in sufficient time to impact ongoing
work. Second, it should be “benchmarked,” so that
the consumers of the information understand current
performance relative to desired performance. Finally,
it should be “powerful,” with insight to suggest

improvement or demonstrate progress.’

Ideally, an accountability system should incorporate
both leading and lagging indicators. As links to the
overall strategic agenda, the SMART goals should
have such a strong connection to ultimate outcomes
that performance on the SMART goals yields predictive
insight. In this way, a performance management tool >
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FIGURE 7

Accountability Plan Structure: Linking Strategy to Measurable Performance Outcomes

Strategic

Priorities

The district's
ultimate
aspirations
as expressed
in the
strategic
plan.

ex. Raise the
average level
of student

performance.

Source: DMC
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objectives, but the inherent
broadness and ambition of these
objectives can make them
intimidating and seemingly
unattainable. In order for these
objectives to feel more manage-
able, the long-term aspirations
have to be broken down into
discrete components achievable
in a shorter timeframe.¥)
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6. Design A Dynamic Dashboard

Designing a dashboard to provide real-time feedback is
at the frontier of strategic thinking for school districts.
An instructive example comes from the Dallas Inde-
pendent School District (Figure 8). It created a series
of dashboards to provide actionable information to
principals, campus instructional leadership teams, and
district-wide executives. The dashboards capture the
predictive metrics most germane for their target
audience. For example, the dashboard for the campus
instructional leadership teams focuses on academic
measures such as the attendance rate, the percentage
of test-takers deemed deficient on the PSAT, and the
number of students receiving scholarships to college.
The executive dashboard, meanwhile, offers more
systemic information. It depicts not only academic data
such as school ratings, but also operational and financial
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FIGURE 8

Dallas ISD Executive Dashboard

Source: Dallas ISD.

metrics including the percentage of the budget already
spent and the rate of hires and terminations.®

The Chicago Public Schools is another district that
has started to use a similarly comprehensive dashboard.
Working in conjunction with the Consortium on
Chicago School Research at the University of Chicago,
the Chicago Public Schools identified five fundamentals
that must align for comprehensive school success:
instruction, instructional leadership, family and com-
munity involvement, professional capacity, and learn-
ing climate. It then classified measurements for these
fundamentals. For example, gauging learning climate
could involve students’ perceptions of personal safety.
Similarly, assessing instruction may rely on teachers’
views of the quality of school programming, together
with assessments of the changes in the difficulty of
content taught at each grade level. The five fundamentals
that the Chicago schools targeted for performance
management have served as the basis for the district
dashboard. Funded by the Michael and Susan Dell
Foundation, the dashboard is going through several
rounds of rollouts and will ultimately relay swift
and actionable information to district administrators
and teachers.’

A dashboard can translate into worthwhile action
only if it provides predictive information about the
drivers of strategic outcomes. This again highlights
the importance of tracking SMART goals that provide
feedback linking in the end to student achievement.

The financial component of the dashboard may, for
instance, want to track a measure like the Medicare
reimbursement rate, as the size and status of this reim-

bursement offers real-time information about whether

the district will receive the revenue it requires to fund
programming. Other potential metrics on the financial
side of the dashboard include regular reports of over-
time and health insurance headcount, either of which
could indicate possibly inefficient staffing practices.
Likewise, the operational component of the dashboard
may consider customer service satisfaction, which
links to student achievement both through enrollment
and therefore revenue, and through environment and
therefore motivation. Surveys of approval with front
office service or response times to stakeholder requests
could suggest direct and immediate reforms. District
turnover is also an apt candidate for inclusion on the
operational part of the dashboard. Teacher turnover is
a discrete topic of managerial concern that connects to
student achievement through the direct financial costs
of replacement as well as through a decline in productivity
and morale.

CCldeally, an accountability
system should support both
leading and lagging indicators...
In this way, a performance
management tool becomes not
just a static reporting exercise,
but a forward-looking dashboard
that can drive behavioral and

managerial change.))

On the academic side of the dashboard, much recent
research has focused on the academic data that is
most predictive of student achievement. Most studies
affirm, in the words of an American Association of
School Administrators’ report, that “longitudinal
analyses yield the most useful information.”!® In more
concrete terms, one particularly promising academic
metric centers on the significance of reading by third
grade. A report just published by the Anne E. Casey >
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Foundation proclaimed that reading proficiently by the
end of third grade “can be a make-or-break benchmark
in a child’s educational development.”'! The National
Research Council concurred with the value of this
reading benchmark: “Academic success, as defined

by high school graduation, can be predicted with
reasonable accuracy by knowing someone’s reading
skill at the end of third grade.”'? Other research into
specifically predictive academic measures looks at the
penetration of instructional technology. A University of
Southern California study of the Philadelphia schools
found a “significantly steeper learning trajectory,”
relative to a control group, for students in schools
where teachers had daily access to an instructional
management system that tracked student needs and
performance.”’ Technological penetration, like the third
grade reading threshold, could easily be encapsulated
into a dashboard statistic.

(CAsa learning organization,
the district comes to understand
when it is time to adjust or even
transform its strategy.?9

Stage 3: Make Strategy Dynamic

Tracking the most predictive data not only helps
to achieve strategic objectives, it also enables a
district to maintain its strategic focus as external
circumstances change.

The power of external circumstances starkly
confronted school districts in the form of the recent
financial crisis. Outside exigencies such as fiscal distress
often destroy strategic intent. Many districts approach
budget cuts with a one-size-fits-all approach of slashing
a certain percentage from every department. This
approach’s implication of treating all things equally
directly contradicts strategy’s notion of prioritizing key
activities and making tradeoffs accordingly. Strategic
initiatives, as new and uncertain ventures, may in fact
be the first to yield to budget cuts.
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7. Budget Strategically

Economic recession should not result in sacrificing
strategy. It can actually pose an opportunity for a
district to preserve and even enhance its strategic
priorities. Turning crisis into opportunity calls for
budgeting strategically. In contrast to a blanket
approach of cutting or increasing funding uniformly
across departments, budgeting strategically means
ranking key priorities and preserving their funding
across all possible revenue situations.

To budget strategically, a district must first use a
process of scenario planning to model the set of possible
revenue scenarios that it faces (for more information
on the scenario planning process, see The District
Management Jowrnal, Volume 2, Summer 2009, “How to be
Proactive in the Face of Uncertainty: Scenario Planning
for School Districts” by John J-H Kim and Hugh Court-
ney).'* Then, imagining each revenue scenario as
reality, the district can go line-by-line through their
wishlist of programs and design a budget that matches
the total funding for the given scenario. The most
strategically vital programs would appear in all of the
budgets across the scenarios. But the funding for other
items would depend on their prioritization and the
gravity of the fiscal challenge.

The prioritization of programs should result from
not only the preferences of district leadership, but
also the input of the broader community. By informing
employees, parents, and the public about the budget
process and providing opportunities for them to make
suggestions, the district can solicit feedback as to how
community members prioritize programs and which
services they would be willing to see cut in the

unfavorable budget scenarios.

8. Build Community Support for Strategy

The community outreach that started in the budgeting
process should go beyond this step. The creation of
SMART goals communicates overall strategic objectives
to employees, motivates them to work toward these
objectives, and holds them responsible for their
contribution. A similar sequence of assuring strategic
buy-in should be designed for external stakeholders.

Gaining the support of external stakeholders for
the district’s strategy follows a three-step process:

1. Building awareness.
2. Promoting understanding.
3. Assuring buy-in.



9. Become A Learning Organization

Communication to internal and external stakeholders
accelerates strategic execution by embedding a sense
of ownership for the strategy throughout the district.
Stakeholder support also generates a learning curve
that leads to organizational improvement. As stake-
holders play their part in achieving strategic objectives,
they gain insight. Staff members may learn, for example,
that the original process they envisioned is not the
most efficient way of reaching their SMART goal.
Parents may recognize new ways of partnering with
the district. Motivated to contribute toward important
strategic objectives, stakeholders can recognize new
possibilities, act more proactively, and break out of old
routines. Codifying these insights and looping them
into new practices through a feedback loop, a district

becomes a learning organization.

10. Revise and Revisit Strategy

As a learning organization, the district comes to
understand when it is time to adjust or even transform
its strategy. Striving for continuous improvement, the
district should integrate the insights that its members
and teams gleaned in Step 9 above, and use them as
the backdrop that frames strategic review. One of the
most effective ways to approach strategic review is to
highlight strategies that are fundamentally distinct
from the one the district is currently pursuing. By
asking what the district could do differently, the
leadership team can build out alternative strategies.
Then, having illuminated the options, the team can
use the lessons from the district’s systemic learning to
support or refute each strategic option. Finally, based
on the district’s aspirations, capabilities, and insights,
the team can select the best strategy going forward.!

Conclusion

Going from creating to executing strategy involves

a process of auditing district performance, selecting

a few ultimate aspirations on the curve of student
achievement, and translating these strategic objectives
throughout the organization and across time through
SMART goals, an accountability system, and strategic
budgeting. But, this is not the end of the strategic
planning process, for a strategy is not a permanent
construct. Strategy arises from considerations of how
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best to serve stakeholders in light of available resources,
competitive threats, and the external environment.

A change in any of these forces should therefore occasion
a review of how strategy may have to change to enable
the organization to continue to perform at a high level.!¢

Michael E. Porter, “What Is Strategy?,” Harvard Business Review, November-
December 1996, p. 61-70.
2 Stacey M. Childress, Denis P. Doyle, and David Thomas, “Challenging the
Status Quo: An Excerpt from Leading for Equity: The Pursuit of Excellence in
Montgomery County Public Schools,” The District Management Journal, Volume 3,
Winter 2010, p. 12-23. Please refer to this prior issue of The District Management
Journal for an extensive article about the strategic work of the Montgomery
County Public Schools.
Bryan C. Hassel and Emily Ayscue Hassel, “Working the Curve: Dramatically
Shifting the Human Performance Curve in Public Education,” Public Impact,
presented at PEPG Colloquia Series, Harvard University, 5 March 2008.
+ Ibid.
Douglas K. Smith and Charles Baum, “Delivering Results, Developing Leaders:
A Performance-Driven Approach to Building Leadership Capacity,” The District
Management Journal, Volume 1, Spring 2009, p. 12-19. For more information on
SMART goals, please refer to this previous issue of The District Management Journal.
¢ Robert S. Kaplan and David P. Norton, “Linking the Balanced Scorecard to
Strategy,” California Management Review, Volume 39, Number 1, Fall 1996, p. 55.
7 Ellen Foley, Jacob Mishook, Joanne Thompson, Michael Kubiak, Jonathan
Supovitz, and Mary Kaye Rhude-Faust, Beyond Test Scores: Leading Indicators for
Education, Annenberg Institute for School Reform at Brown University, p. 3.
Dashboards section, Dallas Independent School District.
Anthony S. Bryk, Penny Bender Sebring, Elaine Allensworth, Stuart Luppescu,
and John Q. Easton, Organizing Schools for Improvement: Lessons from Chicago
(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2010), p. vii-viii, 82; Michael &
Susan Dell Foundation, “Chicago Public School District Driving Performance
Management from the Dashboard;” Chicago Public Schools, “School Improve-
ment Planning for Advancing Academic Achievement.”

5]

Phil Streifer, University of Connecticut, quoted in American Association of
School Administrators, Using Data to Improve Schools: What's Working, p. 25.
Anne E. Casey Foundation, Early Warning! Why Reading by the End of Third
Grade Matters, 2010, p. 9.

12 Ibid.

Dr. Richard Brown and Cheryl Lemke, Informed Decision Making and

Higher Academic Achievement, Metiri Group and Pennsylvania Department of
Education, 2007.

John J-H Kim and Hugh Courtney, “How to be Proactive in the Face of

Uncertainty: Scenario Planning for School Districts,” The District Management
Journal, Volume 2, Summer 2009, p. 14-21.

=

5 Jan W. Rivkin, An Options-led Approach to Making Strategic Choices, Harvard
Business School case note (Boston, MA: Harvard Business School Publishing,
2002).

16 Ibid.

NICHOLAS P. MORGAN IS MANAGING
DIRECTOR AT THE DISTRICT
MANAGEMENT COUNCIL.

HE CAN BE REACHED AT

NMORGAN@DMCOUNCIL.ORG.

KEITH MACLEOD IS A CONSULTANT AT
THE DISTRICT MANAGEMENT COUNCIL.
HE CAN BE REACHED AT
KMACLEOD@DMCOUNCIL.ORG.

The District Management Journal

O

| Fall 2010

53



DMC MANAGERS' TOOLKIT

How Effective is Your Strategic Plan?
Take this quick test to find out

Most school districts have some version of a strategic plan. But, many do not employ the full
process of strategic planning to disseminate objectives to all employees, link these objectives
to specific and actionable goals, and make strategic plans dynamic documents. To determine
where your district currently falls relative to the potential of strategic planning, ask yourself the

following questions:

Completely | Somewhat
Do you agree with the following statements? Agree Agree Disagree

Do your district’s vision and objectives reflect
academic, financial, and operational data as
well as stakeholder surveys?

Has the district selected the most crucial objectives
that serve as a guide to action?

Does the strategic plan discuss how non-academic
departments will contribute to achieving strategic
objectives?

Are staff members working toward specific and mea-
surable performance goals that are aggressive
yet achievable and relevant to the overall agenda?

For each goal, do you know both the current level of
performance as well as the desired level?

Do you regularly check key metrics that enable you to
adjust your course of action?

Do all of your potential budgets, regardless of revenue
outcomes, preserve key strategic programs?

Do external stakeholders buy into the strategic
agenda?

Are members of the district empowered to try new
approaches to accomplish their goals?

Does review of the strategic plan occur regularly using
feedback from the preceding steps?

54 The District Management Council | www.dmcouncil.org



DMC MANAGERS' TOOLKIT

Score Your Results

How robust is your district’s strategic planning process?

Give yourself 1TPOINT for every time you answered COMPLETELY AGREE
Give yourself 5 POINTS for every time you answered SOMEWHAT AGREE
Give yourself 10 POINTS for every time you answered DISAGREE

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

TOTAL SCORE

Your Opportunity for Strategic Planning

0-25 You have tapped the full range of strategic planning, though you may still be able to
tweak performance at each step.

26 -50 You are well on your way toward having an actionable, dynamic plan, but can work
at further prioritizing, embedding, and communicating strategic objectives.

51-75 You have started to express a strategic direction, but have not yet mapped a plan for
execution and adjustment.

75 plus Like a lot of districts, you can work at further analyzing district performance, setting
a strategic direction, and aligning resources accordingly.
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DMC WEBINARS

This past spring, DMC hosted three multi-part webinar series on the topics of strategy execution,

succession planning, and innovation. During each session, Nick Morgan, DMC Managing Director,

discussed key concepts and provided concrete tools and step-by-step processes to help members put

these strategies into practice in their respective districts. At the end of each session, participants had

an opportunity to ask questions and to share their comments and ideas with fellow DMC members.

Our spring/summer webinars were focused on the

following topics:

Essential Management Skills to Turn
Strategy into Performance

This two-part webinar series focused on helping
members maximize performance outcomes over time
by applying best practices in strategy execution such
as goal setting, workplanning, resource allocation, and
accountability. This series focused on turning strategy
into execution and managing for results.

Succession Planning: The Importance of Human
Capital during Financial Uncertainty

This webinar series outlined DMC’s eight-step succession
planning process to help districts identify, select, and
develop high-potential leaders. During these difficult
financial times that may have required reductions to
staff, it is even more crucial to measure and build the
bench strength of an organization. Succession planning
is an essential management tool to help navigate an
increasingly complex district with fewer people.

Innovation in Education: Strategies for
Achieving More with Less

For DMC, innovation in education means finding ways
to do more with less. Generating and putting innovative
ideas to work is one way to address significant resource
reductions. DMC’s three-part series shared ways to
generate innovative ideas, refine them to achieve early
results, and apply them at scale for broader impact in
the district.

Register now for Fall Webinars

Reserve your spot for our upcoming webinars! All
webinars are held on Wednesdays at 3PM Eastern
Standard Time.

September 15th

Reduce Special Education Costs while Improving
Student Achievement

Improving education for students with special needs in
an environment of budgetary constraints is a significant
challenge. In this webinar, DMC shares strategies to
improve student achievement for students with special
needs, increase parent satisfaction, and reduce costs.

September 29th

Pay-for-Performance Programs: Key Design and
Process Considerations

Differentiated compensation programs are of growing
interest among districts. This session will address key
design elements and implementation processes to help
your district craft a successful differentiated pay program.

October 13th

District Communications Strategy: Managing
Diverse Segments

Districts have myriad stakeholders, often with differing
ideas of what “doing a good job” means. How should
school districts tailor communications against competing
priorities? This discussion will address tools and tactics
to help leaders navigate challenging communications
efforts within and outside the district.

For more information on our webinars, go to www.dmcouncil.org.
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Reduce Special Education Costs
while Improving Student Achievement.

Seem Impossible?

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.

4 ¢ District &
Learn more: DOWNLOAD The 10 steps to raising academic Community
Partners

. ) ) improving special education
at www.districtandcommunitypartners.org or call 877.DMC.3500. Ao G T DT e A el

achievement of students with special needs while reducing costs




From Teacher Quality to Effectiveness:
Developing a Systemic Approach

NOVEMBER 12, 2010
THE LANGHAM, BOSTON, MA

LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT MEETING

The focus of this Leadership Development Event will be on aligning diverse functions, systems, and data to improve overall
management and coordination of teacher effectiveness components. Participants will discuss best practices of both what
to do and how to do it, using DMC tools and techniques and case study discussions.

Participants will address such topics as:

B Current best practices for managing teacher evaluation data, an area where the national
dialogue is still nascent

B Anorganizing framework for managing processes and assigning responsibility for using
teacher evaluation data to improve recruiting and align professional development

B Data and communications protocols designed to facilitate the sharing of insights around
teacher effectiveness within the district

To register or learn more, visit www.dmcouncil.org/events or call 877-DMC-3500.






