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Galt Joint Union Elementary School District 
Board of Education 

“Building a Bright Future for All Learners” 
 

 
Special Board Meeting  GJUESD District Office 
Thursday, September 10, 2015   1018 C Street, Suite 210, Galt, CA  95632 
5:30 p.m. Closed Session 
6:00 p.m. Open Session 
 

AGENDA 

 
A. 5:30  p.m. – Closed Session: District Office Conference Room 
   
B. Announce Items to be Discussed in Closed Session, Adjourn to Closed Session
    
 1. PUBLIC EMPLOYEE DISCIPLINE/DISMISSAL/RELEASE, Government Code 

§54957 
    
 2. PUBLIC EMPLOYEE APPOINTMENT, Government Code §54957 

 Title: Interim Director of Business Services 
 

    
 3. CONFERENCE WITH LABOR NEGOTIATOR, Government Code §54957.6 

Agency Negotiator: Karen Schauer, Claudia Del-Toro Anguiano, Robert Nacario 
 Employee Agency: (GEFA) Galt Elementary Faculty Association 
 Employee Agency: (CSEA) California School Employee Association 
 Non-Represented Employees 

    
C. Adjourn Closed Session, Call Meeting to Order, Flag Salute, Announce Action 

Taken in Closed Session 
   
D. Public Comments for topics not on the agenda 

Public comment should be limited to three minutes or less pending Board President approval. Community members who cannot 
wait for the related agenda item may also request to speak at this time by indicating this on the speaker’s request form. 

   
E. Reports 
 Superintendent 
 1. Bright Future Learning Continuous Improvement Data and Implications for Action 

 2015 Continuous Improvement Stakeholder Surveys: Youth, Teachers and 
Parents 

 Smarter Balanced State Testing Update 
 Race To The Top Annual Performance Report (APR)  

 

Anyone may address the Board regarding any item that is within the Board’s subject matter jurisdiction. However, the 
Board may not take action on any item which is not on this agenda as authorized by Government Code Section 54954.2. 
 
Community members and employees may address items on the agenda by filling out a speaker’s request form and giving it 
to the board meeting assistant prior to the start of that agenda item. 
 
Comments are limited to no more than 3 minutes or less pending Board President approval. 
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 2. Facilities Master Plan Implementation Update and Joint Powers Authority (JPA) 
Implications 
 Back-to-School Night Facilities Master Plan Presentations and Community 

Survey 
 Joint Powers Authority accounts and Facilities Improvement Funds 

F. Recommended Actions 
   
 131.657 Board Consideration of Approval of GJUESD Contract of 

Employment for Interim Director of Business Services 
MOTION

   
 131.658 Board Consideration of Approval of 2014-15 Unaudited Actuals 

and 2015-16 Budget Revisions 
MOTION

   
 131.659 Board Consideration of Approval of Resolution #4: 2015-16 

GANN Limit 
MOTION

   
 131.660 Board Consideration of Approval of Out of State Conference 

Attendance by Karen Schauer, John Gordon, Claudia Del Toro-
Anguiano, and Kim Lizama for the Race To The Top-District 
2015 Annual Convening in Washington, DC, October 15-16 

MOTION

   
 131.661 Public Hearing of Professional Development Educator 

Effectiveness Expenditure Plan 
PUBLIC 

HEARING
   
G. Board Discussion 
 1. Governance Team Continuous Improvement 
   What are the characteristics of a successful School Board, and 

what do those characteristics look like in practice in a district 
with a personalized learning focus and a growth mindset?  How 
do Board members assess their own growth and commitment in 
this new environment? 

  
H. Pending Agenda Items 
 1. Curriculum, Instruction, Assessment, Technology Alignment 
 2. Electronic Board Agenda Packet 
 3. Special Education Services 
 4. School Furniture Analysis  
   
I. Public Comments for topics not on the agenda 

Public comment should be limited to three minutes or less pending Board President approval. 
   
J. Adjournment 
  
 

The next regular meeting of the GJUESD Board of Education: September 23, 2015 

Board agenda materials are available for inspection at the address below. 
Individuals who require disability-related accommodations or modifications including auxiliary aids and services in order to participate in 

the Board meeting should contact the Superintendent or designee in writing:  
 Karen Schauer Ed.D., District Superintendent 
 Galt Joint Union Elementary School District 
 1018 C Street, Suite 210, Galt, CA 95632 

(209) 744-4545 



Galt	Joint	Union	Elementary	School	District	
1018	C	Street,	Suite	210,	Galt,	CA	95632	

209‐744	4545	*	209‐744‐4553	fax	
 
 
 

Board Meeting Agenda Item Information 

 

Meeting Date:    9/10/15 Agenda Item:  Closed Session 
 

Presenter:         Karen Schauer Action Item:  
 Information Item: XX 
 
 

1. PUBLIC EMPLOYEE DISCIPLINE/DISMISSAL/RELEASE, Government Code 
§54957 

   
2. PUBLIC EMPLOYEE APPOINTMENT, Government Code §54957 

 Title: Interim Director of Business Services 
 

   
3. CONFERENCE WITH LABOR NEGOTIATOR, Government Code §54957.6 

Agency Negotiator: Karen Schauer, Claudia Del-Toro Anguiano, Robert Nacario 
 Employee Agency: (GEFA) Galt Elementary Faculty Association 
 Employee Agency: (CSEA) California School Employee Association 
 Non-Represented Employees 
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Board Meeting Agenda Item Information 

 

Meeting Date:    9/10/15 Agenda Item:  Reports 
 

Presenter:         Karen Schauer Action Item:  
 Information Item: XX 
 
  

Superintendent 
1. Bright Future Learning Continuous Improvement Data and Implications for Action 

 2015 Continuous Improvement Stakeholder Surveys: Youth, Teachers and 
 Parents 

 Smarter Balanced State Testing Update 
 Race To The Top Annual Performance Report (APR)  

 
 
 

2. Facilities Master Plan Implementation Update and Joint Powers Authority (JPA) 
Implications 
 Back-to-School Night Facilities Master Plan Presentations and Community 

 Survey 
 Joint Powers Authority accounts and Facilities Improvement Funds 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Reports 
                                                       Superintendent 

	

GJUESD Board Meeting: September 10, 2015 

 

 

 

1. Bright Future Learning Continuous Improvement Data and Implications for Action 
  
 2015 Continuous Improvement Stakeholder Surveys: Youth, Teachers and Parents 

The WestEd Research and Development organization is serving as an external evaluator for 
GJUESD and our reform work. WestEd researchers are finalizing stakeholder survey results 
to be used in guiding Bright Future continuous improvement areas. The survey provides two 
year feedback trends for LCAP areas pertaining to stakeholder familiarity and/or satisfaction 
pertaining to personalized learning, Common Core State Standards implementation, blended 
learning efforts and continuous improvement or evaluation. The 2014-15 survey included 
facilities, safety and grounds feedback, as well. 
 
Smarter Balanced State Testing Update 
We anticipate the public release of SBAC assessment results on September 9, 2015. This 
state assessment will provide baseline information that can be used with the other on-going 
district assessments to develop meaningful goals for every learner and factor into continuous 
improvement efforts. 
 
Race To The Top Annual Performance Report (APR) Due September 30thto U.S. Department 
of Education 
The second APR is due to the U.S. Department of Education on September 30th and will 
include information that can contribute to 2015-16 LCAP continuous improvement efforts.  The 
report includes: 1) project area accomplishments and insights, 2) performance measures 
progress, and 3) budget reporting. 

  
 

2. Facilities Master Plan Implementation Update and Joint Powers Authority (JPA) 
Implications 

  
 Facilities: Back-to-School Night Facilities Master Plan Presentations and Community Survey 

Six Back-to-School Night presentations have been presented to share Facilities Master Plan 
efforts, communicate needs and seek feedback. A school presentation example is included in 
the board packet. In addition, the GJUESD Facilities Community Survey was started on 
September 1, 2015 involving 400 community stakeholders. The survey data will provide 
feedback on 1.) community priorities for facilities and 2.) voter support for a possible General 
Obligation Bond. 
 
Joint Powers Authority accounts and Facilities Improvement Funds 
During JPA meetings, facility improvement needs have been discussed by board members. At 
the last JPA meeting, the board voted to sustain the current reduced tax rate. Debbie Schmidt, 
former JPA treasurer and retired GJUESD Director of Business Services, researched JPA 
reserve account areas that could support urgent or future facility’s needs. 
 
The JPA bond does not have a reserve account so the JPA local accounts need to keep 
$1,000,000 in reserve. This still leaves approximately $1,000,000 that could be dispersed to 
the elementary district and high school district. The JPA accounts will still be able to keep an 
additional $500,000 in local accounts to absorb any unexpected costs. 



Galt Joint Union School District

Facility Master Plan & 
Facility Needs Presentation

Marengo Ranch Elementary School
September 2015



Galt Joint Union ESD

District Overview
Over 100  years of educating Galt’s children

2

 Galt Joint Union Elementary School District encompasses 
approximately 27 square miles and serves nearly 3,700 students from 
the City of Galt and surrounding areas, including a portion of San 
Joaquin County.  

 The District operates a preschool, five elementary schools, and a middle 
school with original construction dates ranging from 1955 to 2005.

 The average age of our schools is nearly 28 years old.  Fairsite School 
was built in 1955.

 District accomplishments:  1) National recognition as Race To The Top 
District, 2) State selection as California NGSS Science Early 
Implementation District, 3) 100% children with Personalized Learning 
Plans, 4) Wireless access with 3,346 chromebooks, and 5) 
BFLC/Libraries open year round and after school.



Galt Joint Union ESD

Facility Master Plan 
Guiding Principles
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• Creating – innovative facilities that align with and support the GJUESD Bright Future 
Learning mission and vision.

• Building – upon past success to engage GJUESD students, staff, parents and community
in the envisioning process.

• Promoting – learner focused programs and facilities with equity of opportunities for all 
GJUESD students to reach their full potential.

• Developing – a sustainable plan that is achievable and able to grow and adapt with the 
GJUESD community.

• Communicating – identifiable needs and sharing short and long term goals with GJUESD 
stakeholders and community to promote future investment.

• Enhancing – our neighborhoods by creating learning centers in our schools.



Galt Joint Union ESD

School Facilities Construction History
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 The District operates a preschool, five elementary schools, and 
a middle school:
•     Fairsite Preschool:  Constructed 1955
•     Lake Canyon Elementary School:  Constructed 2005
•     Marengo Ranch Elementary School :  Constructed 1997
•     River Oaks Elementary School:  Constructed 1993
•     Robert McCaffrey Middle School:  Constructed 2003
•     Valley Oaks Elementary School:  Constructed 1966
•     Vernon E. Greer Elementary School:  Constructed 1992

 School ages result in a range of facility improvement needs . . . 



Galt Joint Union ESD

Deteriorating plumbing 
systems must be replaced.
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Aging Infrastructure
Improvements throughout the District must be made

Outdated and inefficient 
HVAC systems need to 

be replaced. 



Galt Joint Union ESD

Outdated electrical systems and 
fixtures need to be modernized.
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Aging Infrastructure
Improvements throughout the District must be made

Deteriorating surfaces 
should be repaired.



Galt Joint Union ESD
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Aging Infrastructure
Aging facilities need to be modernized

Schools are showing their age. 



Galt Joint Union ESD

Outdated Facilities
Renovated facilities to benefit the school and community
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Restrooms need to 
be modernized. 

Outdated and energy 
inefficient windows 
should be replaced.

Aging portable classrooms 
should be replaced with 
permanent classrooms.



Galt Joint Union ESD

Classrooms and Libraries
21st century students need 21st century classrooms
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Classrooms need to be modernized 
for 21st century learning.

Libraries need technology 
updates and modernization.



Galt Joint Union ESD

Health and Safety
Health and safety improvements must be made 
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Campus upgrades 
are needed.

Leaky and damaged roofs 
must be repaired or replaced.

Fire alarm and security 
systems need to be 

updated.



Galt Joint Union ESD

Grounds
Grounds, playfields, and facilities 

11

Play fields and facilities 
need to be upgraded.

Blacktop and parking 
areas must be repaired.

Outdoor areas should 
be improved.  



Galt Joint Union ESD

Preliminary Facilities Needs
Galt Joint Union ESD has significant needs
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 The District estimates a preliminary need of approximately $156 million due to the old age of classrooms 
and facilities as well as the changing educational needs of today’s students.

 A potential bond measure can generate only $18 to $22 million. The District is prioritizing needs to 
strategically address short term and long term facilities improvements.    



Galt Joint Union ESD

Marengo Ranch Elementary
Current Elementary Classroom
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Galt Joint Union ESD

Marengo Ranch Elementary
Future Elementary Classroom
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Galt Joint Union ESD

Marengo Ranch Elementary
Current School BFLC
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Galt Joint Union ESD

Marengo Ranch Elementary
Future School BFLC
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Galt Joint Union ESD

Marengo Ranch Elementary
Proposed Master Plan ‐ Cost estimate $23,725,000
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Questions or
Suggestions?

Please complete feedback cards 
or e‐mail school principal at 
jporter@galt.k12.ca.us or 

superintendent@galt.k12.ca.us

Complete GJUESD Facilities Master 
Plan on the District’s website at 
http://gjuesd‐ca.schoolloop.com

18
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Board Meeting Agenda Item Information 

 

Meeting Date:    9/10/15 Agenda Item:  131.657 
Board Consideration of Approval of 
GJUESD Contract of Employment for 
Interim Director of Business Services 
 

Presenter:         Karen Schauer Action Item:    XX 
 Information Item:  
 

Pending board session action with the closed session appointment of Tom Barentson 
as the Interim Director of Business Services, the Contract of Employment is 
recommended for board approval. The contract reflects “at will” interim employment 
and may be terminated by the District with (30) days calendar notice. 

 
Tom Barentson has had over thirty years of experience providing leadership, fiscal 
management and strategic planning to education and organizations serving public 
education. His leadership experience includes serving as Deputy 
Superintendent/Chief Fiscal Officer of the Sacramento City Unified School District. 
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GALT JOINT UNION ELEMENTARY SCHOOL DISTRICT 

 CONTRACT OF EMPLOYMENT FOR INTERIM DIRECTOR OF BUSINESS SERVICES 
 
 PREAMBLE 
 
The following is an agreement between the Governing Board of the Galt Joint Union Elementary 
School District, hereinafter referred to as "Governing Board," and Tom Barentson hereinafter referred 
to as "Interim Director" of Business Services. 
 
 RECITALS 
 
I. TERM OF AGREEMENT 
 

The term of this Agreement shall commence on September 14, 2015, subject to the terms and 
conditions hereinafter set forth.  The Agreement shall be in effect until a permanent successor 
in the position is appointed by the governing Board and available to begin service. 
 

II. SALARY/SCHEDULE 
 

The Interim Director shall be compensated at the rate of $537.68 per day of service.  The 
Interim Director's schedule shall be flexible, with the District Superintendent and Interim 
Director monthly agreeing upon the days per week, and hours per day, of service on a weekly 
basis. 

 
III. DUTIES AND RESPONSIBILITIES 
 

The Interim Director shall assist the Superintendent in maintaining the business, finance and 
budget functions of the District including transportation, food service and maintenance 
functions The Interim Director supervises all business services department supervisors.  

 
IV. VACATION/SICK LEAVE 
 

The Interim Director shall not be entitled to paid holidays defined in Sections 37220 and 37222 
of the Education Code.  The Interim Director shall also earn no sick or vacation leave during 
his Interim service. 

 
V. FRINGE BENEFITS 
 

1)  Interim Director shall not be eligible for health insurance through the District and the District 
shall make no contribution toward insurance premium costs for this Interim service. 
 
2)  The District shall reimburse the Interim Director for all actual and necessary expenses 
incurred by the Interim Director within the scope of employment and while representing the 
District.  The Interim Director shall submit original receipts and/or billing slips for all expenses.  

 
VI. CHANGES IN OR TERMINATION OF AGREEMENT 
 

This Agreement is for "at will" interim employment and may be terminated by the District with 
thirty (30) calendar days notice. 
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This Agreement may be changed or terminated by mutual consent of the parties provided 
however that the party seeking such change or termination shall give not less than thirty (30) 
calendar days written notice to the other party. 

 
Additional amendments may be added to the Agreement by mutual consent of the Interim 
Director and the Governing Board at any time during the period of this contract, provided such 
agreements are reduced to writing and signed by both parties. 

 
VII. APPLICABLE LAW/INCORPORATION OF GOVERNMENT CODE SECTIONS 
 

This Agreement is subject to the laws of the State of California which are incorporated herein. 
 
In the event this agreement or applicable law is construed or interpreted to provide any paid 
leave pending an investigation, criminal legal defense, or cash settlement in the event of 
termination, the specific limitations set forth in Government Code sections 54243, 53243.1, 
54242.2, and 5324.3 are fully incorporated into this agreement. 

 
 GENERAL PROVISIONS 
 
In witness herein we affix our signatures to this agreement as the full and complete understanding of 
the relationships between the parties hereto. 
 
This contract is the full and complete agreement between the parties hereto, and it can be changed or 
modified only by a written agreement, signed by all parties or their successors in interest to this 
agreement. 
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References to code sections in this Agreement are references to sections in force at the time the 
agreement was signed and to successor sections covering the same statutory issues or to which may 
subsequently amend the section referred to herein. 
 
 
GOVERNING BOARD OF THE GALT JOINT UNION ELEMENTARY SCHOOL DISTRICT 
 
BY: ______________________________  BY: ______________________________ 
 
BY: ______________________________  BY: ______________________________ 
 
BY: ______________________________ 
 
 
I hereby accept this offer of employment and agree to comply with the conditions thereof and to fulfill 
all of the duties of employment of Interim Director of Business of the Galt Joint Union Elementary 
School District. 
 
_________________________________ __________________________________ 
Date of Acceptance      
       Interim Director of Business 
 
Reviewed by District's Attorney: 
 
_________________________________ __________________________________ 
Date of Review     Christian Keiner 
       Kronick Moskovitz Tiedemann and Girard 
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Board Meeting Agenda Item Information 

 

Meeting Date:    9/10/15 Agenda Item:  131.658 
Board Consideration of Approval of 2014-15 
Unaudited Actuals and 2015-16 Budget 
Revisions  
 

Presenter:         Karen Schauer  Action Item:    XX 
 Myla Frantson 

Debbie Schmidt 
Information Item:  

 
The 2014-2015 Unaudited Actuals financial report is being presented. This is the 
financial report for the prior year. 
 
2015-2016 budgeted amounts have been updated to include revised beginning 
balances, personnel changes due to retirements/resignations, One-Time Mandate 
Block Grant funding expenses, and changes that are due to the Governor’s June 
Budget revisions. 
 
A multi-year analysis has also been included for your review. The enrollment 
projection for 2015-16 has been reviewed and compared to current 
attendance/enrollment. Although enrollment is projected to be reduced from the 
adopted budget by only 4 students, ADA will be reduced by 40 students to be in line 
with the district’s historical rate of 95% - 96% attendance. 
 
Using the SCI projections from the March 2015 board meeting, we updated the 
projections to use a low to medium growth pattern instead of the medium to high 
growth pattern that was used in the adopted budget projections. Enrollment 
projections for 2016-17 and 2017-18 have been decreased by 31 students in 2016-17 
and 80 students in 2017-18.   
 
The components of the ending balance have also been separated by category in the 
Multi-year analysis to present the actual available reserves. 
 
Board approval is recommended. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 















































































































































































































Galt	Joint	Union	Elementary	School	District	
1018	C	Street,	Suite	210,	Galt,	CA	95632	

209‐744	4545	*	209‐744‐4553	fax	
 
 
 
 

Board Meeting Agenda Item Information 

Meeting Date:    9/10/15 Agenda Item:  131.659 
Board Consideration of Approval of 
Resolution #4: 2015-16 GANN Limit 
 

Presenter:         Karen Schauer  Action Item:    XX 
 Myla Frantson 

Debbie Schmidt 
Information Item:  

 
Attached is Resolution #2 – GANN Limit and supporting information. This is a 
routine resolution and declares that the appropriations in the 2014-2015 budget do 
not exceed the limitations imposed by Proposition 4 and that the GANN Limit 
recalculation for the 2013-2014 fiscal year and the GANN Limit calculations for the 
2014-2015 fiscal year are made in accordance with applicable constitutional and 
statutory law.   
 
Board approval is recommended. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



GALT JOINT UNION SCHOOL DISTRICT 
 

RESOLUTION NO. 4 (2015-16) 
 

GANN LIMIT 
 
WHEREAS, in November of 1979, the California electorate did adopt Proposition 4, commonly  called 
the Gann Amendment, which added Article XIIIB to the California Constitution; and, 
 
WHEREAS, the provisions of Article XIIIB establish maximum appropriation limitations, commonly  
 called "Gann Limits," for public agencies, including school districts; and, 
 
WHEREAS, the District must establish a revised Gann Limit for the 2014-15 fiscal year and a  

projected Gann limit for the 2015-16 fiscal year in accordance with the provisions of Article  
XIIIB and applicable statutory law; 

 
NOW, THEREFORE, BE IT RESOLVED that this Board does provide public notice that the 
 attached calculations and documentation of the Gann limits for the 2014-15 and the 2015-16 

fiscal years are made in accord with applicable constitutional and statutory law; 
 
AND BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED that this board does hereby declare that the appropriations in the  

Budget for the 2014-15 and 2015-16 fiscal years do not exceed the limitations imposed by  
Proposition 4; 

 
AND BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED that the Superintendent provides copies of this resolution along  

with appropriate attachments to interested citizens of this district. 
 
IN WITNESS WHEREOF, we the Members of the Governing Board of Galt Joint Union School 
 District of Sacramento County, California, have hereunto set our hand this 10th day of 

September 2015. 
. 

                  Board of Education 
 
 
                             _________________________________ 
                              President 
 
 
                              ___________________________________ 
                              Clerk 
 
 
                              ___________________________________ 
                              Member 
 
 
                              ___________________________________ 
                              Member 
 
 
                              ___________________________________ 
                              Member 
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Board Meeting Agenda Item Information 

 

Meeting Date:    9/10/15 Agenda Item:  131.660 
Board Consideration of Approval of Out 
of State Conference Attendance by 
Karen Schauer, John Gordon, Claudia 
Del Toro-Anguiano, and Kim Lizama for 
the Race To The Top-District 2015 
Annual Convening in Washington, DC, 
October 15-16 
 

Presenter:         Karen Schauer  Action Item:    XX 
 Information Item:  
 

The Annual Convening for national Race To The Top districts is entitled: Making it 
Personal: Building Capacity to Sustain What Works. The grant will fund the following 
four district employees to attend: Karen Schauer, John Gordon, Claudia Del-Toro 
Anguiano, Kim Lizama. If space is available, the team will participate in a visit to KIPP-
DC school site visit on October 14th. 
 
The Essential Question for convening participants: How will we know that our current 
personalization practices are working for all students, and how do we improve and 
sustain our practices over time so that every student can achieve their highest 
potential? 
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Board Meeting Agenda Item Information 

 

Meeting Date:    9/10/15 Agenda Item:  131.661 
Public Hearing of Professional Development 
Educator Effectiveness Expenditure Plan  
 

Presenter:         Karen Schauer Action Item:  
  Public Hearing:  XX 
 Information Item:  

 
 

Background 
For the second year, GJUESD teachers and administrators are developing a Professional 
Learning Growth Plan. The plan includes a focus area for professional learning, evidence to 
gauge growth, reflection with administrator or other educator and adjustments for 
continuous improvement. 
  
Plan 
Every teacher and administrator receive $1000 from the “educator effectiveness” state 
funding to be used over a two year period to support professional learning as part of the 
Professional Learning Growth Plan. The professional learning focus area must relate to key 
learning areas included in the LCAP goal areas including personalization for maximizing 
learner growth, Common Core State Standards and NGSS implementation, addressing 
high needs learners for learning success through RALLI strategies, blended learning 
approaches and service learning. School administrators prepare professional learning 
growth plans supporting instructional leadership for CCSS and NGSS implementation.  
  
Administrators approve the teacher professional learning growth plan focus areas and 
expenditures. Superintendent approves principal professional learning growth plans and 
expenditures. 
  
Expenditure Plan 
Professional learning funding covers release time, workshop fees, publications, course 
fees, on-line resources, supplies. Projected cost for 232 TK- grade eight educators is 
$232,000 with the balance of approximately 95,000 supporting BTSA and PAR program 
needs for 2015-16 and 2016-17. Six pre-kindergarten teachers will also participate through 
other funding sources, if required. 
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Board Meeting Agenda Item Information 

 

Meeting Date:      9/10/15 Agenda Item:  Board Discussion 
 

Presenter:            Karen Schauer Action Item:  
 Information Item: XX 
 

 
 
 

1. Governance Team Continuous Improvement 
 

 

  
  
  

  
  

 

  
  
  
  
  
 
  
  
 
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Board Discussion: Governance Team Continuous Improvement 
                                                       Superintendent 

	

GJUESD Board Meeting: September 10, 2015 

 

 
 
The Galt Bright Future Learning initiative includes a Race To The Top District 
requirement to advance systems evaluation: Superintendent, Principals, Teachers and 
Board of Trustees. Varying levels of GJUESD personalized evaluation progress have 
been accomplished in the last two years. 
 
Common components of the superintendent, principal and teacher systems include: 
reflection, review of multiple data sources and performance indicators, coach/peer 
interaction and focus growth/goal areas. A commitment to professional learning for 
continuous improvement and personalized growth are fundamental. 
 
Over time, the board has participated in discussions and study concerning board 
evaluation and continuous improvement. The September 10th discussion will set the 
stage for future 2015-16 governance team continuous improvement efforts. 
 
As GJUESD completes the shift to a personalized learning focus for all learners, 
Board members will discuss the impact of that shift on their roles, both 
individually and collectively.   
  

ESSENTIAL QUESTION: 
What are the characteristics of a successful School Board, and what do those 
characteristics look like in practice in a district with a personalized learning focus 
and a growth mindset?  How do Board members assess their own growth and 
commitment in this new environment? 

  
 
Discussion Preparation Resources 

1. GJUESD Logic Model 
2. Bright Future Learning Detailed Logic Model 
3. GJUESD Strengths: A Community Model 
4. GALLUP Strengths Reference Card 
5. Clifton Youth Strengths Explorer Theme Descriptions 
6. What Kind of Mindset Do You Have? 
7. Fixed vs. Growth Mindset 
8. District Conditions for Scale: A Practical Guide to Scaling Personalized Learning 
9. Partnerships, Not Pushouts: A Guide for School Board Members, Community 

Partnerships for Student Success 
10. Eight Characteristics of Effective School Boards 
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INPUTS:
Resources	that	go	into	the	

RTT‐D	project

RTT‐D core educational reform areas (NIA, p. 2):1) College and career ready standards as defined by Common Core State standards facilitated by blended learning centers serving 
students, parents and the community and enhanced instruction supported by professional learning communities, targeted professional development and meaningful use of student 
data..

ASSUMPTIONS:  Personalized learning will ensure readiness for college and career. Strong foundations in TK‐3 reading and math are essential for 4‐12 success. Focused learning plans increase student engagement, ownership and academic achievement. Student choices in learning 
environments including blended learning further increase engagement and achievement. Adult stakeholders must engage in professional learning  and access resources for monitoring and adjusting plans. Internal and external coaching is needed for capacity building.

RACE TO THE TOP—DISTRICT
GALT JOINT UNION ELEMENTARY SCHOOL DISTRICT

PROCESS:
Critical	strategies

OUTPUTS:	
Produced	by	strategies

RESULTS	by	Cohort:
Short‐term	(1‐2	year)	changes

RESULTS	by	Cohort:
Long	term	(3‐5	year)	organizational	

changes

SUSTAINABLE SYSTEM 
CHANGES
(5+	years)

Key:
• Students
• Families and Community
• Teachers/Admin
• System

External Factors/Context: Culture of continuous improvement; organizational consistency of high expectations.

ED Inputs: Grant funding, budget, TA, 
support, monitoring, etc.

ED provides continuous TA support, 
monitoring and progress reports.

ED ensures high quality grant performance of 
grantees.

Progress in RTTD implementation. Improved program mgmt/reporting progress towards 
achievement of goals.

Professional Learning Community (PLC) 
Rubric for Continuous Improvement and 
Reflection

Monitoring of mastery of standards 
including CCSS, California Academic 
Performance Index and AYP

Galt Youth Master Plan.

Strength‐based Youth Development 
Grant

Stakeholder Engagement and Support

Personalized Plans to Learning 
Pathways: College, Career and Life
Key Actions:
‐Hiring staff and creating new positions
‐Personaliizing pre‐kindergarten family 
capacity building 
‐Developing employee and family 
capacity to personalize learning for TK‐8 
learners
‐Elementary and high school district 
articulation and collaboration

Personalized Learning Options: Blended 
to Extended Environments
Key Actions:
‐Professional learning opportunities 
supporting CCSS through  personalization 
‐Acquiring digital  learning tools
‐Project‐based service learning
‐Year‐round learning opportunities  with 
family  participation

Systems Continuous Improvement: 
Student‐Employee‐District
Key Actions:
‐Personalized evaluation system
‐Educators advancing effectiveness
‐Evaluating reform investments
‐Communication  and engagement
‐Interoperable data systems
‐Facilities  planning  to support 
personalized learning

‐Personalized learning plans implemented for 
every student.
‐ Annual project‐based service learning  
experiences available for every student.
‐Blended and integrated technology 
opportunities supporting CCSS available to every 
student.

‐School year PD available for all  educators
‐Summer Institutes available for all teachers
‐Academic coaches available for all teachers
‐Weekly PLCs available for all teachers
‐In‐service & on‐line PD resources available for 
all teachers

‐Improved communication and engagement 
with stakeholders. 
‐Increased collaboration between GJUESD and 
high school districts supporting K‐12 CCSS 
implementation and middle‐high school 
transition.
‐Interoperable data and technology systems 
with efficient speed and access for continuous 
improvement tools.
‐Automated student plans, unit design, 
progress tools and other learning resources 
available to students, parents, and academic 
coaches.
‐Strengths‐based assessments, computer‐
adaptive assessments and academic work for 
employees and families.
‐Increased  access to and use of data and 
information technology systems by parents and 
students.
‐Measurable and developmental personnel 
evaluations for Superintendent, Board, 
administrators, and staff.

‐Students enter kindergarten 
prepared to succeed in school.
‐Students exit 3rd grade reading at 
grade level.
‐Upon completion of middle 
school students are prepared for 
success at the high school level.

‐ Family capacity to support 
student learning. 
‐Community stability through adult 
education and employment 
opportunities.
‐Universal family access to a range 
of social services.

‐Personalized personnel evaluation 
and professional learning 
communities operating that 
enhance instruction.
‐Data driven decision‐making 
operating that ensures a culture of 
continuous improvement.
‐ Exisitng and new facilities  align  
with personalized learning direction.

By 2017‐’18, X% of teachers are effective and highly 
effective in using personalized learning to implement 
CCSS.
‐ By 2017‐’18, X% of teachers master knowledge and skills 
to use tools, data, and resources to structure effective 
learning environments for all students

‐ By 2015‐16, X% of teachers are effective and 
highly effective in using personalized learning to 
implement CCSS.
‐ By 2015‐16, X% of teachers  master knowledge 
and skills to use tools, data, and resources to 
structure effective learning environments for all 
students

Through 2014‐’15:
‐There will be a 10% increase in the # of P‐3 
students meeting all “On Track” benchmarks in 
Reading/ELA (Preschool Benchmark Assessments, 
TK‐3 Reading Assessment).
‐There will be a 10% increase in the # of TK‐3 
students meeting “On Track” End‐of‐the‐Year RIT 
scores for Mathematics (Measures of Academic 
Progress‐MAP).
‐There will be a 10% increase in the # of 4‐8 
students “On Track” for College and Career 
Readiness in Reading/ELA (SBAC).
‐There will be a 10% increase in the # of 4‐8 
students “On Track” for College and Career 
Readiness in Mathematics (SBAC).
‐There will be a 10% decrease in the achievement 
gap between subgroups in Reading/ELA and 
Mathematics.
‐ There will be a 10% increase in the # of TK‐8 
students meeting or exceeding their Reading/ELA 
PLP and Mathematics growth goals.
‐There will be a 10% increase in the number of 
Pre‐K students meeting their Desired Results, 
Developmental Profile (DRDP) benchmarks.

By 2016‐’17:
‐90% or more of the P‐3 students will meet all (On Track) 
benchmarks in Reading/ELA (Preschool Benchmark 
Assessments, TK‐3 District Reading Assessments).
‐90% of TK‐3 students will be “On Track” for College and 
Career Readiness in Mathematics (MAP). 
‐90% of 4‐8 students will be “On Track” for College and 
Career Readiness in ELA and Mathematics (SBAC).
‐Achievement gaps between subgroups of P‐8 students 
will decrease to 9.63%.
‐100% of TK‐8 students will meet or exceed their PLP 
growth goals in Reading/ELA and Mathematics (MAP). 
‐100% of Pre‐K students will meet DRDP benchmarks.
‐100% of TK‐8 students will meet their ELA/Reading and 
Mathematics PLP Engagement Goals.

‐Increased family participation in Bright Futures 
Blended Learning Centers.
‐Increased family participation in school day
‐Increased number of families using Learning 
Management Systems
‐Home visits program for all high‐needs pre‐K 
families.

By 2015‐’16:
‐X% of families increase knowledge of 
Personalized Learning
‐X% of families increase knowledge of college and 
career requirements, visitation, costs and 
scholarships.

By 2017‐’18:
‐X% of families increase knowledge of Personalized 
Learning
‐X% of families increase knowledge of college and career 
requirements, visitation, costs and scholarships.

By 2016‐’17:
‐Assessments, data and technology systems are fully 
implemented .
‐Parent engagement system is fully implemented
‐PD and personal evaluation systems are fully 
implemented.

By 2014‐’15:
‐Assessments, data and technology systems are in 
place.
‐Parent engagement system is in place
‐PD and personal evaluation systems are in place.

Local Control and Accountability Plan
(LCAP) ‐ State accountability reporting

Council of Chief State School Officials
Innovation Lab Network

Central Valley Foundation
Grant for English Learners
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Reference Card
 ACHIEVER People especially talented in the Achiever theme have a great deal of stamina and work hard. 

!ey take great satisfaction from being busy and productive.

 ACTIVATOR People especially talented in the Activator theme can make things happen by turning thoughts 
into action. !ey are often impatient.

 ADAPTABILITY People especially talented in the Adaptability theme prefer to “go with the "ow.” !ey tend 
to be “now” people who take things as they come and discover the future one day at a time.

 ANALYTICAL People especially talented in the Analytical theme search for reasons and causes. !ey have the 
ability to think about all the factors that might a#ect a situation.

 ARRANGER People especially talented in the Arranger theme can organize, but they also have a "exibility 
that complements this ability. !ey like to $gure out how all of the pieces and resources can  
be arranged for maximum productivity.

 BELIEF People especially talented in the Belief theme have certain core values that are unchanging. 
Out of these values emerges a de$ned purpose for their life.

 COMMAND People especially talented in the Command theme have presence. !ey can take control of a 
situation and make decisions.

 COMMUNICATION People especially talented in the Communication theme generally $nd it easy to put their 
thoughts into words. !ey are good conversationalists and presenters.

 COMPETITION People especially talented in the Competition theme measure their progress against the 
performance of others. !ey strive to win $rst place and revel in contests. 

 CONNECTEDNESS People especially talented in the Connectedness theme have faith in the links between all things. 
!ey believe there are few coincidences and that almost every event has a reason.

 CONSISTENCY  People especially talented in the Consistency theme are keenly aware of the need to treat people 
the same. !ey try to treat everyone in the world with consistency by setting up clear rules and 
adhering to them.

 CONTEXT People especially talented in the Context theme enjoy thinking about the past. 
!ey understand the present by researching its history. 

 DELIBERATIVE People especially talented in the Deliberative theme are best described by the serious care 
they take in making decisions or choices. !ey anticipate the obstacles.

 DEVELOPER People especially talented in the Developer theme recognize and cultivate the potential in others. 
!ey spot the signs of each small improvement and derive satisfaction from these improvements.

 DISCIPLINE People especially talented in the Discipline theme enjoy routine and structure. 
!eir world is best described by the order they create.

 EMPATHY People especially talented in the Empathy theme can sense the feelings of other people by 
imagining themselves in others’ lives or others’ situations.
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reference card

 FOCUS People especially talented in the Focus theme can take a direction, follow through, and make 
the corrections necessary to stay on track. !ey prioritize, then act. 

 FUTURISTIC People especially talented in the Futuristic theme are inspired by the future and what could be. 
!ey inspire others with their visions of the future.

 HARMONY People especially talented in the Harmony theme look for consensus. !ey don’t enjoy con"ict; 
rather, they seek areas of agreement. 

 IDEATION People especially talented in the Ideation theme are fascinated by ideas. !ey are able to $nd 
connections between seemingly disparate phenomena.

 INCLUDER People especially talented in the Includer theme are accepting of others. !ey show awareness 
of those who feel left out, and make an e#ort to include them.

 INDIVIDUALIZATION People especially talented in the Individualization theme are intrigued with the unique qualities 
of each person. !ey have a gift for $guring out how people who are di#erent can work  
together productively.

 INPUT People especially talented in the Input theme have a craving to know more. Often they like to 
collect and archive all kinds of information.

 INTELLECTION People especially talented in the Intellection theme are characterized by their intellectual activity. 
!ey are introspective and appreciate intellectual discussions.  

 LEARNER People especially talented in the Learner theme have a great desire to learn and want to 
continuously improve. In particular, the process of learning, rather than the outcome, excites them.

 MAXIMIZER People especially talented in the Maximizer theme focus on strengths as a way to stimulate personal 
and group excellence. !ey seek to transform something especially talented into something superb.

 POSITIVITY People especially talented in the Positivity theme have an enthusiasm that is contagious. 
!ey are upbeat and can get others excited about what they are going to do.

 RELATOR People who are especially talented in the Relator theme enjoy close relationships with others. 
!ey $nd deep satisfaction in working hard with friends to achieve a goal.

 RESPONSIBILITY People especially talented in the Responsibility theme take psychological ownership of what 
they say they will do. !ey are committed to stable values such as honesty and loyalty.

 RESTORATIVE People especially talented in the Restorative theme are adept at dealing with problems. 
!ey are good at $guring out what is wrong and resolving it.

 SELF-ASSURANCE People especially talented in the Self-Assurance theme feel con$dent in their ability to manage their 
own lives. !ey possess an inner compass that gives them con$dence that their decisions are right.

 SIGNIFICANCE People especially talented in the Signi$cance theme want to be very important in the eyes of others. 
!ey are independent and want to be recognized.

 STRATEGIC People especially talented in the Strategic theme create alternative ways to proceed. 
Faced with any given scenario, they can quickly spot the relevant patterns and issues.

 WOO People especially talented in the Woo theme love the challenge of meeting new people and 
winning them over. !ey derive satisfaction from breaking the ice and making a connection  
with another person. 
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CLIFTON YOUTH STRENGTHSEXPLORER 
THEME DESCRIPTIONS

  
 BRIEF THEME DESCRIPTIONS

ACHIEVING You have more energy and more goals than other people. You love a sense of 
accomplishment.

CARING In your heart, helping other people is very important. You want to make the world 
better by helping people in small ways or big ways.

COMPETING You see many things in life as a game, and you feel great joy when you win. You 
truly hate to lose because you are always striving for first place.

CONFIDENCE You believe in yourself and what you can do. This helps you take on challenges 
because you feel sure you can succeed. 

DEPENDABILITY
Trust is important to you, and you care about being seen as responsible and 
trustworthy. People count on you to do what you say you will do. When you make 
a promise, you mean to keep it.

DISCOVERER A thinker and learner, you are excited about exploring ideas and making 
connections. You like to ask the questions “How?” and “Why?”

FUTURE THINKER Your mind loves to think and dream about the future. You are a person who thinks 
about what is possible, not what is impossible.

ORGANIZER Scheduling, planning, and organizing your world makes life better. People count 
on you to get the details right and pull a plan together.

PRESENCE You were born to be at the front of the room telling stories and taking the lead. 
Other people watch you and listen to you.

RELATING You like to start friendships and keep them for a long time — maybe even your 
whole life. You widen the circle of friends for yourself and others.
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Executive Summary

O
ver the past few years there have been numerous publications, reports, and briefs released that focus 

on the elements of an innovative school from a programmatic and a policy standpoint. These have 

helped to shape what practitioners and policymakers expect to see in innovative, student-centered, or 

personalized learning environments. Personalized learning, broadly speaking, is stuck in the school pilot phase. 

There are countless examples of personalized learning environments, models, and schools from coast to coast. 

We have all seen that great school or model and the world of possibilities it offers for the students that attend 

the school. But how are the other students in that district being educated? How do we reach a level of scale 

for personalized learning? How do we move from the isolated examples to whole systems designed around 

providing personalized learning options for all students? How do we build a school system, a learning system, 

with personalized learning at the core?  One important step in this work is to identify the conditions for scale 

that exist at a district level. In other words, what are the conditions that a K-12 school district should put in 

place to support the scaling of personalized learning? 

Why is scaling educational concepts such as personalized learning so difficult? Our current system is 

outmoded, designed for a time that is long since passed. Our system was designed for a time where low 

graduation rates, from both secondary and post-secondary, were absorbable into an economy brimming with 

and driven by industrial era jobs with union protections and benefits. That is not the economy of today, but 

our education system stands as a relic of the industrial age. The structures of our current system push against 

innovation, often thwarting it and blocking change beyond incremental tweaks. 

What are the conditions that a district leadership team and school board should put in place to scale 

personalized learning? We have seen some bright spots across the country from Kentucky to Maine, from 

Iowa to Colorado, from New Hampshire to Ohio. The conditions that we put forth and examine are based on 

KnowledgeWorks’ secondary research into this area as well as extensive primary research. We conducted 

interviews of district superintendents and district leadership teams from across the country who are leading 

system level scale around personalized learning. The secondary and primary research provided the basis for our 

ten District Conditions for Scale. It is important to note that the District Conditions for Scale would work to scale 

more traditional educational approaches; however, KnowledgeWorks maintains a bias that personalized learning is 

and will be the catalytic force for educational change in the United States.

In the paper that follows, we discuss in depth each of the ten district conditions, explore the cross cutting meta 

themes, and begin to build the alignment between the district conditions and state policy levers. As this work 

evolves, KnowledgeWorks believes that not only does unlocking the role for districts and district leaders hold 

the key to scaling personalized learning but also to aligning a supportive, flexible state policy environment will 

fully unlock the education system.
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The District Conditions for Scale follow:

1.	 Curriculum

	� Curriculum must be aligned to the district’s vision for teaching and learning and should be reviewed 

regularly to ensure alignment. The standards and learning targets contained in the curriculum should 

be consistent and easily understood for every student, although the ways in which students meet those 

standards may differ in order to provide a personalized learning experience for each student. These 

multiple pathways to meeting standards should be informed by real-time data on student performance and 

engagement, students’ learning styles and interests, and the goals of the student and parents.

2.	 Instruction

	� Instructional practices must be aligned with the district’s vision for teaching and learning. Instruction 

should be focused on teaching students how to learn, shifting from a teacher-led to student-led model 

incorporating differentiated instruction (incorporating direct instruction, mastery learning, blended 

and project-based learning, flipped models, etc.). Finally, instruction should be rigorous and relevant to 

students’ needs and interests, and progression should be based on mastery, avoiding the “mile-wide, inch-

deep” phenomenon.

3.	 Comprehensive Assessment System

	� Each district should implement a comprehensive assessment system that is aligned with the district’s vision 

for teaching and learning. Assessments should include formative, interim, and summative assessments. 

Instant feedback from ongoing embedded assessments - including, but not limited to portfolios, capstone 

projects, performance-based assessments, curriculum-embedded assessments - should be used to 

monitor student progress and adjust day-to-day learning activities. Summative assessments should be 

offered multiple times a year, when students are ready to take the exam, and students should have multiple 

opportunities to show mastery of the assessment.

4.	 Learning Environments

	� Districts should cultivate learning environments, both inside and outside the school walls, that support 

high expectations for all students while fostering a culture of trust, support, equity, and inclusiveness. 

Continuous improvement should be embedded in the culture of the district and driven by student 

achievement data and other success indicators. Lastly, real efforts should be made to celebrate district and 

school successes.

5.	 Student Supports

	� Students should get the supports and interventions they need to be successful when they need them, not 

after they’ve taken a summative assessment at the end of the year. These supports should be informed by 

instant feedback based on frequent formative assessments and, to the extent possible, be embedded in 

learning. Schools should be given the flexibility to use the time in the school day/year as they see fit in order 

to provide these supports.
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6.	 Professional Development

	� Each district should offer a job-embedded professional development program that aligns with the district’s 

vision for teaching and learning and to student needs.  The professional development program should 

foster a culture of collaboration and continuous improvement while leveraging technology that creates a 

customized experience for each teacher that is available at any place and time.

7.	 Leadership Development

	� A district should have a leadership development program that identifies and trains leaders at the classroom, 

school, and district level.  This includes involving educators and other staff members in the visioning 

process, strategic planning, partnership cultivation, and curriculum review.

8.	 Technology Policy

	� Districts must have a technology policy that allows for ubiquitous, safe access to the internet at all times 

of the school day.  Districts should also address deficiencies in infrastructure in order to support a more 

connected student population at scale.

9.	 Comprehensive Data Systems

	� Districts should maintain a comprehensive data system consisting of learning management, assessment, 

and student information systems.  These systems should be able to track student achievement history, 

teacher comments, supports and interventions, and other indicators while protecting student-level privacy.

10.	 Partnerships

	� Each district should cultivate partnerships with business, community, and higher education constituents 

in their communities (including local and county government, recreation, juvenile justice, faith-based, 

etc.).  These entities should be involved in creating a district vision and strategic plan that is aligned with 

a broader economic and workforce development plan for the community.  All aspects of teaching and 

learning within the district (curriculum, instruction, assessment, professional development, etc.) should be 

aligned to this vision.  In addition, these partners should assist with creating various learning opportunities 

(internships, mentor programs, work-based experiences, service learning, etc.) and publish a list of these 

opportunities for all learners.

One might ask, why focus on scaling personalized learning at the district level? The reasons are twofold. 

First, in the United States, the district level is the level of implementation. The district level is closest to the 

schools and thus the students as well as to the educators.  Moreover, the district level has the most control over 

system vision, curriculum, and instruction, as well as formative assessment and student supports. Secondly, by 

solving for scale at the district level we gain a clearer vision for what supportive, enabling, and catalytic policy 

can look like at both the state and federal level.  This begins to solve for a better aligned, more supportive 

education system that is oriented towards putting the student at the center of the system through a vision and 

focus on personalized learning. To move to truly focusing on personalized teaching and learning, it demands a 

coordinating move from pilot phase to true scale.
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Introduction

O
ver the past few years there have been numerous publications, reports, and briefs released that focus on 

the elements of an innovative school from a programmatic and a policy standpoint. These have helped 

to shape what practitioners and policymakers expect to see in student-centered, personalized learning 

environments. Personalized learning, broadly speaking, is stuck in the school pilot phase. There are countless, 

isolated examples of personalized learning environments, models, and schools from coast to coast. We have all 

seen that great school or model and the world of possibilities it offers for the students that attend the school. 

But how are the other students in that district being educated? How do we reach a level of scale for personalized 

learning? How do we move from the isolated examples to whole systems that provide personalized learning 

options for all students? How do we build a school system, a learning system, with personalized learning at the 

core?  One important step in this work is to identify the conditions for scale that exist at a district level. In other 

words, what are the conditions that a district should put in place to support the scaling of personalized learning 

throughout a K-12 school district? 

For the purposes of this paper, KnowledgeWorks defines personalized learning in the following manner. 

Personalized learning requires the following elements: 

•	 �Instruction that is aligned to rigorous college-and-career ready standards and the social and emotional 

skills students need to be successful in college and career; 

•	 �Instruction that is individualized, allowing each student to design learning experiences aligned to his or 

her interests; 

•	 �Pace of instruction that is varied based on individual student needs, allowing students to accelerate or 

take additional time based on their level of mastery; 

•	 ��Educators’ use of data from formative assessments and student feedback in real time to differentiate 

instruction and provide robust supports and interventions so that every student remains on track to 

graduation; 

•	 �Student and parent access to clear, transferable learning objectives and assessment results so they 

understand what is expected for mastery and advancement.  

Why is it so difficult to scale educational practices such as personalized learning? Our current system is 

outmoded, designed for a time that is long since passed. Our system was designed for a time where low 

graduation rates, from both secondary and post-secondary, were absorbable into an economy brimming with 

and driven by industrial era jobs with union protections and benefits. That is not the economy of today — our 

education system stands as a relic of the industrial age. The structures of our current system push against 

innovation often thwarting it and blocking change beyond incremental tweaks. Rick Hess, K-12 and Higher 

Education Scholar at the American Enterprise Institute, began his 2010 book, The Same Thing Over and Over: 
How School Reformers get Stuck in Yesterday’s Ideas, in the following way:
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How would you respond if asked for a plan to transform America’s schools into a world-class, twenty-first-
century system? Now imagine that there is one condition: you must retain the job descriptions, governance 
arrangements, management practices… and calendar of the existing system. Hopefully, you would flee just as 
fast as you possibly could and if so, you would be way ahead of the rest of us who have spent decades slogging 
through the dismal scenario.1  

This quote paints a bleak picture of the obstacles that are in the way when it comes to reforming our current 

education system. 

Even with systemic obstacles, we are seeing districts begin to scale personalized learning. To Hess’ point, there 

has been a great deal of both “fleeing” and “slogging” but some districts have begun to put the right pieces in 

place to extrapolate best practices, refine them, and scale them across schools within their districts. It is known 

that a strong visionary leader is needed to begin and lead change. In the preface of their work, The Leader’s Guide 
to 21st Century Education: 7 Steps for Schools and Districts, Ken Kay and Valerie Greenhill, state the following, “One 

thing that stands out clearly for us is this: No school or district is doing real 21st century education work today 

without a strong leader. Individual educators or programs can produce inspirational results, but without the 

support of teacher-leaders, principals, and superintendents, the work does not sustain itself.” 2

B
eyond leadership, what are the conditions that a district leadership team and school board should put in 

place to scale personalized learning? We have seen some bright spots across the country from Kentucky 

to Maine, from Iowa to Colorado, from New Hampshire to Ohio. The conditions that we put forth and 

examine are based on KnowledgeWorks’ secondary research into this 

area as well as extensive primary research. We conducted interviews 

of district superintendents and district leadership teams from across 

the country that were leading system level change around personalized 

learning. The secondary and primary research provided the basis for our 

ten District Conditions for Scale. It is important to note that the District 

Conditions for Scale are agnostic; however, KnowledgeWorks maintains 

a bias that personalized learning, as previously defined, is and will be the 

catalytic force for educational change in the United States. As this work 

evolves, KnowledgeWorks believes that not only does unlocking the role for districts and district leaders hold 

the key to scaling personalized learning but building a supportive, flexible state policy environment will also be 

required to fully unlock the education system.

One might ask why focus on scaling personalized learning at the district level? The reasons are twofold. First, 

in the United States, the district level is the level of implementation. The district level is closest to the schools 

and thus the students as well as to the educators. Moreover, the district level has the most control over system 

vision, curriculum and instruction, as well as formative assessment and student supports. Secondly, by solving 

for scale at the district level we gain a clearer vision for what supportive, enabling, and catalytic policy can look 

like at both the state and federal level.  This hopefully begins to solve for a better aligned, more supportive 

education system that is oriented towards putting the student at the center of the system through a vision and 

focus on personalized learning. A systemic focus on personalized teaching and learning demands a coordinating 

move from pilot phase to true scale. 

KnowledgeWorks believes that not 

only does unlocking the role for 

districts and district leaders hold 

the key to scaling personalized 

learning but building a supportive, 

flexible state policy environment 

will also be required to fully unlock 

the education system.
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1.	 Curriculum

Curriculum must be aligned to the district’s vision 
for teaching and learning and should be reviewed 
regularly to ensure alignment. The standards and 
learning targets contained in the curriculum should 
be consistent and easily understood for every 
student, although the ways in which students meet 
those standards may differ in order to provide a 
personalized learning experience for each student. 
These multiple pathways to meeting standards 
should be informed by real-time data on student 
performance and engagement, students’ learning 
styles and interests, and the goals of the student 
and parents.

It should come as no surprise that curriculum is one 

of the ten District Conditions for Scale. The subjects, 

course of study, and any aligned supplemental 

modules or extra-curricular alignment are all within 

the scope of the district’s purview. Curriculum is 

the foundational element for any district but even 

more so for scaling personalized learning. If we had 

to rank the most important condition for a district to 

put into place, we would strongly argue for a vibrant, 

engaging, student-centered curriculum. Districts that 

are actively scaling personalized learning do not rely 

on one-size fits all scope and sequence and pacing 

guides that plague many schools and classrooms 

across the country. 

Methodology

I
n the sections that follow, we discuss in depth each of the ten district conditions, explore the cross cutting 

meta themes, and begin to build the alignment between the district conditions and state policy levers. Each 

of the district conditions were defined based on lessons KnowledgeWorks has learned from its subsidiaries’ 

EDWorks and StriveTogether, work in the field from across the country, and secondary education research. 

Once the district conditions were defined, KnowledgeWorks interviewed almost 30 district leaders from 

across the country in an effort to refine, align, and validate the conditions against what is working in the 

field. The interviews created feedback and data which was used to refine each district condition. Moreover, 

superintendents’ comments were organized into themes and then meta themes that are cross cutting through 

each of the ten conditions. Lastly, we collected best practices associated to each of the conditions to provide 

a better illustration for the implementation of the conditions. A summary of this research for each condition, 

along with definitional language and examples of best practices, follow.   

It goes without saying that in our current educational 

climate, the curriculum is fully aligned to a robust 

set of college and career ready standards and to 

teacher professional development. Moreover, 

through the lens of personalized learning there 

is a new level of transparency needed within 

the curriculum. That transparency demands a 

consistency and deep understanding by students 

to not only know what they need to know but 

also how they can demonstrate that learning. The 

reason for this transparency is that the notion of 

one size fits all has been dismissed by a district that 

is leading personalized learning. As Angela Olsen 

superintendent from Spirit Lake, Iowa offered, 

“Students need to be able to set personal goals and 

work through learning progressions—one size does 

not fit all.” With this, educators are able to tap into a 

student’s passion and thus foster engagement.

The issue of student engagement was prevalent 

throughout conversations with district leaders 

about the vital nature of curriculum in driving 

personalized learning. One district leader mentioned 

that measuring engagement is important, but they 

are unsure of how that can be done. Other districts, 

such as Spirit Lake, Iowa and Lawrence Township, 

Indiana focus on multiple pathways and community 

level partnerships. These pathways and partnerships 

allow for students to follow areas they are passionate 

about, explore new topics or career paths, gain 
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online learning, and experiential modalities. These 

approaches allow for greater differentiation and 

personalization with a pronounced focus on mastery 

or proficiency. Moreover, these sorts of instructional 

strategies allow for students to explore content 

through the lens of topics and outcomes that are 

engaging to them. Building on that, the exemplary 

districts on instruction actively find ways to engage 

students in both the planning and the implementation 

of lessons and their aligned instruction.

While instruction is a district condition, it is 

important to point out that the bulk of autonomy 

for instruction falls to the school level. John Quick, 

superintendent in Bartholomew County, Indiana, 

said, “Implementation is done at the school level, 

with the district clearing away barriers to this.”3  

Jurisdiction is important in discussions of instruction. 

The district should put the conditions in place so 

that educators can build lessons that are rigorous 

and relevant with instruction that engages all 

students.  Districts should mandate differentiation 

for all students; in other words, put a primacy 

on personalization and provide the supports to 

educators to make that a reality in the classroom. 

Underscoring the importance of jurisdiction, 

Theresa Eawald, Superintendent in Kettle Moraine, 

Wisconsin, offered the following, “Instruction 

would need to be aligned with the district’s vision 

for teaching and learning. At the same time, while 

the vision is aligned, the details are determined 

at the school level, and the district monitors 

implementation.”4  Districts should set the vision 

and the outcomes they would like to see and allow 

schools and educators to define how to meet the 

vision and the outcomes.

post-secondary credit at local institutions of higher 

education (or via distance learning), or get on-the-job 

training through internships. 

Other best practices that emerged in this condition 

of curriculum was that a vibrant curriculum needed 

to be rich and focus primarily on core academic 

subject matter but must be infused with skills as well. 

These skills have been called many things from 21st 

Century Skills to Deeper Learning Skills to the 4C’s 

(critical thinking, communication, collaboration, and 

creativity). Whatever one wants to call these skills, 

the fact remains that they are not only desirable 

for graduates but mandatory for success in our 

ever changing world. Additionally, district leaders 

all point to the fact that the curriculum needs to be 

reviewed on a regular basis; and with that, it should 

be redesigned with the help of educators, parents, 

students, and the community. 

2.	 Instruction

Instructional practices must be aligned with 
the district’s vision for teaching and learning. 
Instruction should be focused on teaching students 
how to learn, shifting from a teacher-led to 
student-led model incorporating differentiated 
instruction (incorporating direct instruction, 
mastery learning, blended and project-based 
learning, flipped models, etc.). Finally, instruction 
should be rigorous and relevant to students’ needs 
and interests and progression should be based 
on mastery, avoiding the “mile-wide, inch-deep” 
phenomenon.

Having effective instructional practices go hand and 

glove with having a flexible and learner-centered 

curriculum.  The first aspect of the condition to call 

out is the fact that the district leaders we spoke 

with are not wedded to one particular instructional 

strategy but a bevy of strategies. As expected, district 

leaders focused on infusing instructional strategies 

that help to promote more student centered 

learning such as project-based learning, problem-

based learning, inquiry-based learning, blended and 
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and other formative assessments that provide 

feedback and data that can be used to adjust 

instruction to meet each student’s needs. The 

aforementioned students’ needs, in a personalized 

learning environment, include both remediation 

and acceleration and all points in between. The 

generation of real-time data on student performance 

is fundamental as is ensuring that data is shared 

in a transparent manner with educators, students, 

parents, and other key stakeholders (e.g. intervention 

specialist, etc.). All student interventions and 

supports should be aligned to the assessment data 

generated by the comprehensive assessment system.

Changing assessment systems, especially to one with 

multiple types of assessments including all mentioned 

previously is a challenge. Ensuring connective tissue 

between the assessments and instruction takes time 

and increased intentionality. For example, Napa 

Valley Unified School District (NVUSD) in California 

is focused on implementing district-wide, technology 

infused teaching and learning with an expressed 

focus on 21st century skill acquisition. With that 

approach the district focused on bringing coherence 

to the system which led them to focus on common 

data and a gradebook that blends content and skills. 

Aligning formative assessments, clear outcomes, 

and a gradebook was a codifying factor and was 

used to drive the personalization of education. 

Furthermore, as part of its comprehensive change, 

NVUSD implemented digital portfolios which, once 

again, aligned what they were measuring with what 

students need to achieve. 

Building on the above, two district leaders brought 

up the fact that changing assessment systems is more 

challenging in high-performing districts as parents 

do not see the need for it. This speaks, once again, 

to the need for increased transparency around the 

first three conditions: curriculum, instruction, and 

comprehensive assessment system. 

3.	 Comprehensive Assessment System

Each district should implement a comprehensive 
assessment system that is aligned with the 
district’s vision for teaching and learning. 
Assessments should include formative, interim, 
and summative assessments. Instant feedback 
from ongoing embedded assessments - including, 
but not limited to portfolios, capstone projects, 
performance-based assessments, curriculum-
embedded assessments - should be used to monitor 
student progress and adjust day-to-day learning 
activities. Summative assessments should be 
offered multiple times a year, when students are 
ready to take the exam, and students should have 
multiple opportunities to show mastery of the 
assessment.

Districts that are leading widespread implementation 

of personalized learning ensure that there is 

alignment between the conditions. It is essential 

that the first three conditions have strong alignment 

as curriculum leads to instruction which leads to a 

comprehensive assessment system.

Much like instruction, district leaders did not point to 

one particular type of assessment over other types 

but rather to an interconnected web of assessments. 

This comprehensive assessment system should 

extend beyond the current overreliance on end-

of-the-year state level summative assessments. 

When we convened superintendents from across 

the state of Indiana, with our partners at the Center 

of Excellence in Leadership of Learning (CELL) at 

the University of Indianapolis, there was consensus 

among the district leaders that there should not be 

so many assessments that educators are unable to 

respond to data and adjust instruction. Therein lies 

the purpose of student assessment, to guide teaching 

and learning and give educators illustrative data that 

can be used to personalize instruction.

With that underpinning established, a comprehensive 

assessment system should utilize forms of 

assessment that include but are not limited to 

portfolios, capstone projects, performance-based 

assessments, curriculum embedded assessments, 
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Malleability is a key component of personalized 

learning in student centered learning environments. 

The ability to move the classroom to accommodate 

collaborative time, individual learning time, or even 

presentation time is fundamentally important. 

Moreover, education research is beginning to 

indicate that learning environments contribute 

to increases in both student achievement and 

engagement as more schools move towards more 

flexible and collaborative environments.  Redesigning 

learning environments can contribute to more 

“brain-friendly learning.” A.J. Juliani, an education and 

technology innovation specialist states, in a brain-

friendly school, “the space is flexible [and] mobile. 

[It’s] a place where students can get up and move 

around—where learning processes occur.”6 

Additionally, the use of time in those spaces is also of 

great importance. Students might need more or less 

time on a given task based on their needs or focus 

during a given project or unit. Districts have begun 

to use a personalized learning disposition as a vision 

for building new, different school environments 

that account for student voice, collaboration, and 

flexibility. In Bartholomew County, Indiana when 

the district built Columbus Signature Academy 

they took an old auto parts warehouse and built a 

school with flexible, glass classrooms to allow for 

multi-purpose usage as well as greater transparency. 

District leaders incorporated student voice into the 

school design to allow for greater personalization of 

the learning environment. The latter maps strongly 

to general agreement among district leaders that 

learning environments should look different to 

students, and classrooms should become more 

student-centered and student-led.

4.	 Learning Environments

Districts should cultivate learning environments, 
both inside and outside the school walls, that 
support high expectations for all students while 
fostering a culture of trust, support, equity, and 
inclusiveness. Continuous improvement should be 
embedded in the culture of the district and driven 
by student achievement data and other success 
indicators. Lastly, real efforts should be made to 
celebrate district and school successes.

As discussed with the previous three conditions, 

the condition of learning environments is where 

the conditions of curriculum, instruction, and a 

comprehensive assessment system all come together. 

Learning environments refer not only to physical 

space but also the culture that permeates the school.

In districts that are leading personalized learning, a 

greater focus is placed on the student’s experiences 

within a system. Mark Morrison, a district leader in 

NVUSD in California, discussed creating the right 

conditions for teaching and learning that capture 

the hearts of both the student and the educator; 

and, that culture matters and is essential to reaching 

all students. Culture is imperative to advancing 

personalized learning. As mentioned above “a culture 

of trust, support, equity, and inclusiveness” as well 

as an expressed focus on continuous improvement 

were common across the interviews with district 

leaders. A focus on continuous improvement does 

not preclude a concentration on celebrating success 

and transition. The culture influences the learning 

space as well. Our findings on this condition track 

closely with Kay and Greenhill who state the 

following, “designing environments in response to the 

best understanding of developmentally appropriate 

practices for supporting the whole child (e.g. school 

time of day, length of instructional blocks, sequence 

of learning activities throughout a school year, 

physical and emotional safety, full engagement with 

school and community, etc.).”5  The aforementioned 

passage effectively captures the importance of 

putting students at the center of the learning 

environment. 
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implement these supports is through the use of 

time in the school day/year. Some district leaders 

begin with supports to ensure they are in place 

prior to implementing a whole school personalized 

learning approach. As an example, Jason Glass, 

superintendent in Eagle County, Colorado, is 

focused on tailoring learning for all students by 

creating multiple pathways through the system. 

With that, he is focused on fully implementing a 

response to intervention for all students as a pre-

cursor to implementing a competency-based system 

throughout the district.

Student supports are tied to one of the themes from 

the discussions with district leaders around the need 

for transparency at all levels. Transparency, through 

the use of formative and embedded assessments, 

and through the use of real-time data, undergirds the 

entire system of supports for students. Additionally, 

the condition of student supports and interventions 

is strongly linked to multiple conditions in this paper 

including instruction, comprehensive assessment 

systems, learning environments, and comprehensive 

data systems.

6.	 Professional Development

Each district should offer a job-embedded 
professional development program that aligns with 
the district’s vision for teaching and learning and 
to student needs. The professional development 
program should foster a culture of collaboration 
and continuous improvement while leveraging 
technology that creates a customized experience for 
each teacher that is available at any place and time.

It is no secret that the important element of student 

success is an excellent educator. Unfortunately, 

most pre-service teacher programs fail to prepare 

educators for today’s personalized learning 

classrooms. For this reason, professional 

development (PD) has never been more important. 

Any PD program should align to the district’s vision 

for teaching and learning, ensuring that educators 

are getting the training they need to be successful  

in meeting their students’ needs. 

5.	 Student Supports 

Students should get the supports they need to be 
successful when they need them, not after they’ve 
taken a summative assessment at the end of the 
year. These supports should be informed by instant 
feedback based on frequent formative assessments 
and, to the extent possible, be embedded in 
learning. Schools should be given the flexibility to 
use the time in the school day/year as they see fit in 
order to provide these supports.

Providing targeted student supports to low 

performing or struggling students is fundamental 

to any successful education system. One of the 

tenets of our current system is that those vulnerable 

populations will receive the extra supports — time, 

task, and teaching — to get them up to grade level. 

In a personalized learning system, supports are 

not only used to get students back on track or 

up to grade level but to also accelerate students. 

Student performance can vary subject by subject; 

personalized supports allow educators to meet each 

student where they are.

This condition is built upon the bedrock that all 

students in a personalized learning approach will 

have a personalized learning plan. This plan would be 

constructed based on real-time feedback, data, and 

frequent formative assessments; and not based on 

a once-a-year snapshot, summative assessment. Jim 

Rickabaugh from Cooperative Educational Service 

Agency (CESA) #1 in Wisconsin is actively working 

to implement shorter feedback cycles for students 

which allows for more effective differentiation of 

instruction and deeper personalization. Furthermore, 

it is important to note that student supports and 

interventions are in play to help all students of all 

levels. It also solves for students who are advanced 

in some subjects (e.g. English and social studies), 

on grade level in another (e.g. science), and in 

need of remediation in yet another subject (e.g. 

mathematics). In other words, supports are delivered 

in a real time, personalized manner. As articulated 

in the definitional language of the condition above, 

one built-in support as well as an effective way to 
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processes, partner identification and management, 

and alignment of all district activities to the district’s 

vision for teaching and learning.  Similarly, if the 

strategic plan is already in place, emerging leaders 

should be tasked with the measurement of goals 

against the strategic plan and refresh of the strategic 

plan as appropriate.  Involving emerging leaders 

from all levels of the system in visioning and strategic 

planning processes creates a culture of transparency 

that makes it much easier to secure the buy-in of  

not only the emerging leaders, but also the people 

they lead. 

One of the most important steps in any leadership 

development plan is the identification of individuals 

whom districts should invest time and money to 

develop. In Kentucky’s Fayette County Schools, 

identification happens at the school level, rather 

than the district level, in order to ensure that a new 

leader is compatible with the school and learning 

environments in which they will be working.  While 

most of the districts interviewed for this paper have 

some sort of leadership identification and training 

process, they recognize leadership development as a 

major challenge.  One of the biggest hurdles for many 

district leaders is the need for a more formal plan 

for identifying and training future school and district 

leaders. Many district leaders also commented on 

the need for true leadership development processes 

that focus on the qualities and traits of successful 

leaders as opposed to a program that focuses on the 

technical and practical skills required to lead a school 

or district. While the technical skills were found to 

be important, current district leaders expressed the 

need for a more balanced development program to 

ensure leaders know how to lead and develop the 

educators and students in their charge. 

In addition to aligning with the district’s vision, PD 

should leverage the power of technology in order to 

promote anytime, anywhere learning and a culture 

of collaboration amongst educators. Providing PD 

offerings online not only allows educators to learn 

anywhere, it offers training “just-in-time,” meaning 

educators can access the material when they need 

it, instead of relying on someone else to provide 

it. Further, a just-in-time approach to PD allows 

educators to personalize their experience to their 

needs which, according to most district leaders 

interviewed, is important in any learning experience. 

CESA #1, in Wisconsin, has implemented a system 

where educators earn badges for PD opportunities 

successfully completed, allowing educators to 

create professional portfolios of badges that display 

what credentials they’ve earned as in-service 

educators.  Lastly, providing a technological platform 

offers educators the opportunity to share lesson 

plans, assessments, and best practices and to ask 

questions of each other. This provides an invaluable 

opportunity for all educators to learn from their most 

experienced and effective colleagues.  

7.	 Leadership Development

A district should have a leadership development 
program that identifies and trains leaders at the 
classroom, school, and district level. This includes 
involving educators and other staff members in the 
visioning process, strategic planning, partnership 
cultivation, and curriculum review.

An effective leadership development program 

ensures that the success districts realize today 

can be sustained well into the future.  As with the 

other District Conditions for Scale, all leadership 

development activities should be aligned with the 

district’s vision. Unlike some of the other conditions, 

a key activity to any leadership development program 

includes the creation of that vision by emerging 

classroom, school, and district leaders. If a vision is 

already in place, emerging leaders should be involved 

with tracking the district’s progress towards that 

vision. Moreover, future leaders must be involved in 

executing on that vision through strategic planning 
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9.	 Comprehensive Data Systems

Districts should maintain a comprehensive data 
system consisting of learning management, 
assessment, and student information systems. 
These systems should be able to track student 
achievement history, teacher comments, supports 
and interventions, and other indicators while 
protecting student-level privacy.

The key to personalized learning is the use of data 

to construct personalized learning plans based on 

the information gathered from assessments and 

other learning activities. In order for educators to 

be able to do this effectively, educators (and parents 

and students) should have continuous access 

to a comprehensive data system that includes 

learning management, assessment, and student-

level information. Further, any data system should 

include information about student-level supports 

and interventions, educator feedback, and other 

indicators, all while protecting data that could 

identify students at all costs.

Much has been made recently about the 

importance of comprehensive data systems to the 

implementation of personalized learning approaches 

and the barriers that exist to accomplishing this.  

According to Kate Ash’s 2013 Education Week 

article,7  the fragmented nature of data systems in 

school districts, a lack of common data standards, 

and the lack of professional development to data 

users in schools combine to create a large obstacle 

to better schools. The Annenberg Institute for 

School Reform at Brown University offers several 

examples of how increased use of data, made 

easier by a comprehensive data system, positively 

impacts student learning including educators using 

assessment data to pinpoint knowledge and skills 

gaps, principals using data to uncover patterns of 

performance, and instructional coaches using data 

to improve instructional performance.8  Bill Tucker, 

formerly of Education Sector, offers five design 

principles for data systems.9   They are as follows: 

1) learner centered; 2) information flows across 

institutions; 3) usefulness and usability to drive 

8.	 Technology Policy

Districts must have a technology policy that 
allows for ubiquitous, safe access to the internet 
at all times of the school day. Districts should also 
address deficiencies in infrastructure in order to 
support a more connected student population at 
scale.

A sound technology policy is becoming increasingly 

important in today’s connected society. Students 

are plugged in twenty-four hours a day, seven 

days a week.  Asking them to unplug and leave the 

technology they’ve grown up with at the school 

house door is one of the quickest ways to make 

school irrelevant for them. While schools should 

offer access to the internet at all times and maintain 

an infrastructure to support that access, they must 

also ensure that the internet is being used in a safe 

way that supports learning.  

Many districts identified infrastructure as one of 

the biggest barriers to an effective technology 

policy.  Along with the increased demands of a more 

connected student population, districts also have to 

deal with the bandwidth and hardware requirements 

brought on by more technology-driven assessment 

programs. One superintendent interviewed for this 

paper during a gathering organized by CELL at the 

University of Indianapolis suggested that technology 

should be an integral part of any strategy aimed at 

improving the education of traditionally underserved 

students. She went on to say that this makes 

the issues related to infrastructure all the more 

important because these students oftentimes do not 

have access to the internet or connectable devices 

outside of the school day.

In addition to serving a traditionally underserved 

population, quality technology can be a great tool for 

allowing constituents outside of the school, especially 

parents, to understand what is happening inside 

the four walls. By giving outsiders a view of what is 

happening in schools, they can be more supportive of 

their students and the system as a whole.
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to the vision. Such activities should include an array 

of extended learning opportunities including, but 

not limited to, internships, mentorships, and service 

learning programs. Due to their involvement in these 

activities, partners are more likely to be committed 

to students’ success while also blurring the lines 

between school and community pushing districts 

even closer to the essential element of transparency. 

If a district has already committed to a vision, only 

partners who demonstrate commitment to that 

vision should be chosen to work with the district.

Spirit Lake Community Schools in Iowa are careful 

to ensure that all partnerships benefit not only 

students but the community partners as well. The 

district offers internships, wrap-around services, 

and other opportunities to ensure college and career 

readiness for students while also aiming to meet 

the economic and social needs of the community 

through out-of-school learning experiences. 

Mutually advantageousness was a theme throughout 

discussions with many superintendents who said it 

was absolutely essential for sustained, successful 

partnerships.  

adoption; 4) common, yet open, systems; and 5) 

getting the right data.

Because comprehensive data systems are fairly 

new in the education space, most superintendents 

interviewed for this project did not have a lot to 

say about them. Of the superintendents who have 

done a substantial amount of work in this area, 

one of the biggest challenges they have is finding 

a comprehensive system that is able to exchange 

information between the learning management, 

assessment, and student information components. 

Further, several districts are facing a lack of flexibility 

allowed by states who mandate the use of state-level 

data systems, as the districts’ systems could not 

interface with the state system.  

10.	Partnerships

Each district should cultivate partnerships with 
business, community, and higher education 
constituents in their communities (including local 
and county government, recreation, juvenile 
justice, faith-based, etc.). These entities should be 
involved in creating a district vision and strategic 
plan that is aligned with a broader economic and 
workforce development plan for the community. 
All aspects of teaching and learning within the 
district (curriculum, instruction, assessment, 
professional development, etc.) should be aligned 
to this vision. In addition, these partners should 
assist with creating various learning opportunities 
(internships, mentor programs, work-based 
experiences, service learning, etc.) and publish a list 
of these opportunities for all learners.

Education is the single most important driver of 

economic success in the United States. Because of 

this, districts must align their vision for teaching 

and learning with the economic needs of the 

communities they serve. This is best accomplished 

by creating partnerships with business, community, 

higher education, and government leaders within 

a district’s geographic area and leveraging these 

partnerships when creating and implementing 

the district’s vision. These partners should also be 

included when creating learning activities aligned 
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Vision
Included in all comments from district leaders, directly or indirectly, 

was the idea of an aligned vision. This vision should be shared 

between all involved in the education community, from board members 

to educators to community partners. Dr. John Quick of Bartholomew 

Consolidated Schools in Indiana was adamant about creating board 

commitment to a district’s vision, saying, “If you can’t get the board 

going in the right direction, nothing else matters.”  The vision should 

support districts in identifying the best possible leaders while assisting 

all members of the education community in understanding their role 

in student learning. Dr. Tom Shelton from Fayette County Schools in 

Kentucky pointed to the importance of involving district partners in 

the creation of a district’s vision, ensuring community support for the 

pursuit of the vision.  All parts of a district should be aligned to the 

vision, including professional development, the selection of curriculum 

and instructional practices, and the process of innovation. While it was 

assumed that the vision would include student achievement, district 

leaders focused on the general idea of having a vision rather than the 

specifics of their districts’ visions.

Culture 
The shared vision of a district clearly informs the system culture that 

a district will establish. Sean Smith, Metropolitan School Districts of 

Lawrence Township in Indiana, noted creating the desired culture should 

be a key aspect of any superintendent’s leadership style. District leaders 

focused primarily on culture in terms of the functioning of district leaders, 

educators, and staff rather than on students’ experiences. For many 

of the district leaders, a key element of culture is expectations around 

innovation. Many of the districts were forced to make changes with no 

additional, or in some cases decreased, resources and money. As a result, 

innovative thinking is an expectation at all levels, including in partnerships, 

and especially encouraged at the school level. For instance, culture was 

extremely important in implementing the site-based decision making 

model Superintendent Steve Dackin implemented in Reynoldsburg, Ohio 

as part of the solution to the district’s financial problems. Along with the 

Meta Themes

A
s KnowledgeWorks interviewed district leaders from across the country in an effort to improve and 

refine the District Conditions for Scale, several meta themes emerged as the interviewees discussed 

their own experiences.  These themes are important as, together, they serve as the connective tissues 

of the conditions and are the reason that a district must implement each of the ten conditions in order to 

successfully scale practices to improve teaching, learning, and student achievement.  

Fayette County Public Schools, Kentucky 
looks to the community and partners  
to craft and pursue the district’s vision 
and mission.

The Institute @ CESA #1, Wisconsin 
resulted from a year-long study to 
better understand how to shift its 
understanding of how to use time, money, 
and resources. Using personalized 
learning as the foundation, it is focused 
on moving learners from passive to active 
roles, and shifting from a compliance-
based to a nurturing system.

Spirit Lake Community Schools, Iowa 
sought out employers and business 
leaders in the community to understand 
goals for students. As a result, 
opportunities in and out of school 
were created to align instruction with 
economic needs.

Bartholomew Consolidated School 
Corporation, Indiana looks for empathy, 
mission, and gestalt in its potential 
leaders. Leaders do not fear making 
mistakes, as they understand that 
learning from mistakes leads to progress.

Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools, North 
Carolina charts the path and identifies 
challenges, allowing school leaders to set 
and implement strategies.

Center of Excellence in Leadership 
of Learning (CELL), University of 
Indianapolis meeting participants 
emphasized the superintendent’s role 
in establishing a strong culture, through 
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culture of risk-taking is the understanding that mistakes will happen and 

are not things to be feared. District leaders emphasized the importance of 

continuous improvement and fixing problems immediately.

Transparency
Resulting from the notion that members of the education community 

must feel safe to make mistakes, transparency was another 

overarching theme of interviews with district leaders. Districts need 

to be transparent to the board, unions, parents, partners, and the public. 

Valerie Truesdale discussed the importance of transparency during the 

process of creating Charlotte-Mecklenburg’s new strategic plan and the 

fact that every single step involved conscious efforts to share the work 

with the community. Reynoldsburg City Schools made the decision not 

to hire a public relations professional in order to take away any barriers 

between the district and the public. In yet another interview, it was 

mentioned that transparency is key to helping parents make the best 

choices for their children.

Fayette County Public Schools, Kentucky 
recognizes that transparency in district 
policies is essential in creating the best 
outcomes. The whole community was 
engaged in the resource allocations 
process and will be called upon in 
redistricting and creating a new strategic 
plan.

Reynoldsburg City Schools, Ohio chose 
to not hire a public relations professional 
in order to achieve total transparency. 
The district is open to the community 
and is willing to share areas needing 
improvement as well as the choices 
available to families.

Piedmont City School District, Alabama 
demonstrates transparency through 
continual conversations with teachers 
and parents, sharing the vision of why the 
district believes what it does, how it will 
do what needs to be done, and how the 
community can help.

interacting frequently with teachers, 
involving building leadership in district 
level decision making, and visiting 
building to have a solid understanding of 
what is going on.
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Conclusion

T
he District Conditions for Scale were constructed upon the hard won lessons of district level trailblazers 

from across the country. These district leaders piloted, assessed, recalibrated, and scaled without an 

instruction manual. Often, the district leaders would admit to mistakes or the fact they were “building 

the plane while they were flying” leading to “Lego-like” policy making where each brick was assembled without 

a fully articulated path to implementation, let alone sustained scale. Many of the leaders we spoke to openly 

stated that they would have relished having had a set of conditions to follow, to implement, and to refine. Their 

insights and expertise provide a path to scaling personalized learning.

It is our hope that these conditions begin to help districts from across the country to implement a more aligned, 

supportive education system that is oriented towards putting the student at the center of the system through 

an expressed focus on personalized learning. A systemic focus on personalized teaching and learning demands a 

coordinating move from pilot phase to true scale. We feel that the district level is the right level of the education 

system to focus on in the United States. As mentioned previously, the district level is closest to the schools and 

thus to the students as well as to the educators. Furthermore, the district level has the most control over vision, 

curriculum and instruction, as well as formative assessment and student supports. Lastly, by solving for scale at 

the district level we gain a clearer vision for what supportive, enabling, and catalytic policy can look like at both 

the state and federal level. To truly get to focused, sustained scale we need better alignment between school 

and district, district and state policy, and state policy and federal policy. 

Next Steps

D
espite all the disagreement about education practice and policy in the United States, the one thing 

almost everyone can agree on is that an education that is personalized for each student’s needs is key 

to college and career readiness for every graduate. These District Conditions for Scale provide a path 

to that personalized education for every district, regardless of the strategy implemented to achieve that goal. 

There are barriers to implementing these conditions, and that is what KnowledgeWorks will address in the next 

steps of this project. Initially, KnowledgeWorks will convene district leaders and state-level policymakers to get 

input on a policy framework aligned to the District Conditions for Scale that states can put into place to enable 

and incentivize districts to scale personalized learning.  KnowledgeWorks will also bring together district 

leaders and experts in the field to create a toolkit that can be used by a district interested in implementing these 

conditions. This toolkit would provide a step-by-step guide for districts to implement, evaluate, and refine their 

school district’s adoption of the District Conditions for Scale.  It is KnowledgeWorks’ hope that by creating the 

policy environment and tools that allow districts to scale personalized practices, each student will experience 

personalized learning that will enable him or her to thrive in college, career, and civic life.
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	 C O N D I T I O N 	 E X P L A N AT I O N

1.	 Curriculum	� Curriculum must be aligned to the district’s vision for teaching and 

learning and should be reviewed regularly to ensure alignment. The 

standards and learning targets contained in the curriculum should be 

consistent and easily understood for every student, although the ways 

in which students meet those standards may differ in order to provide a 

personalized learning experience for each student. These multiple pathways 

to meeting standards should be informed by real-time data on student 

performance and engagement, students’ learning styles and interests, and 

the goals of the student and parents.

2.	 Instruction	� Instructional practices must be aligned with the district’s vision for 

teaching and learning. Instruction should be focused on teaching students 

how to learn, shifting from a teacher-led to student-led model incorporating 

differentiated instruction (incorporating direct instruction, mastery 

learning, blended and project-based learning, flipped models, etc.). Finally, 

instruction should be rigorous and relevant to students’ needs and interests 

and progression should be based on mastery, avoiding the “mile-wide, inch-

deep” phenomenon.

3.	 Comprehensive 	� Each district should implement a comprehensive assessment system 

that is aligned with the district’s vision for teaching and learning. 

Assessments should include formative, interim, and summative 

assessments. Instant feedback from ongoing embedded assessments 

- including, but not limited to portfolios, capstone projects, performance-

based assessments, curriculum-embedded assessments - should be used 

to monitor student progress and adjust day-to-day learning activities. 

Summative assessments should be offered multiple times a year, when 

students are ready to take the exam, and students should have multiple 

opportunities to show mastery of the assessment.

4.	 Learning 	� Districts should cultivate learning environments, both inside and outside 

of the school walls, that support high expectations for all students while 

fostering a culture of trust, support, equity, and inclusiveness. Continuous 

improvement should be embedded in the culture of the district and driven 

by student achievement data and other success indicators. Lastly, real 

efforts should be made to celebrate district and school successes.

5.	 Student Supports	 �Students should get the supports they need to be successful when they 

need them, not after they’ve taken a summative assessment at the end of 

the year. These supports should be informed by instant feedback based on 

frequent formative assessments and, to the extent possible, be embedded in 

learning. Schools should be given the flexibility to use the time in the school 

day/year as they see fit in order to provide these supports.

Assessment System

Environments

District Conditions for Scale 
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Development

Development

Data System

	 C O N D I T I O N 	 E X P L A N AT I O N

6.	 Professional 	� Each district should offer a job-embedded professional development 

program that aligns with the district’s vision for teaching and learning and 

to student needs.  The professional development program should foster 

a culture of collaboration and continuous improvement while leveraging 

technology that creates a customized experience for each teacher that is 

available at any place and time.

7.	 Leadership	 �A district should have a leadership development program that identifies 

and trains leaders at the classroom, school, and district level.  This includes 

involving educators and other staff members in the visioning process, 

strategic planning, partnership cultivation, and curriculum review.

8.	 Technology Policy	� Districts must have a technology policy that allows for ubiquitous, safe 

access to the internet at all times of the school day.  Districts should also 

address deficiencies in infrastructure in order to support a more connected 

student population at scale.

9.	 Comprehensive 	 �Districts should maintain a comprehensive data system consisting of 

learning management, assessment, and student information systems.  

These systems should be able to track student achievement history, 

teacher comments, supports and interventions, and other indicators while 

protecting student-level privacy.

10.	 Partnerships	� Each district should cultivate partnerships with business, community, 

and higher education constituents in their communities (including local and 

county government, recreation, juvenile justice, faith-based, etc).  These 

entities should be involved in creating a district vision and strategic plan 

that is aligned with a broader economic and workforce development plan 

for the community.  All aspects of teaching and learning within the district 

(curriculum, instruction, assessment, professional development, etc.) should 

be aligned to this vision.  In addition, these partners should assist with 

creating various learning opportunities (internships, mentor programs, 

work-based experiences, service learning, etc.) and publish a list of these 

opportunities for all learners.
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To ensure the success of this national imperative, we must pro-
vide all students with a positive, supportive, safe, challenging, 
and equitable learning environment. Such an environment is 
dependent on the people who work in the schools, an inten-
tional plan, and policies that encourage stronger student-cen-
tered supports and community, and school partnerships. 
These partnerships require school boards to move toward 
educational models that strive to educate the whole child and 
involve the entire community.  

Over the past decade, progress has been made to keep students 
engaged and to bolster rates of college and career readiness. 
One progress indicator is high school graduation rates. The na-
tional high school graduation rate for the class of 2010 reached 
approximately 75 percent.1 This is an 8 percent increase since 
2000. For African American and Latino students, the gains in 

graduation rates since 2000 have been especially significant, 
with as much as double digit increases. Despite these gains, far 
too many young people, mainly students of color from edu-
cationally and socioeconomically disadvantaged groups and 
communities, are leaving school without a high school diploma 
or severely underprepared for college level work. It is estimated 
that 1 million students will fail to graduate on time each year, a 
loss of 5,500 students each day.2  

According to recent analysis, every student who leaves high 
school without a diploma costs society hundreds of thousands of 
dollars over the student’s lifetime in lost income. Studies show 
high school graduates will obtain higher employment and earnings 
than students who drop out. It is estimated that if the current 
dropout rate could be reduced by just half, it would yield almost 
700,000 new graduates a year, resulting in a net benefit to the 
public of nearly $90 billion for each year of success, or nearly $1 
trillion after 11 years. 

The impact of missed educational opportunities is significant, 
whether it’s in a child’s early years, or in high school and col-
lege. Research shows that what happens in schools has a great 
impact on whether a student stays in school and graduates. 
Even for students who have difficult home lives, dropping out 
usually can be explained by the cumulative impact of nega-
tive learning experiences, punitive disciplinary responses, low 
adult expectations, disengagement and a lack of academic and 
emotional support at school and in the community. These all 
contribute to a complex mix of school system inadequacies and 
challenging student school experiences that can be the main 
drivers for explaining “pushouts” in low-income and rural 
communities.3 

I. Students & Policies We Need 
In today’s global economy, a high-quality, comprehensive education is no longer just a pathway to 
opportunity—it is a prerequisite for success. Such an education must promote academic knowledge 
and skills, as well as the kind of individual and social competencies that are essential for navigating 
the relationships and challenges of the modern world. Because economic progress and educational 
achievement are inextricably linked, educating every American student to graduate from high school-
academically, socially, and emotionally prepared for college and a career is a national imperative. 
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High quality education in academic, social, and emotional learning 
includes two complementary approaches:  (1) explicit instruction 
designed to directly promote academic, social, and emotional learn-
ing, and (2) the creation of positive learning environments and school 
climate that foster conditions and experiences, such as healthy and 
affirming relationships with adults and peers, positive role models, 
and appropriately stimulating and well-structured curricula, where 
students feel safe and engaged, and where deep learning can occur. 
The effectiveness of programming that promotes students’ academic, 
social, and emotional learning is well-established. A meta-analysis of 
213 studies showed that, on average, educational programs designed 
to promote social and emotional learning were capable of producing 
11 percentile-point gains in academic achievement, compared to 
traditional educational programs that were not designed to directly 
promote social and emotional competencies.

SELF-AWARENESS: The ability to accurately 
recognize one’s emotions and thoughts and 
how these influence behavior. Self-awareness 
also includes the ability to accurately assess 
one’s strengths and limitations and possess-
ing a well-grounded sense of confidence and 
optimism.

SELF-MANAGEMENT: The ability to regulate 
one’s emotions, thoughts, and behaviors effec-
tively in different situations. This includes man-
aging stress, controlling impulses, motivating 
oneself, and setting and working toward 
achieving personal and academic goals.

SOCIAL AWARENESS: The ability to take the 
perspective of and empathize with others from 
diverse backgrounds and cultures, to under-
stand social and ethical norms for behavior, 
and to recognize family, school, and commu-
nity resources and supports.

RELATIONSHIP SKILLS: The ability to 
establish and maintain healthy and rewarding 
relationships with diverse individuals and 
groups. This includes communicating clearly, 
listening actively, cooperating, resisting inap-
propriate social pressure, negotiating conflict 
constructively, and seeking and offering help 
when needed.

RESPONSIBLE DECISION-MAKING: The 
ability to make constructive and respectful 
choices about personal behavior and social 
interactions based on consideration of ethical 
standards, safety concerns, and social norms.

A Primer on Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning 
(Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning)

I. STUDENTS & POLICIES WE NEED

Social &
Emotional
Learning

SELF-
MANAGEMENT

SELF-
AWARENESS

SOCIAL
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RELATIONSHIP
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RESPONSIBLE
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MAKING



4 

“Pushouts” occur when students leave school before graduation 
because of a system and community that are not committed 
to their success. Sometimes, students also become victim of 
pushout through out-of-school suspensions, a national crisis 
affecting more than 3 million students per year, especially 
students of color. This suggests that to be effective, efforts to 
improve student achievement must address adult behavior, 
personal student factors and systemic issues that push students 
out of school. It also offers an important reminder that student 
support efforts must start as early as possible, and be compre-
hensive in nature, much before high school. 

Both equity and economics demand a different path in ed-
ucation. The urgency to meet new college-and-career-ready 
standards has never been greater, given the record number of 
children living in poverty and a rapidly changing student pop-
ulation with unique needs. It is critically important for educators, 
parents, community members, and policymakers to come together to 
establish a new “supports- and opportunity-based” vision for educa-
tion reform that promotes policy change built around the needs and 
strengths of students and families. The visual to the left captures 
the key aspects of supports-based schools; capacity, climate, 
community and system cohesion.

A GUIDE FOR SCHOOL BOARD MEMBERS
This policy guide is designed to provide school board members 
with a blueprint for better-coordinated support and opportunity 
systems for children and families, in partnership with key stake-
holders, such as students, parents, teachers, other school staff, 
principals, district officials, community partners, and elected 
officials so all children can benefit from a Personal Opportunity 
Plan—from the time they enter the public school system until 
they graduate from college. This guide examines the role of 
individualized learning plans and the leveraging of community 
parterships in delivering more time, attention, and personalized 
and tailored resources directly to students. It is structured so 
policymakers can build on concrete action steps to adapt strat-
egies to meet their own local needs. It also gives school board 
members a chance to examine current district partnerships 
and determine what new efforts and capacity might be need-
ed to promote and sustain more comprehensive and cohesive 
education models. These whole-child strategies—centered on 
the academic, social, emotional, and physical health of every 
student—require a different type of policy vision and school 
design, as well as deep partnerships in order to be successful.

I. STUDENTS & POLICIES WE NEED

Cohesion

Capacity

Community

Climate

Framework for  
Student-Centered Supports

(Based on Datnow, A. Levin, B., Carrier, N. (2012). Changing School District 
Practices. The Students at the Center Series.  Retrieved at www.nmef.org.)

www.nmef.org
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•	 POPs are a vehicle for teachers, school staff, and community 
partners to collaborate in support of students.

•	 POPs support students’ learning and opportunity planning 
from one year to the next. 

•	 POPs are not intended to be a compliance mechanism for 
teachers and administrators, but rather part of the culture 
driving school-community decisions from the time a student 
enters the system. 

•	 POPs support students’ self-assessment of their academic 
progress, college and career readiness, and social and 
emotional development. 

•	 POPs support student and parent review and reflection of 
students’ school data. 

•	 POPs support students in making the best decisions, 
based on their personal strengths, academic qualifications, 
interests, study and career aspirations, and postsecondary 
opportunities. 

•	 POPs engage students (and families) in activities and work 
tasks focused on completion of graduation exit requirements 
and postsecondary plans. 

•	 POPs document students’ school accomplishments, 
participation in youth development opportunities, and 
recognitions, honors, and awards. 

•	 POPs track students’ behavior as well as physical, social, and 
emotional well-being. 

•	 POPs track the status, progress, and results of academic, 
behavioral, and mental health interventions. 

II. What are Personal Opportunity 
Plans (POPs)?
Personal Opportunity Plans are student-centered and student-directed plan that maximize a student’s 
academic, social, emotional, and college and career development and foster success in school and life. 
“They are not a one-time activity, but an ongoing process by which the student defines, explores, and 
then refines his or her interests and goals throughout the school system.”
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All students, no matter the zip code, can benefit from schools that are closely attuned to their academic, 
social, emotional and health strengths and needs.  However, as the U.S. student population continues 
to become more ethnically and racially diverse, students of color in particular can experience enormous 
benefits from Personal Opportunity Plans and more targeted supports.

According to the U.S. Census Bureau, for the first time in 
history, children of color represent the majority of babies born 
in the U.S.. It is projected that by 2050, about 50 percent of 
the U.S. population will be African American, Latino or Asian. 
Thus, the future viability of the nation’s communities, labor 
force, and democracy will be predicated largely on the mobility 
and opportunities provided for children of color.

When students leave school without completing their academic 
goals, they lose an important opportunity to succeed. While the 
factors related to the push out crisis affect all students, it dispro-
portionately impacts students of color; special education stu-
dents; English Language Learners; foster care youth; lesbian, gay, 
bisexual, and transgendered youth; teen parents; and students in 
the juvenile justice system and alternative education settings. 

Research reveals that students of color, particularly males, are 
the group most likely to be pushed out. In the 2009-10 school 
year, the overall graduation rate for Black males in the U.S. 
was only 52 percent—higher than the rate of 47 percent two 
years ago, but still leaving nearly half of Black male students 
without a critical key to their future well-being. This crisis is 
affecting Latinos as well, with only 58 percent of Latino male 
ninth-graders graduating from high school four years later.5 
Similarly, for some Asian groups the graduation rates are low: 
40 percent of Cambodians and Hmong and 32 percent of Lao-
tian populations do not complete high school.6  

As advocates for equity and excellence in public 
education, school boards play an instrumental role in 
addressing the pushout crisis through effective board 
leadership and governance. Boards set the district-
wide vision, focus on student learning needs, provide 
structure and resources for success and advocate for 
academic excellence for all students within their district. 
Boards must also use their position to design, support, 
and implement policies that address the needs of 
students, schools, and communities. 

III. All Students Benefit from  
Personal Opportunity Plans (POPs) 
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Opportunity Gaps Driving Student Pushout

III. ALL STUDENTS BENEFIT FROM PERSONAL OPPORTUNITY PLANS (POPS)

College-going rates
Students not enrolled in 
college or university13

Access to pre-k disparities

3- and 4-year-old 
children are not enrolled 

in preschool.8 Resource disparities 
(funding, staffing, curricula, 

enrichment) Students 
attending schools that do 
not offer a full range of math 
and science courses

Discipline disparities
School children enrolled in 
K-12 that were suspended 
at least once9

African American

American Indian/Alaska Native

Latino

Caucasian

Asian American/Pacific Islander

Students with Disabilities

This is approximately twice the national 
rate for their non-disabled peers.10

of poor children in 
kindergarten are ready 

to learn at age 5.7 

1 OUT OF 5 

1 OUT OF 2 11 

2 OUT OF 3 3 OUT OF 5 

2 OUT OF 52 OUT OF 3 

1 OUT OF 13

1 OUT OF 2 12

1 OUT OF 13

1 OUT OF 20

1 OUT OF 50

1 OUT OF 10

50%

1    2out 
of

No access to adult mentor

youth do not have a mentor 
for academic, emotional 

and social success.14

4    5out 
of
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Personal Opportunity Plans provide tailored supports similar to Individual Education Plans (IEPs), 
and can work more effectively if structured under a broader framework of school and community 
partnerships known as “community schools.” They represent one of many strategies for delivering 
personalized supports for students. Community Schools build upon the assets, expertise, and unique 
needs of each community in which the school is situated. They mirror the reality that schools cannot 
effectively serve students and families on their own. 

As Melaville & Blank state, “One of the most important, cross- 
cutting social policy perspectives to emerge in recent years is an 
awareness that no single institution can create all the condi-
tions that young people need to flourish….” 

Schools, families and communities must work together to meet 
the needs of our children. Each entity shares common goals 
related to the educational, physical health, and social and emo-
tional well-being of children and youth within the classroom 
and community. School-community partnerships can weave 
together critical resources and enhance strategies that students 
and their families can use to promote success in school and 
beyond. Community schools offer a multifaceted strategy for 
delivering Personal Opportunity Plans to students. 

Community schools broadly share a common set of attributes, 
including: 

•	 Meeting the needs of children and their families academic 
and social emotional supports through partnerships and 
wrap-around services.

•	 Engaging instructional approaches and robust and 
well-rounded curriculum including arts, sports, and other 
creative activities. 

•	 Expanding and restructuring the school day to maximize 
learning time and enrichment experiences.

•	 Including families, community members, and school staff in the 
planning, implementation, and monitoring of school progress. 

•	 Supporting a school-site leadership team, often comprised 
of educators, union representatives, parents, community 
partners, and others that is responsible for creating a shared 
vision for the school, identifying desired results and helping 
align and integrate the work of partners into the school.

•	 Investing in a full-time community school coordinator to 
recruit and nurture community partnerships to contribute to 
the outcomes determined by the school-site leadership team.  

IV. Community Schools:  
One Strategy for Delivering POPs 

Defining Community Schools
As defined by the Coalition for Community Schools 
and Title I guidance (U.S. Department of Education, 
Sept. 2, 2009), a community school is both a place 
and a set of partnerships between the school and 
other community resources. It provides academics, 
health and social services, youth and community 
development, and community engagement, and 
brings together many partners to offer a range of 
supports and opportunities for children, youth, fam-
ilies, and communities. The school is generally open 
for extended hours for everyone in the community. 
Community schools may operate in all or a subset of 
schools in a Local Education Agency.
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maximized at community schools through the critical role of 
the coordinator who develops those partnerships for students.

There are exemplary community school initiatives across the 
country, and a network of these schools working at a systems 
level to achieve results and emphasize more comprehensive 
and personalized learning approaches. From the 35 community 
learning centers in Cincinnati, Ohio, to the more than 70 SUN 
(Schools Uniting Neighborhoods) schools, in Multnomah 
County, Oregon, to the district-wide growth of community 
schools in Oakland, California, many places are demonstrating 
how to implement POPs effectively in a customized way.

When implemented with meaningful community participation, 
community schools can meet many needs and provide enrich-
ing opportunities for students, families, and the community. 
Rather than dismantling neighborhood public schools, com-
munity schools seek to coordinate resources and community 
partners into schools to support and enhance the learning of 
students and strengthen the fabric of the community. 

Community schools represent one of many strategies to support 
the delivery of Personal Opportunity Plans. The community 
school coordinator works with students, teachers, and families 
to ascertain what students need for support (mental health, 
dental, physical health, etc.) and what they seek for enrich-
ment (whether students are interested in science, art, etc.). The 
coordinator then finds community partners to address these 
needs and offer enrichment activities for students, giving stu-
dents more support and opportunities than they would be able 
to access otherwise. In this way, Personal Opportunity Plans are 

Principles for Emerging Community Schools Supporting POPs

Not every school may be ready to fully implement a community school strategy right away. The following three key 
principles of community schools can be used by any site to begin to incorporate into its practices ways of increasing 
staff capacity and impact for Personalized Opportunity Plans:

1.	 Assets and needs assessment: Each school conducts an assets and needs assessment based on input from 
school staff, students, and families. The assessment should reveal the school’s strengths and programs to build on, 
as well as identify needs that aren’t currently being met. This assessment will help inform what infrastructure is 
needed to ensure that POPs can be implemented successfully.

2.	 Collaborative leadership structure: School-level decisions are made and discussed, not only by an administrator but 
also by a leadership council representing teachers, other school staff, students, families, and community members. This 
diversified and collaborative leadership structure brings in more perspectives and gives stakeholders shared ownership 
of student success. 

3.	 School-community partnerships: Partnerships should fill in any gaps in services the district may have and help 
strengthen current school programs. These partnerships can support students through health and wellness services 
and provide them with enriching learning opportunities through afterschool activities, internships, career shadowing, 
and more to enhance their personalized opportunity plans.

IV. COMMUNITY SCHOOLS: ONE STRATEGY FOR DELIVERING POPS
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School board members can help lead a policy vision for public schools, in partnership with community 
organizations, school administrators, and teachers unions to place student learning and growth at the 
center of communities, from cradle to career. An integrated focus on academics, youth development, 
family support, health and social services, and community development requires visionary policy  
thinking. It also demands a notion of teaching and learning that emphasizes real-world learning through  
community problem solving and service.

For school board members looking for an action framework for 
implementing a community vision for public education, a sys-
tems approach model—centered on personalized supports and 
resources for all students—represents a very promising option. 
It requires buy-in from key people (such as students, parents, 
teachers, and other school staff, principals, district officials, 
community members, and elected officials), and a process that 
translates a policy idea on paper into real action in the class-
room and at school sites. 

Personal Opportunity Plans reflect a deep respect for diversity 
and for each student’s unique characteristics, assets, and future 
goals. POPs recognize that each student’s family and communi-
ty are also unique. For that reason, POPs engage each student’s 
entire support system in the process of fostering student growth 
and development. School boards play an essential role in this 

process in working with school administrators and teachers 
unions to establish policies and an infrastructure that will sup-
port this vision and approach. In turn, teachers and educational 
leaders play a direct role in setting and consistently communi-
cating high expectations for each student. For example, school 
personnel, including principals, teachers, and other staff all 
know students by name. Students are organized and supported 
in setting and achieving effective goals, and they feel respected 
and valued in the process. Teachers have the time to collabo-
rate regularly to determine the best ways to meet student needs 
or change courses if a current strategy is not resulting in student 
growth and development. 

Students and teachers spend time working together and they 
have a sense of community derived from sharing ideas and de-
veloping plans together. Students feel they belong in the school 
community and are genuinely bonded to school. They have 
strong, mutually respectful relationships with their teachers as 
well as feel connected to their peers. As a result, students can 
consistently show progress and growth in their learning over 
time. When highly effective school leaders, teachers, and other 
school staff work with community partners, great things are 
possible–for students, and for their families. 

This section outlines four key elements needed for implement-
ing a “supports-based vision” from policy to the classroom, 
including people, processes, and plans. The next section will 
show how personalized instruction and supports for students 
can be augmented through the implementation of a community 
schools framework.  

V. Community Framework for  
Personal Opportunity Plans
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Process for Implementing Student-Centered Supports

Policies that work require input of students, parents, and educators every step of the way

PLAN 
•	 Create and sustain partner-

ships from pre-K to higher- 
education continuum, taking 
into account critical student 
transitions through resolu-
tions or memorandums of 
understandings. 

•	 Develop an integrated 
and cohesive system 
to support resolutions 
or memorandums of 
understanding.

•	 Articulate a clear process for 
student growth and success 
for each student.

•	 Develop school-wide 
strategies to weave in POPs 
efforts throughout the school 
day and beyond (including 
before and after school and 
during school breaks). 

•	 Invest in professional devel-
opment of teachers, com-
munity partners—and, when 
applicable, community school 
resource coordinators—in 
effective ways that integrate 
POPs into instruction. 

PEOPLE
•	 Establish meaningful 

professional relationships 
geared towards supporting 
children and families from all 
public sectors. 

•	 Involve educators and school 
personnel, higher education 
partners, parents, families,  
caretakers, afterschool 
providers, health and wellness 
providers, local businesses, 
community-based and faith-
based organizations, and 
elected officials. 

•	 Include parents, relatives, and 
anyone else students consider 
to be their family.

•	 Appoint a Community School 
Coordinator.

PROCESS  
•	 Establish a common 

understanding of student 
and family needs and areas 
for desired enrichment.

•	 Coordinate efforts between 
school and community 
partners from a student’s 
early years until their 
graduation.

•	 Establish timelines, budgets, 
protocol, and priorities for 
use of resources (financial 
and human) to meet student 
needs and enrichment most 
effectively.

POLICIES
•	 Support strategies of 

community schools’ delivery 
of POPs.

•	 Provide strategic district 
thinking and structures for 
successful implementation.

•	Establish MOUs between 
key partners and 
stakeholders to establish 
shared resource agreements 
to distribute people and 
resources thoughtfully.

•	 Use non-policy structures 
(i.e. regional roundtables) 
to better coordinate efforts 
among key constituents.  

V. COMMUNITY FRAMEWORK FOR PERSONAL OPPORTUNITY PLANS



12 

School boards play a crucial role in creating the 
vision, establishing the framework, and providing 
the resources for developing a student-centered 
environment that addresses the academic, social, 
and emotional needs of all students. School board 
members must be knowledgeable about the needs 
of their students, teachers, and other school staff 
as well as the community resources available to 
address the needs for the teaching and learning 
environment. The themes below can be used 

to help identify and implement evidence-based policies and practices, such as Personal Opportunity 
Plans and community school designs that support the education of the whole child. They can also help 
drive district thinking around leveraging various community partners to strengthen and enhance the 
educational experiences of students. The themes touch on the role of capacity, climate, community, and 
cohesion as critical elements of a community schools effort driven by Personal Opportunity Plans. 

VI. What School Board Members 
Need to Know

CAPACITY
a.	 Does the district have policies that encourage or promote community 

partnerships? If so, how can those policies be strengthened to ensure that 

the emotional, social, and academic needs of all students are being met? 

b.	 Are the teachers, principals, administrators, and other school staff in the 

district provided with the necessary professional development and resources 

to build meaningful relationships with parent and caregivers that strength-

ens their beliefs in the value of public schools and build their knowledge of 

college and career planning and preparation?

c.	 How can the district build on what teachers, administrators and other 

school staff have already done to create stronger relationships with 

the community stakeholders that enhance the academic experience of 

students?

d.	 Does the district’s operational plans and budget provide the necessary 

programs and resources to promote the positive social, emotional, ethical 

and civic development of students? If not, is the district leveraging other 

public agencies’ resources to achieve this? 
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CLIMATE
a.	 Does the district have a shared vision and plan for promoting, enhancing, 

and sustaining a positive teaching and learning environment? How do the 

district’s policies reflect the creation of this type of environment?

b.	 Are there set district policies that specifically promote the development 

and sustainability of social, emotional, ethical, civic, and academic skills, 

knowledge, and engagement of students?

c.	 Do district policies support a comprehensive, coordinated system that encour-

ages student engagement, addresses barriers to teaching and learning, and 

re-engages students who have been disengaged?

d.	 What practices does the district use to identify, prioritize, and support 

positive social, emotional, ethical, and civic development of students and 

to enhance engagement in teaching, learning, and school-wide activities?

e.	 How do our district’s data collection and accountability measures 

demonstrate the impact of efforts to promote social, emotional, civic and 

academic learning? Do they demonstrate the impact of school-wide efforts 

to promote safety, connectedness, and engagement?

VI. WHAT SCHOOL BOARD MEMBERS NEED TO KNOW

COMMUNITY 
a.	 Does the district provide students with opportunities to enter into dia-

logues with adults at school, in the community, and in local government?

b.	 What type of outreach has the district engaged in to increase the use of 

volunteers in school, integration of service-learning, and opportunities for 

members of businesses and local government to connect with students 

and schools?

c.	 What is the district protocol for partnering with community-based 

organizations, local government agencies and other entities in addressing 

the academic, social, emotional, and physical needs of the students and 

their families? Does the district have a system in place to determine the 

effectiveness of these partnerships? 

d.	 Are there district-wide policies that promote effective family-school-com-

munity partnerships and commit and organize (or re-organize) resources 

such as funding and professional development to make them work? 

e.	 What community partnerships does the district have in place to support 

students’ exploration of college and career opportunities?

COHESION 
a.	 Are all of the district departments and partnering agencies focused 

on promoting the learning and positive social, emotional, ethical, and 

civic development of students? How are they working together to enhance 

engagement in teaching, learning, and school-wide activities?

b.	 How does the district negotiate the usage of resources and services 

between their community partners, teachers, school staff, and across other 

public agencies to ensure that the needs of the students are being met?

c.	 What system does the district have in place to ensure that the coordi-

nation of the services provided by outside partners are not fragmented 

from early education until students enter the postsecondary system?  

What mechanisms are in place to ensure regular and appropriate 

communication between partners?

d.	 How are collaborative and engagement initiatives managed (e.g., defini-

tion of appropriate roles, responsibilities, expectations, decision making 

parameters)?

e.	 Does the district link the needs and resources of schools, families, and 

the community to enable the development of a comprehensive system of 

learning opportunities and support?
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There are many examples of what districts can do to support the collaborative efforts of schools, 
businesses, faith-based institutions, higher education partners, health providers, and other 
community partners. This section identifies some of those possibilities. These examples can be 
used by school board members to determine how to best support POPs and create more customized, 
supportive, and enriching instruction for students. 

School board policies and coherent district strategies are essen-
tial to developing a school system that can meet the needs of 
the student population and set clear standards for community 
growth and success. They also are essential to ensuring educa-
tion professionals have the funding and resources to sustain safe 
and supportive learning environments, to driving an agenda 
that is linked to the strengths of the community, building the 
capacity of educators when possible, and pushing for cohesive 
systems that serve students and families from the first day they 
enter the school system. In addition to funding and resources, 
these policies can play a crucial role in ensuring collaboration 
across public agencies. The strategies listed below are divid-
ed into four categories, but are all aimed at accomplishing 
a single goal: ensuring a strong connection from schools to 
communities and a curriculum that is engaging and relevant 
to the needs of society and the workforce. 

VII. Community POPs Strategies  
in Action								     

CAPACITY CLIMATE COMMUNITY COHESION
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Molly Stark  
Elementary School

Bennington, Vermont 

Molly Stark offers 
a range of fami-
ly-strengthening 
services and pro-
grams in addition to 

health and child care. Parents 
can enroll in GED classes at 
the school one evening a week. 
Child care is available during 
these sessions, as are play-
grounds for parents with infants 
and small children. The center 
also provides transportation 
and scholarships for GED test-
ing. Additionally, a Community 
Leadership Training program 
offered in conjunction with the 
Bennington County Child Care 
Association provides community 
members with education and 
experience in citizenship and 
advocacy for themselves and 
their children. 

CAPACITY
Everyone has a role in supporting Personal Opportunity 
Plans as part of a community schools vision. This includes 
educators, families, and community. Teachers must be 
prepared to personalize learning to meet the needs of 
different learners so that academic, social, and emotional 
support is proactive rather than reactive. Meaningful 
relationships between school staff members and families 
hold the promise of raising parental expectations, 
strengthening parents’ belief in the value of schooling, and 
building parents’ knowledge of the language of schooling 
and college and career planning. Community partners can 
link schools to businesses, youth organizations, colleges, 
and other institutions to support students’ exploration 
of college and career opportunities and place-based 
experiences in the world of work. 

VT
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Recommendations
These examples highlight the importance of devoting 
time to growing the capacity of all stakeholders in a 
community schools model, while developing a strategic 
plan that mirrors that commitment. They also capture 
the importance of promoting shared leadership and 
responsibility within schools, so more than one staff 
person (i.e. the teacher) is aware of the unique needs of 
each student. The success and sustainability of Personal 
Opportunity Plans within a community schools model 
are predicated upon the ability to build system capacity 
one person at a time. 

Evansville  
Vanderburgh School  
Corporation (EVSC)

Indiana 

Evansville Vanderburgh School 
Corporation (EVSC) uses the com-

munity school strategy district-wide. EVSC decided 
to “grow” the successful local Cedar Hall Elemen-
tary School full-service community school into other 
district schools and over 70 community agencies 
now sit at the table. They are working together to 
find creative ways to support children and families 
in the community at the school site. Focusing on 
building the capacity of both educators and com-
munity members simultaneously, the school system 
uses school-based site councils made up of parents, 
school staff, and representatives from community 
agencies that meet monthly to discuss the needs 
specific to each school. The Principal and/or facili-
tator lead a strategic planning process to identify, 
assess, and determine needs for each school site. 

Nashville Public Schools

Tennessee

Metropolitan Nashville Public Schools is part of a national network of eight districts, the Collaborating Dis-
trict Initiative, to strengthen the social and emotional capacity and conditions of their schools. The network 
is coordinated by the Collaborative for Academic, Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL), whose involve-
ment in this initiative has helped shape a strategic plan based on a 10-year, comprehensive review of school 
system evaluations. Education 2018 lays out a district-wide approach to providing high quality education to 
students with diverse needs through personalized learning supports and experiences. These experiences are 
designed to meet the needs and interests of every student and aim to strengthen relationships that are the 
foundation of effective teaching and learning. The strategic plan Nashville developed is designed to trans-
form and reorganize the traditional “top-down” management system of the central office to one in which 
the central office supports schools and school leaders in their efforts to create a collaborative culture. 

IN

TN

VII. COMMUNITY POPS STRATEGIES IN ACTION

http://www.evscschools.com/
http://www.evscschools.com/
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CLIMATE
School climate permeates not just the classroom, 
but every space where students and staff gather—on 
school buses, in cafeterias, on the playground, in school 
counselors’ offices, and at off site school activities. 
Catering learning experiences to student needs and 
interests can affect school climate by influencing the 
culture and mindset of professionals and students. 

Roy Clark  
Elementary School

Tulsa, OK

At Roy Clark Elementary, 
students and families are given 
personalized attention to better 
support students’ learning and 
academic enrichment. Part of 
the Tulsa Area Community 
Schools Initiative (TACSI), the 
program’s focus on personal-
ized supports and opportunities 
for students is evident through 
a few key practices. Students’ 
well-being is reviewed at 
monthly Student Assistance 
Team (SAT) meetings with 
community partners. The school 
then provides wrap-around 
services through the leader-
ship of the community school 
coordinator to meet students’ 
needs. School professionals 
are offered special staff devel-
opment to help them evaluate 
student improvement. Progress 
is monitored through individual 
student intervention plans that 
review students’ progress on 
targeted indicators. 

OK

http://www.tacsi.org
http://www.tacsi.org


 18APRIL 2014 | Version 1.0

John C. Fremont High School

South Los Angeles, California 

This community school proves what is possible in 
fostering a supportive climate at the school level. 
A ninth grade success group aims to address the 
low performance of entering freshmen through a 
mentor program that pairs them with mentoring 
juniors and seniors. A breaking-the-prison-pipeline 
group convenes students, families, and community 
members to find solutions in the school and the 
community to address the school-to-prison pipeline 
issue; and Fremont’s peer mediation program has 
been so successful that it has led to a much lower 
suspension rate compared to other high schools 
in South Los Angeles. Students are now training 
teachers in peer mediation so they understand 
how students are improving school climate. 

Oakland Unified School District

California

Oakland Unified School District (OUSD) has developed key school board policies 
that uphold the principles of community schools and personalized learning. For 
example, OUSD developed a school board policy promoting social and emotional 
learning (SEL) that clearly communicates the belief “that SEL is integral to high 

quality education for all students and OUSD learning communities.” This policy 
was partially driven by the district’s involvement in CASEL’s Collaborating 

Districts Initiative, and has helped spur a variety of actions, including the 
creation of infrastructure and leadership to support SEL through profes-

sional development and partnerships with families and the community. 
Another OUSD board policy promotes school-based decision making, 

consistent with the collaborative principle of community schools. 

Recommendations
There is no one formula for schools to follow to ensure a 
learning environment that is safe and supportive. However, 
the examples in this section show how a dominant mindset 
that emphasizes the social and emotional well-being of all 
kids can be contagious not only in the way adults interact 
with students, but also in how students can model the 
importance of healthy, productive relationships with peers. 

CA

Los Angeles

Oakland

VII. COMMUNITY POPS STRATEGIES IN ACTION

http://www.thrivingstudents.org
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COMMUNITY
In many places, schools operate as the town center, 
bridging students and caretakers to service providers, 
including higher education institutions, faith-based 
partners, businesses, healthcare, and colleges. How 
districts maintain relationships with the community and 
link individualized learning needs to community assets can 
significantly influence the breadth and depth of academic, 
social, and civic experiences for children. How schools 
interact with the surrounding community can also have 
a significant influence on whether personal opportunity 
plans become not just part of the culture of schools but 
also part of the surrounding community. 

Cincinnati Public 
Schools

Ohio

School board 
policy outlines 
the transfor-
mation of 
every school 
into a com-

munity learning 
center. The com-

munity learning centers serve 
as the hubs of the community, 
providing health and social 
wellness services, after-school 
programming, early childhood 
education, parenting classes 
and other services that are open 
during the regular school day 
as well as in the evening and 
weekends. Cincinnati’s com-
munity learning centers serve 
as the hubs of the community. 
Oyler pre-K-12 school houses the 
nation’s first vision clinic. The 
clinic is run in partnership with 
the city health department and 
has full-time optometrists, vision 
therapists, and eyeglass techni-
cians. (Oyler also has a dental 
clinic.) Because the community 
learning centers operate as a 
shared space for the community, 
they are open in the evenings 
and on weekends and often 
serve as sites for social functions 
that bring a range of community 
members into the school.

OH

http://www.cps-k12.org/community/clc
http://www.cps-k12.org/community/clc
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Recommendations
A community orientation is central to delivering a 
relevant and engaging school experience for students 
and families. These models highlight the many ways in 
which public schools can provide a public service to the 
surrounding region—especially in rural communities—
that goes beyond academic support. Schools must be 
synonymous with community development. 

Hartford Public Schools 

Connecticut 

The investment of key city groups 
in Hartford’s community schools 
initiative reflects the local ownership 

and buy-in for community schools. Mayor Pedro 
Segarra’s office, the Hartford Foundation for Public 
Giving, United Way of Central and Northeastern 
Connecticut, and the Hartford Public Schools all 
contribute funding to and participate in the Hart-
ford Partnership for Student Success (HPSS). At the 
beginning of the city’s community schools devel-
opment in 2008, the Hartford Board of Education 
adopted a policy outlining a framework for imple-
menting community schools in the district through 
diversified funding. This framework required 
schools to maintain public-private partnerships, a 
community school director, and expanded school-
based services for students. The district also has 
a “strategic operating plan” which includes family 
and community partnerships.

Owsley County Elementary School

Boonsville, Kentucky 

In Boonsville, a family resource center serves as an accessible way for parents to support the school and 
receive critical services like health services. The district pays about $5,000 per year per school for a nurse 
and does Medicaid billing for students who qualify. The Quality Care for Kids program brings mobile clin-
ics to the school for dental screenings and for hearing and vision screenings. The local Lion’s Club assists 
in purchasing eyeglasses when needed. The district participates in the Alliance for a Healthier Generation, 
addressing health and wellness issues among students, staff, and community health workers. 

KY

VII. COMMUNITY POPS STRATEGIES IN ACTION

http://www.hartfordschools.org/index.php/our-schools/community-schools
http://www.hartfordschools.org/index.php/our-schools/community-schools
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COHESION
Supporting cohesive educational partnerships requires 
more than school board policies. It requires a shared 
and committed idea of what’s possible for students when 
adults take individual responsibility for the growth and 
development of each and every child in the school system. 
School campuses remain central headquarters for ensuring 
partnerships are student-centered. However, the onus 
for crafting more seamless pre-K to college pathways for 
students cannot rest solely on teachers, principals, and 
district administrators. System cohesion is predicated on the 
ability of partners to work collaboratively, sharing resources 
and making regular communication a high priority. 

Noble High School 

North Berwick, Maine

Driven by a set of 
regional educational 

goals established 
by three 
communities, 
Noble High 

School shows 
that a cohesive 

system is not limited to 
geography. Three townships 

have built a “whole com-
munity” school design model 
for both students and adults, 
offering a unique collaborative 
vision for other rural schools. 
Cohesion is reflected not only in 
the design of the comprehensive 
school that brings all three 
communities together, but also 
in the broad range of services 
provided. Early education, 
health care services, service 
learning, performing arts, 
culinary arts, and adult edu-
cation are offered as a broad 
array of options because of a 
commitment from the townships 
to share resources and people 
to ensure student success. 

ME
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Recommendations
Creating seamless systems requires significant time, people, 
resources, and commitment from a host of individuals and 
organizations. Cross-sector partnerships can be solidified 
through intergovernmental agreements, but must evolve as 
individuals and organizations learn how to work together 
most effectively. Sustainable education systems are led by 
people who are always seeking new and creative ways to 
improve how students and families are best served. 

Portland & Multnomah County Schools 

Oregon 

The Schools Uniting Neighborhoods (SUN) Initiative is a cohesive 
collaboration of the city, county, state, and school districts in Portland/
Multnomah County, Ore. Nearly 70 SUN Schools work to extend the school day and 
strive to be community centers by linking with other community institutions, such as the libraries, 
parks, neighborhood health clinics, and area churches and businesses. This collaboration is guided by an 
intergovernmental agreement among the districts, county, and city. The agreement specifies processes 
by which the three entities work together to create and support a shared vision, common goals, and a 
clear communication structure to support the SUN Community Schools.

Kansas City, Missouri

Local Investment Commission (LINC)

LINC operates the Kansas City community schools 
initiative, known as Caring Communities, that 
involves a total of around 30,000 students, seven 
school districts, and 60 schools. At each school, 
LINC provides funding, support staff, training, and 
data systems. LINC also facilitates site councils 
for each school comprised of families, neighbors, 
and local businesses to guide neighborhood-level 
activities. The most significant initiative – one 
which strengthens system cohesion – is an out-of-
school-time program at more than 40 elementary 
schools. Families can count on an accessible, 
affordable place for their school-aged children 

to receive out-of-school-time 
care even if they change school 

districts. Additionally, LINC 
provides specialized train-
ing in financial literacy, 

free tax preparation, 
parent education, and 
family literacy.

MO

OR
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http://web.multco.us/Sun/sun-community-schools
http://www.kclinc.org
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Appendix A: Defining Personal Opportunity Plans

Words matter: Implications of choosing the words “Personal” 
and “Opportunity” to describe a student plan

Educators and advocates might choose to use any of the follow-
ing monikers to describe the concept of ongoing student plan-
ning in school: Personal Learning Plan; Individualized Learning 
Plan; Postsecondary Plan; Personal Postsecondary Plan; Personal 
Academic Plan; College and Career Plan; or School Transition 
Plan. By qualifying the student planning process with the words 
“personal” and “opportunity,” POPs have an even greater poten-
tial to become meaningful and empowering experiences for the 
entire range of learners. Here’s why:

A Personal plan:
•	 Values a holistic view of each child by affirming the unique 

characteristics of each individual person —his/her learning 
profiles, abilities, strengths, talents, interests, aspirations, and 
personal qualities and character—and assumes that the sum of 
these characteristics will inform students’ thinking about their 
plans and the big and small decisions they make for themselves 
from one year to the next. 

•	 Implies that a plan is student-directed with the support of 
teachers, peers, and families. (It’s not something done to a 
student—it’s something done by a student.) 

•	 Implies that the process involves some degree of self-directed 
choice in selecting the right courses and learning experiences 
that maximize academic, social, and emotional growth and 
development. 

•	 Implies a flexible, adaptive process and personalized pacing 
that fits each individual’s needs, interests, and stage of cogni-
tive, social, and emotional development rather than a lock-
step, one-size-fits-all approach. 

•	 Calls for goals that move beyond school transition planning 
(middle school to high school) or postsecondary planning 
(high school to college and career) to include personal growth 
and development. 

•	 Implies a relational process that fosters lively dialogue and 
thoughtful planning with peers, school staff, and families. 

Considerations: If personal engagement with adults and peers is 
not a priority throughout the planning process, the completion 
of a POP can turn into a rote “fill in the blank” or “click the 
box” exercise, leaving students bored and disengaged. If students 
experience an abject lack of choice or a severely limited range of 
learning experiences—few or no opportunities to 1) choose cours-
es, electives, content study within a course, assignments, projects, 
and assessments or 2) participate in co-curricular, extracurricular, 
and other youth development opportunities—the completion of a 
POP can turn into an inauthentic task bereft of the kind of learn-
ing and life experiences that help students discover their strengths, 
talents, interests, hopes, and aspirations. POPs will not be personal 
if the vast majority of a student’s learning experiences are coercive, 
adult-driven, or restricted to a narrow regime of required core 
academics.

An Opportunity plan:
•	 Encompasses more than narrowly defined educational experi-

ences focused primarily on academic coursework. An oppor-
tunity can be any experience inside or outside of the regular 
school day and regular school year that supports students’ 
academic, social, emotioinal, and career development, mastery, 
or leadership. 

•	 Implies an inclusive perspective about students’ future aspirations 
—one that values all types of opportunities after high school 
graduation. 

•	 Implies more than an academic plan focused on doing what 
it takes to earn high grades and high test scores in order to be 
prepared for the next learning experience. 

•	 Implies an equal focus on present and future experiences—the 
plan is about more than postsecondary preparation. 

Considerations: Schools that focus most of their planning 
activities on students’ efforts to “get into college” without an 
equal emphasis on exploring viable career options that match a 
student’s personal learning profile, strengths, and interests do so 
at considerable risk. Opportunities that might ignite a student’s 
motivation and commitment to continued learning might be 
missed altogether. 

VIII. RESOURCES  

http://www.ncwd-youth.info/fact-sheet/individualized-learning-plan
http://www.ncwd-youth.info/fact-sheet/individualized-learning-plan
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Appendix B: Options for School Board & Intergovernmental Policies 

(From the Coalition for Community Schools & Collaborative for 

Academic Social and Emotional Learning) For Student-Centered 

Supports

SCHOOL BOARD POLICIES

1.	Cincinnati, Ohio 
Cincinnati City School District Community School Policy

2.	Hartford, Connecticut 
Hartford Board of Education Policy on Community Schools

3.	Seattle, Washington 
School and Community Partnership Policy

4.	Oakland, California  
Policy on Social and Emotional Learning 
Lead Community Partner Policy

CITY AND COUNTY POLICIES

5.	San Pablo, California 
Resolution of The City Council of The City of San Pablo 
Authorizing Support for Full Service Community Schools in 
San Pablo

6.	Multnomah County (Portland),Oregon   
County’s Intergovernmental Agreement

VIII. RESOURCES  

http://www.communityschools.org/assets/1/AssetManager/CincinnatiBoardPolicy.pdf
http://www.communityschools.org/assets/1/AssetManager/HartfordCommunity_Schools_Policy.pdf
http://www.seattleschools.org/modules/groups/homepagefiles/cms/1583136/File/Policies/Board/series4000/4265.pdf%3Fsessionid%3D8d91813cae7fc7d8e39fc6cb6584c383
http://www.ousd.k12.ca.us/cms/lib07/CA01001176/Centricity/Domain/143/SEL Board Policy BP 5031.pdf
http://www.ousd.k12.ca.us/cms/lib07/CA01001176/Centricity/Domain/143/SEL Board Policy BP 5031.pdf
http://cscinnovation.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/09/San-Pablo-Resolution-Full-Service-Community-Schools.pdf
http://cscinnovation.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/09/San-Pablo-Resolution-Full-Service-Community-Schools.pdf
http://cscinnovation.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/09/San-Pablo-Resolution-Full-Service-Community-Schools.pdf
http://www.communityschools.org/assets/1/AssetManager/Multnomah_Cty_Policy.pdf
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Eight characteristics of effective school boards: full report

More than 90,000 men and women are members of local school boards in the United States, all serving as important
trustees of the nation’s public education systems. According to the National School Boards Association, these public
officials serve on 13,809 elected or appointed boards in the U.S.

Most of the public knows that school boards do things like set the budgets, establish school boundaries and set school
policies. But does school boards’ work affect student achievement? The higher media visibility of teachers and principals
in the push for better learning, while important, has led some to question whether school boards matter.

From a research perspective, it’s a complex question. Isolating what makes an effective board – that is, one that
impacts student achievement ­­ involves evaluating virtually all functions of a board, from internal governance and policy
formulation to communication with teachers, building administrators, and the public.

But the answer is: Yes, they do. In this research brief, NSBA’s Center for Public Education looks at indicators of school
board effectiveness. From this research, it is clear that school boards in high­achieving districts exhibit habits and
characteristics that are markedly different from boards in low­achieving districts. In the most dramatic examples from
this research, scholars compared districts with similar levels of poverty and disadvantage to determine factors that
separate high­performing districts from those with low performance. In many cases, these differences included the
approaches taken by local school boards.

So what do these boards do? Here are some examples:  

Boards in high­achieving districts are more likely to engage in goal setting and monitoring their progress.
They are increasingly data savvy – identifying student needs and justifying decisions based on data.
Board members possess detailed knowledge of their district, including initiatives to jump­start success.
Board members have crafted a working relationship with superintendents, teachers, and administrators based on
mutual respect, collegiality and a joint commitment to student success.

For the full list of eight characteristics of effective school boards, keep reading.

Background on the Studies

Despite the pivotal role of school boards in the nation’s educational framework, comparatively few studies focused on
the practices and effectiveness of elected or appointed boards. As Sam Stringfield and Deborah Land noted in their 2002
study, Educating At­Risk Students, "quantitative and qualitative studies of board effectiveness are virtually non­
existent,” (Land and Stringfield, National Society for the Study of Education, 2002). Nonetheless, while there may be no
‘magic bullet’ to assess boards comprised of individuals with divergent views, there is a consistent body of research
examining the characteristics and practices of effective school boards. (For the purpose of this paper, “effective” boards
are those operating in high­achieving districts, particularly those that are making significant strides despite serving large
numbers of disadvantaged students.)

Much of the research cited here focuses on school board / district practices and approaches gleaned through interviews,
surveys, observations and qualitative measures rather than in­depth quantitative information. Several studies also date
back to the early 2000s or earlier; as a result, the data have limitations.

Nonetheless, the research base now includes notable studies comparing the practices of boards in high­achieving
districts and contrasting those with practices of boards in lower­achieving districts. Several of these include detailed
case studies exploring the evolution of districts from low performing to high achieving – a process that includes
discussion of the school board role. In addition, scholars have used quantitative methods to assess the effect of district
leadership on student achievement; often, this assessment includes data and trends related to school board operation,
thus providing rich details on the evolution and, in some cases, transformation of local boards.

Taken together, these reports provide a sound basis to explore the role played by school boards in student achievement.
The pertinent studies for this paper fall into three general areas:

Meta­analyses of education research, with a focus on the practices of boards, superintendents, and other school
leaders;
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Eight Characteristics of an Effective School
Board

1. Effective school boards commit to a vision of
high expectations for student achievement and
quality instruction and define clear goals toward
that vision
2. Effective school boards have strong shared
beliefs and values about what is possible for
students and their ability to learn, and of the
system and its ability to teach all children at high
levels.
3. Effective school boards are accountability
driven, spending less time on operational issues
and more time focused on policies to improve
student achievement.
4. Effective school boards have a collaborative
relationship with staff and the community and
establish a strong communications structure to
inform and engage both internal and external
stakeholders in setting and achieving district
goals.
5. Effective boards are data savvy; they embrace
and monitor data, even when the information is
negative, and use it to drive continuous
improvement.
6. Effective school boards align and sustain

Case studies of high­achieving districts, with a focus on the evolving role of school boards; and
Studies that compare school board practices in districts with similar demographics but substantially different
student outcomes as reflected by annual assessments and other factors.

Meta­Analysis: In 2006, J. Timothy Waters and Robert Marzano of Mid­Continent Research for Education and Learning
(McREL) examined 27 studies since 1970 that, they concluded , included rigorous quantitative methods to assess the
effect of school district leadership on student achievement. Their analysis, School District Leadership That Works: The
Effect of Superintendent Leadership on Student Achievement: Meta­analysis of Influence of District Administrators on
Student Achievement, looked at more than two dozen studies covering more than 2,800 districts and 3.4 million
students. Of the 27 studies examined, 14 had information about the relationship between district leadership and average
student academic achievement.

Case Studies: Several studies on district leadership focus at least in part on board activities. The Learning First Alliance
study, Beyond Islands of Excellence, (Togneri and Anderson, 2003), examined the practices in five school districts with
high student test scores despite moderate to high student poverty levels. Districts in the study were Aldine, Tex.,
Independent School District; Chula Vista, Calif., Elementary School District; Kent County Public Schools in Maryland;
Minneapolis, Minn., Public Schools in Minnesota, and Providence, R.I., Public Schools.

Also, a study of 10 districts in five states, Getting There from Here (Goodman, Fulbright, and Zimmerman, 1997), sought
to identify the effect of quality governance on student achievement. Included in the analysis was an examination of the
relationship between school board and superintendent and characteristics of effective board leadership. Researchers
selected the districts to reflect diversity in size, geography, student achievement, graduation rates, dropout rates,
board/superintendent relations and race/ethnic factors.

Studies with Comparison Districts: One of the richest data sets available is the Lighthouse I study of the Iowa
Association of School Boards (IASB). Looking at similar districts with either unusually high or unusually low records on
student achievement, the project examined the role of boards and how they relate to student achievement. In studying
Georgia districts, Lighthouse I contrasted the knowledge, beliefs, and actions of school board members from high­ and
low­performing districts. Since conducting this original study in 1998­2000, IASB has expanded the project into an action
research approach, identifying pilot districts in Iowa for further testing of this concept (Lighthouse II) and launching a
multi­state project focused on board leadership (Lighthouse III). Multiple Lighthouse research papers were cited in this
report, including The Lighthouse Inquiry: School Board/Superintendent Team Behaviors in School Districts with Extreme
Differences in Student Achievement (Iowa Association of School Boards, 2001), The Lighthouse Research: Past,
Present and Future: School Board Leadership for Improving Student Achievement (Iowa School Boards Foundation,
2007) and in the Thomas Alsbury­edited The Future of School Board Governance: Relevancy and Revelation (2008).

In addition, Foundations for Success: Case Studies of How
Urban School Systems Improve Student Achievement (MDRC
for Council of Great City Schools, 2002) examined what it
termed "fast­moving" urban districts and compared them with
slower­moving districts of similar size and demographics. In
selecting the districts, researchers looked for cities with
improvement in reading and math in more than half of their
grades through spring 2001. Districts also had to achieve
growth rates faster than their respective states and narrow
racial achievement gaps. The project ultimately focused on
Charlotte­Mecklenburg Schools, the Houston Independent
School District, the Sacramento, Calif., United School
District, and a subset of New York City schools known as the
Chancellor’s District. One key research question was to
examine district­level strategies used to improve student
achievement and reduce racial achievement disparities.
Several of these strategies involved school boards.

Finally, a 1993 report on school leadership in British
Columbia, Canada, The Politics of Excellence: Trustee
Leadership and School District Ethos, concluded that districts
with a productive “ethos” produced higher­than­expected
student achievement and lower­than­expected costs over time
(LaRocque and Coleman, 1993). The role of the board was
part of this district “ethos.”
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6. Effective school boards align and sustain
resources, such as professional development, to
meet district goals.
7. Effective school boards lead as a united team
with the superintendent, each from their respective
roles, with strong collaboration and mutual trust.
8. Effective school boards take part in team
development and training, sometimes with their
superintendents, to build shared knowledge,
values and commitments for their improvement
efforts.

In reviewing these studies, it is reasonable to conclude that
school boards in high­achieving school districts look different,
and that they often feature characteristics and approaches
that differ, from those in lower­achieving districts.

Eight Characteristics of “Effective”
Boards

1. Effective school boards commit to a
vision of high expectations for student
achievement and quality instruction and
define clear goals toward that vision.

In comparing district leadership and student achievement, Waters and Marzano (2006) identified five specific district
leadership responsibilities that positively correlated with student achievement:

Establishing a collaborative process to set goals;
Establishing “non­negotiable goals” (that is, goals all staff must act upon once set by the board) in at least two
areas: student achievement and classroom instruction;
Having the board align with and support district goals;
Monitoring goals for achievement and instruction;
Using resources to support achievement and instruction goals.

“Publicly adopting broad five­year goals for achievement and instruction and consistently supporting these goals, both
publicly and privately, are examples of board­level actions that we found to be positively correlated with student
achievement,” they said. Typically, they adopted the goals with specific achievement targets and benchmarks. “The
board ensures that these goals remain the top priorities in the district and that no other initiatives detract attention or
resources from accomplishing these goals.” The districts also provided professional development to board members and
examined the effectiveness of such training.

In Beyond Islands of Excellence, Togneri and Anderson (2003) provided examples of the positive effects of goal setting.
In its case studies, the majority of high­achieving districts adopted specific goals and boards adopted policies to
consistently support them. At three case study sites – Kent County, Md., Minneapolis, and Providence – boards adopted
broad strategic plans that contained both goals and the action steps needed to attain them. To assess progress on a
regular basis, Kent County and Minneapolis also added indicators of success to the plan so board members could review
gains or address challenges.

Each district also adopted what Togneri and Anderson termed a simply stated vision of student success. For goals on
student achievement, board members identified brief, one­line vision statements such as “All our students will achieve
on grade level” and used them in public and staff presentations. Significantly, the report said, school boards and
superintendents also carefully examined how to stretch limited dollars to focus sufficient funding on the goals.

The Lighthouse I studies (2001, 2007) also offer important details about the importance of identifying goals. In high­
achieving districts, board members adopted goals and had detailed knowledge about their relationship to curriculum,
instruction, assessment and staff development. As a result, these public officials could identify not only the purposes
and processes behind school improvement initiatives but also the board’s role in supporting these efforts. By comparison
in low­achieving districts, board members were “only vaguely aware of school improvement initiatives,” researchers
noted. “They were sometimes aware of goals, but seldom able to describe actions being taken by staff members to
improve learning.”

Notably, these differences extended down to the staff level. In high­achieving districts, staff members could link the
school board’s goals to building­level goals for student learning and explain how the goals impacted classrooms. “Staff
members identified clear goals for improvement, described how staff development supported the goals, and how they
were monitoring progress based on data about student learning.” By comparison in the low­achieving districts, “There
was little evidence of a pervasive focus on school renewal at any level when it was not present at the board level.”

2. Effective school boards have strong shared beliefs and values about what is
possible for students and their ability to learn, and of the system and its ability to
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A Dozen Danger Signs

While this paper did not specifically focus on

characteristics of ineffective school boards, it

teach all children at high levels.

In the Lighthouse I studies (2001, 2007), board members consistently expressed their belief in the learning ability of all
children and gave specific examples of ways that learning had improved as a result of district initiatives. Poverty, lack of
parental involvement and other factors were described as challenges to be overcome, not as excuses. Board members
expected to see improvements in student achievement quickly as a result of initiatives. Comments made by board
members in Lighthouse were indicative of the differences. In a high­achieving district, one board member noted, “This is
a place for all kids to excel.” Another board member noted, “Sometimes people say the poor students have limits. I say
all kids have limits. I believe we have not reached the limits of any of the kids in our system.”

Yet in low­achieving districts, board members frequently referred to external pressures as the main reasons for lack of
student success. Board members often focused on factors that they believed kept students from learning, such as
poverty, lack of parental support, societal factors, or lack of motivation. Board members expected it would take years to
see any improvements in student achievement. For these board members, the reasons for pursuing change often were
simple ones – to meet state mandates (and avoid sanctions) and a desire to not “have the lowest test scores” in the
state.

In addition, board members in low­achieving districts offered many negative comments about students and teachers
when they were interviewed by Lighthouse researchers. Said one, “You can lead a horse to water but you can’t make
them drink. This applies to both students and staff.”

In one low­performing district, teachers made 67 negative comments about students and their parents during Lighthouse
interviews. In a similar number of interviews in a high­performing district, there were only four such comments.

3. Effective school boards are accountability driven, spending less time on
operational issues and more time focused on policies to improve student
achievement.

According to Goodman, Fulbright, and Zimmerman (1997), another characteristic of quality governance is the ability to
focus on student achievement while spending comparatively little time on day­to­day operational issues. In interviews
with hundreds of board members and staff across the districts, they found that high­performing boards focus on
establishing a vision supported by policies that target student achievement. Yet poor governance is characterized by
factors such as micro­management by the board; confusion of the appropriate roles for the board member and
superintendent; interpersonal conflict between board chair and superintendent; and board member disregard for the
agenda process and the chain of command.

Case studies of individual districts in other studies support many of these findings. In Chula Vista, Calif., the board took
its policy role seriously and developed policies that supported instructional reform. As profiled in Togneri and Anderson
(2003), the focus began when top administrators recognized a need for a new cadre of exceptional principals and asked
the school board for help. In response, the board approved a policy with higher salaries for principals, giving the district
more leverage to attract quality candidates to the district. Later, the board granted the central office greater flexibility to
provide principal raises and bonuses. Members also supported the superintendent in dismissing principals who did not
meet performance standards; this smaller but still significant action reflected the policy and partnership approach
adopted earlier by the board.

Other case studies in this report were replete with examples of board commitment to policy and accountability,
something often reflected through visions and strategic plans. In Aldine, Tex., board members made sure to adopt
strategic plans that placed children’s learning needs front and center. As one Aldine board member explained,
“Everything we do is based on what’s best for the children, period. Whether you are dealing with an administrative issue
or a student issue, we ask, ‘What’s best for the children?’”

With everyone on board to promote achievement, boards encouraged their staffs to tackle difficult issues and seek
innovative solutions. As a result, the districts engaged in a collegial policy­making process that emphasized the need to
find solutions. An administrator in Kent County, Md., summed up the board’s work as follows: “The board recognizes its
role as a policymaker. [Board members]

are very professional. They never humiliate each other. They
have no hidden agendas. The goal is what is best for the
children.”
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characteristics of ineffective school boards, it
may be helpful to review some of the
descriptions of ineffective boards mentioned in
the research:

1. Only vaguely aware of school improvement
initiatives, and seldom able to describe actions
being taken to improve student learning
2. Focused on external pressures as the main
reasons for lack of student success, such as
poverty, lack of parental support, societal
factors, or lack of motivation
3. Offer negative comments about students and
teachers
4. Micro­manage day­to­day operations
5. Disregard the agenda process and the chain of
command.
6. Left out the information flow; little
communication between board and
superintendent
7. Quick to describe a lack of parent interest in
education or barriers to community outreach
8. Looked at data from a “blaming” perspective,
describing teachers, students and families as
major causes for low performance.
9. Little understanding or coordination on staff
development for teachers
10. Slow to define a vision
11. Did not hire a superintendent who agreed with
their vision
12. Little professional development together as a
board.

Converting Research to Action: Lighthouse II

Building on the success of Lighthouse I – which
identified the different knowledge, beliefs and
actions of school boards in high­achieving
districts – the Iowa Association of School Boards
expanded the initiative to begin embedding these
ideas in other jurisdictions.

Under Lighthouse II, from 2002 to 2007, IASB
identified five pilot districts in Iowa and offered
technical assistance and support to the board,
superintendent, and, at some sites, district
leadership teams. The goal was to move entire
districts from one set of assumptions, beliefs and
practices to another: the set possessed by the
high­achieving districts in Lighthouse I. After five
years of work, the project showed significant
gains:

In three of the five districts, the time spent
on policy and student achievement during
regular board meetings increased from 16
percent to 37 percent.
By the end of the project, boards in all five

Boards held the superintendent and his or her colleagues
accountable for progress but did not engage in the daily
administration of schools. Explained one board member: “I am
not a professional educator.…[The superintendent and her staff
] are the professionals, and we say to them, ‘These are the
results we want to see; you are in charge of how to do it.’”

Likewise, Snipes, Doolittle, and Herlihy’s case studies (2002)
include similar findings. The groups concluded that fast­moving
districts had developed a consensus among board members
and other leaders on the identification and implementation of
improvement strategies. This required a new role for the school
board, which focused on decisions “that support improved
student achievement rather than on the day­to­day operations
of the district.”

In Lighthouse II (2007), researchers identified five pilot school
districts and provided technical assistance and support to the
boards based on research findings documented in Lighthouse I.
Results from this study also showed that districts made gains
when they were able to focus on achievement rather than
administrative issues. In the majority of districts, boards spent
more than double the amount of time on policy and student
achievement than they did prior to Lighthouse II. It was also
common for these districts to schedule additional work
sessions on student achievement. (More information on
Lighthouse II is in the sidebar below).

4. Effective school boards have a
collaborative relationship with staff and
the community and establish a strong
communications structure to inform and engage both internal and external
stakeholders in setting and achieving district goals.

The Lighthouse I studies are particularly relevant in conveying this theme. Looking across high­and low­

achieving districts in Georgia, school board members in high­
achieving districts had strong communication between the
superintendent, staff, and each other. They received
information from many sources including the superintendent,
curriculum director, principals, teachers and sources outside
the district. While the superintendent was a primary source of
information, he or she was not the only source. In addition,
findings and research were shared among all board members.
By comparison, in low­achieving districts, board members
expressed concern that not all information was shared or
shared equally. As a result, researchers said, “Some felt left
out of the information flow.”

In high­achieving districts, school board members could
provide specific examples of how they connected and listened
to the community, and were able to identify concrete ways they
promoted this involvement. Likewise, staff members in these
districts described the boards as supportive, noting that these
public officials “would respect and listen to them.” In interviews,
board members were quick to note how they communicated
actions and goals to staff. One strategy was to schedule post­
board meetings to provide teachers and administrators with in­
depth briefings on policy decisions.
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By the end of the project, boards in all five
districts regularly scheduled extra time for
boards to focus on student achievement.
Four of the sites showed significant
increases – some as high as 90 percent –
in the number of staff and board members
who could consistently describe the
district’s school improvement goals.
At all sites, 83 percent to 100 percent of
all staff and board members reported a
clear, district­wide focus on improving
literacy.
All districts, by year 3 of the project,
agreed strongly that local school boards
can positively affect student achievement.
By year 3, significant gains on a measure
of reading comprehension were seen at
every grade level in one district. In
addition, in the fourth year of the study,
four of the five sites showed statistically
significant gains in student reading and/or
math for at least two grade levels on the
statewide norm­referenced measure of
achievement.

Starting in 2008, IASB launched the Lighthouse
III project, through which the association is
working with several states to outline best
practices for school boards and state school
board associations.

By comparison, school boards in low­achieving districts were
likely to cite communication and outreach barriers. They were
quick to describe a lack of parent interest in education; in fact,
they were able to list only a few efforts to solicit community
involvement. Compared with board members from high­
achieving districts, they frequently noted frustration with the
lack of community involvement and said there was little they
could do about it. As for relationships within the district, staff
members from the comparison low­achieving districts
contacted for the research often said they didn’t know the
board members at all.

While such findings perhaps could be limited to high­ and low­
achieving districts in Georgia, other research highlights similar
findings. Similar factors were evident in Waters and Marzano’s
2006meta­analysis of 27 studies. In this study, the authors
found that high­achieving districts actively involved board
members and community stakeholders in setting goals.

While individual board members did pursue their own issues,
the researchers said, there was a reluctance to place these
issues at center stage. “When individual board member
interests and expectations distract from board­adopted
achievement and instructional goals, they are not contributing
to district success, but in fact, may be working in opposition to
that end.” School board members realized, the authors noted,
that these issues can be a distraction from core district goals.

5. Effective boards are data savvy; they
embrace and monitor data, even when the
information is negative, and use it to drive continuous improvement.

In the Lighthouse I study, board members in high­achieving districts identified specific student needs through data, and
justified decisions based on that data. In addition, board members were not shy about discussing trends on dropout
rates, test scores, and student needs, with many seeking such information on a regular or monthly basis.

By comparison, board members in low­achieving districts tended to greet data with a “blaming” perspective, describing
teachers, students and families as major causes for low performance. In one district, the superintendent “controls the
reaction of the board to recommendations by limiting the information he gives to them.” The Lighthouse I study contrasts
this with the policy of a high­performance district, where the superintendent “believes sharing information will get them to
react and encourage engagement.” Board members in this district view data as a diagnostic tool, without the emotional
response of assessing blame.

Board members in lower­performing districts also provided little evidence of considering data in the decision making
process. In these districts, board members frequently discussed their decisions through anecdotes and personal
experiences rather than by citing data. In many cases, the study noted, “The board talked very generally about test
scores and relied on the interpretation made by the superintendent.” As a result, board members believed the
superintendent “owned” information, leaving it to the top administrator to interpret the data and recommend solutions.
 
Togneri and Anderson (2003) also emphasized how effective school boards embraced data. Boards in high­achieving
districts were not afraid to confront negative data and, in fact, used it as a basis to improve teaching and learning. In
Minneapolis, a renewed emphasis on data has helped drive improvement. Yet back in the mid­1990s, the district showed
a wide achievement gap between white and minority students and posted a high school graduation rate barely above 40
percent. When the city’s Chamber of Commerce failed to support the school board’s request for a tax increase, the board
began a fundamental rethinking based on goals and data. It hired a new superintendent with a strong foundation in
instructional improvement. Together, the board and superintendent developed goals and performance indicators to rank
and monitor school progress. This process ultimately helped build trust among school and community leaders,
eventually leading to district progress and, later, successful new tax proposals beneficial to schools.

Minneapolis was typical of the report’s study districts, which “had the courage to acknowledge poor performance and the
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will to seek solutions.” With the board, superintendent and community supporting the new process, the district developed
a vision focused on student learning and instructional improvement with system­wide curricula connected to state
standards with clear expectations for teachers.

6. Effective school boards align and sustain resources, such as professional
development, to meet district goals.

Successful boards recognize the need to support high priorities even during times of fiscal uncertainty. One leading
example is in providing professional development for teachers, administrators and other staff. According to LaRocque
and Coleman (1993), effective boards saw a responsibility to maintain high standards even in the midst of budget
challenges. “To this end, the successful boards supported extensive professional development programs for
administrators and teachers, even during times of [fiscal] restraint,” they wrote in The Politics of Excellence: Trustee
Leadership and School District Ethos.

Lighthouse I researchers (2001, 2007) also identified research­based professional development for staff as one of seven
“conditions for improvement” typically evident in high­achieving districts. From the board’s perspective, members did not
simply provide funding for such professional development – they could cite specific examples of activities and their link
to improvement plans. “In high­achieving districts, board members described staff development activities in the district
and could describe the link between teacher training and board or district goals for students,” the study noted. “Board
members described a belief in the importance of staff development activities focused on student needs.”

In low­achieving districts, however, board members said teachers made their own decisions on staff development based
on perceived needs in the classroom or for certification. “Board members knew there was a budget for staff development
but were unsure whether there was a plan for staff development,” the study noted. In fact, board members frequently
made “disparaging remarks” about staff development, calling it an ineffective strategy.

Lighthouse II, as noted in Alsbury (2008) further reinforced this point. Boards not only took an active interest in
professional development but also provided the infrastructure for such programming to succeed. “For most boards, this
required significant changes in the allocation of resources (people, time and money) and would not have happened
without a clear understanding of the characteristics of quality professional development and a belief in the importance of
improving the knowledge and skills of educators in order to improve student outcomes.”

Additional evidence is available in the Snipes, Doolittle and Herlihy’s 2002 analysis of high­ and low­achieving districts.
In high­achieving districts, the board and superintendent support uniform professional development built on curriculum. In
lower­achieving districts, professional development may vary extensively from school to school. One example was in
Sacramento, Calif., where teachers received at least 18 hours of in­service training per year based on uniform curricula.
New teachers also received six full days of instructional training, and teachers had common planning periods to
encourage collaboration on lesson plans and strategies to address student needs. In the Charlotte­Mecklenburg, N.C.,
schools, weeklong seminars for Advanced Placement teachers, leadership retreats for principals and financial support
for attaining national board certification were among effective strategies by the district to improve curriculum.

Waters and Marzano (2006) also touts the importance of professional development. While not specifically examining the
school board role in this process, this study on leadership notes that “a meaningful commitment of funding must be
dedicated to professional development for teachers and principals. This professional development should be focused on
building the knowledge, skills and competencies teachers and principals need to accomplish a district’s goals.”

7. Effective school boards lead as a united team with the superintendent, each
from their respective roles, with strong collaboration and mutual trust.

In Getting There from Here, Goodman and colleagues (1997) concluded that those with a strong board/superintendent
relationship had greater student achievement as measured by dropout rates, the percentage of students going to college,
and aptitude test scores. Goodman’s review of characteristics of quality governance included several that were directly
related to school boards and their relationships:

A trusting and collaborative relationship between the board and superintendent;
Creation by the board of conditions and organizational structures that allowed the superintendent to function as
the chief executive officer and instructional leader of the district;
Evaluation of the superintendent according to mutually agreed upon procedures; and
Effective communication between the board chair and superintendent and among board members.
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Likewise, Snipes, Doolittle and Herlihy (2002) also emphasizes the importance of these factors. In successful districts,
boards defined an initial vision for the district and sought a superintendent who matched this vision. Nowhere was this
truer than in Sacramento, Calif., one of the case study sites. In 1996, a mayor’s commission concluded that the city
schools, beset with high superintendent turnover and other problems, had “a lack of accountability and deplorable
building conditions.” A group of individuals focused on progress won seats on the school board, and they quickly bought
out the contract of the old superintendent and hired one sharing their views. The new superintendent and board sought
input from thousands of community stakeholders and ultimately adopted an action plan with specific achievement
benchmarks based on student assessments such as the SAT­9. The board and superintendent also established seven
“vital signs” of success, including high rates of kindergarten readiness; a student attendance rate of at least 95 percent;
increased proficiency of English Language Learners; and objectives that at least 90 percent of students attain math and
reading proficiency and graduate high school. Within four years, the district saw consistent gains in math and reading
plus a drop in the disparity between white and Hispanic student achievement.

In contrast to this "moving" district, comparison districts had no such impetus to work toward success. Boards were
slow to define a vision and often recruited a superintendent with his or her own ideas and platform. The differences
between the districts only increased over time, as boards and superintendents in high­achieving districts jointly refined
their visions over time, assessed district strengths and weaknesses and had all signs of a stable relationship. By
comparison, less successful districts featured boards and superintendents that were not in alignment, as the
superintendent “may develop solutions without board involvement.” Such boards also may not hold superintendents
accountable for goals.

8. Effective school boards take part in team development and training, sometimes
with their superintendents, to build shared knowledge, values and commitments
for their improvement efforts.

Board member development and training is a clear theme within this research base. In high­achieving Lighthouse I study
districts (2001), school board members said they regularly participated in activities in which they learned together as a
group. They cited frequent work and study sessions with opportunities for inquiry and discussion prior to making a final
decision. In low­achieving districts, however, board members said they did not learn together except when the
superintendent or other staff members made presentations of data.

Other studies focused on this subject as well, sometimes within the context of the responsibilities of an effective
superintendent. In the 2006 Waters and Marzano meta­analysis, for example, one key goal for superintendents is to
produce an environment in which the board is aligned with and supportive of district goals. The study suggests that
supporting board members’ professional development is one of several ways that superintendents can help realize this
goal.

In their study on effective governance, Goodman and colleagues (1997) emphasized in detail the importance of formal
training for board members. They recommended orientation workshops for new members soon after their election. Their
“sample policy statement” on orientation included a commitment by the board and administrative staff to help all new
members learn board functions, policies and procedures. Chief responsibility for orientation should reside with the
superintendent and board chair, they noted, but this work should include meetings with top administrative personnel to
examine services, policies, and programs. As a guide, the report cited policies in Kentucky requiring a specific number
of hours of training for board members based on their experience. This ranged from a high of 12 hours of annual training
for board members with zero to three years experience to four hours a year for those with at least eight years of board
service. Emphasizing the importance of the board/superintendent relationship, the study also recommended that
superintendents participate in orientation and development workshops alongside their board members.

Elsewhere, two of the effective districts in the Togneri and Anderson (2003) study utilized formal training and
professional development for school board members. In Kent County, Md., the board adopted the Baldrige in Education
process, which created a strong working relationship among the central office, board, principal and teachers. In
Minneapolis, the school board engaged in the Carver method, which emphasizes the board’s role in establishing goals,
setting indicators, aligning resources to goals, monitoring progress, and communicating with the public.

Finally, LaRocque and Coleman (1993) illustrated the value of both formal and informal learning activities for board
members. According to these researchers, effective school districts in Canada offered a mixture of learning activities for
their board members, or “trustees,” including retreats, special meetings, work sessions, school visits and even social
events. As a result, the trustees had a “willingness to meet regularly with the professionals in the district to discuss what
was happening and what should be happening.” This commitment conveyed to staff the importance of district goals and
the importance of the staff members’ work in supporting them. In addition, they noted, “The successful boards did not
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just rely on district staff reports…They obtained information about programs in different ways and from different sources,
and sought opportunities to interact directly with administrators and teachers.”

Related Finding: Stability of Leadership
In the 2002 Snipes et. al study, researchers noted that fast­moving districts had political and organizational stability, as
evidenced by low rates of school board and superintendent turnover. Goodman’s research echoed all of these points,
concluding two characteristics of high achieving districts were long tenures by superintendents and school board
members and regular retreats by senior staff and board members for evaluation and goal setting purposes.

Similarly, Togneri and Anderson (2003) note the long tenure of board members and superintendents in high­achieving
districts. “They set their courses and stayed with them for years,” the study said. Among the five successful districts
profiled, superintendents in three districts had been at their jobs for at least eight years. In most of those profiled, the
majority of board members had been serving in that capacity for 10 or more years. “That continuity allowed
superintendents and boards to grow together in their approaches to change and to better understand each other’s work.”

Conclusion

During the past 15 years, a number of research studies have begun to document the value that school boards and their
members add to the development of an effective public education system. This fledgling base of research provides a
foundation for boards and other policymakers. The research also is timely, since it coincides with a period in U.S. public
policy that has focused substantially greater attention on accountability in public education. Much of this research has
contrasted boards in low­performing and high­performing districts, thereby providing best practices for new and veteran
board members nationwide. While there is a need for additional research – a study on boards in districts with mid­range
achievement might be one useful step – it is increasingly clear that board members in high­performing districts have
attitudes, knowledge and approaches that separate them from their counterparts in lower­achieving districts.

Based on the studies included in this report, it is clear that school boards in high­achieving districts hold a high, shared
vision about the capabilities of both students and staff—they believe that more is possible and are motivated to improve
results for students. They are policy and accountability driven, focusing their time and energy on governance­level
actions related to student achievement and classroom instruction. They engage in goal­setting processes that can drive
action in the district to improve. They align resources—including staff professional development—around those goals.
They are data savvy—using data to both diagnose problems and to monitor and drive continuous improvement efforts.
They communicate with and engage staff and community and work well together as a team and in collaborative
leadership with their superintendents. And, they commit to their own learning, building the knowledge and skills it takes
to govern during a period of educational reform.

In this era of fiscal constraints and a national environment focused on accountability, boards in high­performing districts
can provide an important blueprint for success. In the process, they can offer a road map for boards in lower­achieving
school districts nationwide.

Posted January 28, 2011. Copyright Center for Public Education.
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