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“Wisdom cannot be imparted. Wisdom that a wise man attempts to impart always sounds
like foolishness to someone else ... Knowledge can be communicated, but not wisdom. One
can find it, live it, do wonders through it, but one cannot communicate and teach it.”
― Hermann Hesse, Siddhartha
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Abstract
The story of the Chicago Public Schools is a magnificent district turnaround story. In
1987, the U.S. Secretary of Education, William Bennett, called Chicago’s schools “the worst
in the nation.” Rattled by this, the business and education communities came together to
change that narrative, and they did. Thirty years later, a study out of Stanford University
identified that the test scores of students in the Chicago Public Schools improved more
between 2009 and 2014 than the average scores of all students in the United States (Sean F.
Reardon, 2017). This was a moment of celebration for CPS. However, the work didn’t stop
there. Today, the communities continue to collaborate to meet the needs of young people,
from Pre-K through college graduation.
In 2018, as a doctoral resident in the Harvard Ed.L.D. program, I was asked to assist
with one such collaborative effort – the aspiration to create “mechanisms to ensure
systematic sharing of effective practices across all public schools in Chicago (district or
charter)” with a focus on “data-driven knowledge sharing.” The hope was that this kind of
intentional collaboration and practice-sharing could serve to reduce opportunity gaps and
continue the upward trend of accelerated outcomes for young people.
This Capstone explores how I approached the project of creating a system-wide
strategy for knowledge-sharing within the Chicago Public School system. I used a designthinking framework, Nonaka and Takeuchi’s Knowledge Spiral Theory, boundary spanning
leadership practices, and a data-driven approach to create the space for our team to uncover
and pilot activities that could be considered in a system-wide strategy. The next step for our
team is to develop a data model with our city-wide research partners which will help us to
identify schools that are achieving strong results in the outcomes we hope to replicate, so we
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can regularly study those outcomes and make their systems of practices explicit and visible
for other schools and leaders to learn from.
The Capstone provides additional insights and recommendations for how
the Chicago Public Schools, which has made great gains by being well-organized to execute,
might continue to accelerate this growth by organizing itself to learn.

8

Introduction
Chicago Public Schools
The Chicago Public School (CPS) system is the nation’s third largest school
system, with 33,960 employees serving the needs of 371,382 students in 644 schools with an
operating budget of 5.98 billion dollars. In this portfolio, 513 of the schools are districtmanaged schools and 131 schools fall under the umbrella of innovative school models,
including charter (121), contract (9), and SAFE (1) schools. In the innovative schools’
category, charter schools are independently-operated public schools, which are authorized by
the district under the Illinois Charter Schools Law. Contract schools are CPS schools
managed by external organizations, and SAFE schools offer opportunities for students who
have been expelled from school and seek to return or who need a different pathway towards
graduation.
When the state opened the door to charter schools in 1996, Chicago’s mayor, Richard
Daley, accepted the invitation to invest in the development of charter schools, seeing them as
a potential tool for injecting innovation and improvement into the public-school system
(Bulkey, Henig, & Levin, 2010). There was much debate about whether charter schools should
or could inject new strategies and practices into district schools, but with the mayor’s political
will and a good deal of financial backing, the doors to charters swung open and a wave of new
school development began.
While some charter schools did use their freedoms to test new and innovative
strategies, it was often hard to convince district-managed schools that the successes of said
schools were related to the innovative strategies and not to factors that were out of their
control. Many people believed that charter schools were hand-picking students and/or were
being held to differing accountability standards. Charter school leaders also felt that
inequities of funding made it difficult for them to compete with district-managed schools
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and meet the accountability agreements that were built into their contracts. In 2011, to
address some of the tensions caused by real or perceived inequities between district-managed
and charter schools, as well as to reinvigorate the original intentions of charters and support
all schools to achieve, the district signed the Chicago District-Charter Collaboration
Compact. In the compact, the district made the following commitments (Chicago Public
Schools, 2011):






Equitable resources for all schools (district and charter) including equitable access to
facilities.
Equitable responsibility of all schools through a common accountability system that
applies to all schools (district and charter), is fair and transparent, and prioritizes
student outcomes.
Equitable access to educational opportunities for students made possible through a
student-centered centralized enrollment process that will include all students
regardless of grade, geography, or school type (traditional, magnet, military,
vocational, charter, etc.), in order to promote true student choice and really
understand demand.
Deeper collaboration between the district and charter schools leading to stronger
academic integration across schools, without sacrificing charter autonomies.

Under this fourth commitment was the following statement:
“The District and charters commit to creating mechanisms to ensure systematic
sharing of effective practices across all public schools in Chicago (district or charter).
These mechanisms will focus primarily on three areas that have been identified by
both the District and charters as the highest need priorities for deeper integration
across district and charter schools: (1) Leadership pipeline development; (2) Datadriven knowledge sharing; and (3) Development of a district-wide high school
strategy.” (Chicago Public Schools, 2011)
Problem of Practice
As a result of the district-charter compact, the district initiated many of the above
reform efforts, including creating the School Quality Rating Policy (SQRP), an evaluation
system that both charter and district schools are held accountable to, and a unified
enrollment process called GoCPS, whereby students enrolling in charter and district schools
use the same mechanisms for enrollment at the key entry grades. The district also made
significant progress in the goals to develop leadership pipelines for district-managed and
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charter schools and to equalize funding between schools. Most recently, the leadership team
at CPS has also reorganized the district’s networks into Pre-K through eighth grade
networks and high school networks, in order to more effectively develop and implement a
high school strategy. The piece of the compact which was written, and was yet to be
realized in spring of 2018, despite being one of the driving motivations for the
compact, was the effort to create “mechanisms to ensure systematic sharing of
effective practices across all public schools in Chicago (district or charter)” with a
focus on “data-driven knowledge sharing.” This became the focus of my strategic
project.
At the beginning of this project, it seemed that the primary problem of practice may
have been that this goal had not been met, but over time it became clear that the leaders in
CPS were committed to meeting these goals for one reason – they saw the potential in this
effort to reduce opportunity gaps and give more students access to high-quality learning.
The problem of practice the district was trying to solve was this:
How can we use data from our School Quality Rating Policy (SQRP) to
identify and share the promising practices that are leading to success in our district
and do so in ways that impact the instructional core so that more students have
access to high quality learning opportunities?
Entering the Organization
As Andrés Alonso, a professor in the Harvard Graduate School of Education and
former superintendent of the Baltimore Public Schools, would often say to us as we
prepared for leadership roles, “Who you are in the work matters” (Alonso, 2017-2018). This
was one of my motivations for choosing to complete my residency with Chicago Public
Schools, and especially for choosing to take on this problem of practice. In addition to
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having the opportunity to learn from a district that had made great gains, I also felt that my
prior leadership work gave me a level of comfort and expertise that would help me to lead
this project in this context.
Before entering the Ed.L.D. program at Harvard, I was engaged in work that
spanned the boundaries between district-managed and charter schools in Milwaukee,
Wisconsin. I was the founder of an instrumentality charter school – a district-managed
charter school staffed by union employees, and I co-founded the Teacher Led Network – a
network of union and non-union teacher-led charter schools in the city of Milwaukee. These
roles put me in the unique position of having access to, as well as an understanding of, the
charter experience and the union perspective. In my role as the Director of Professional
Development for the Network, I was deeply engaged in facilitating best practice-sharing
between schools. I felt confident that, despite divides that often exist between these groups,
there was space for district-managed and charter schools to co-exist and collaborate.
Despite this confidence, I also knew I had a lot to learn about the Chicago landscape
and would have to immerse myself in the organizational culture to truly see the system in
action. Before I even began, I learned as much as I could about the organizational structures,
practices, and accountability systems. I learned that, in CPS, the district-managed schools are
divided into several operating networks, each led by a network chief or executive director.
Each of these networks is as large as many school districts around the country, which means
that while the network leaders may carry responsibility for outcomes like those expected in a
school district, they do not have the same decision-making authority that a district
superintendent may have. The innovative schools’ network, which is also as large as many
school districts, has its own office to support the unique needs and accountability systems
for these schools. This is the Office of Innovation and Incubation (I&I), which is led by
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Mary Bradley, the Executive Director. All the school networks are situated under the Office
of Network Supports (ONS), which is led by Elizabeth (Liz) Kirby, the Chief of School
Strategy and Planning for the Chicago Public Schools.
I had all of this in mind as I prepared to enter the organization, as well as a general
understanding of many of the factors potentially contributing to the problem of practice,
including:


structures that silo people in their networks and departments;



no common definition of what constitutes a best practice; and,



political divides between district-managed and charter schools.

One of my beliefs from the beginning was that for the work to be successful, it
would have to be owned by the people who are responsible for the different networks, charter
and district-managed. And for me, this meant that practice-sharing could not be an extra
thing the district offered. It would have to become part of the district’s core strategy and way
of operating, if it was to be successful.
I did not know how well the offices worked together at that time or whether there
were the same divides in the central office that I saw described in newspaper articles and
history books. To learn more and to act as a “boundary spanner” between the networks and
departments, I asked that my position officially be situated between the Office of Network
Supports (ONS) and the Office of Innovation and Incubation (I&I), with Liz Kirby serving
as my leadership mentor and Mary Bradley as my project supervisor. I hoped that this would
provide me with an opportunity to walk between the different schools and networks and
would also help me to stay focused on my personal leadership and learning goals during my
time with Chicago Public Schools.
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Review of Knowledge for Action (RKA)
The following Review of Knowledge for Action (RKA) serves as an “integration of
research literature, current practice, prior professional experiences and Ed.L.D. coursework
as related to the project” along with a theory of action that arises from that research and
practice (Ed.L.D. Capstone Handbook, 2018-2019, p. 5). In this RKA, I have chosen to
highlight the impact and importance of the following research topics and texts as they have
informed, supported, and shaped the approach to this project:


Learning to Improve



The Role of the Boundary Spanner



Knowledge Transfer Models



Design-Thinking



Convergence

These five foundational resources and frameworks provide insights from several
perspectives and together they helped me to form a plan for the work. Anthony Bryk’s work
on how districts learn to improve grounded me in the understanding that best practicesharing, as typically done, fails to consider the systems that surround any practice. The
research on boundary spanners provides the perspective of how I, as an actor in the strategic
project, am an instrument for the work and directly implicated in its outcomes. The analysis
of knowledge transfer theories provides the necessary understanding of how knowledge is
transferred, which is the intended outcome of this strategic project. Design-thinking
provides the framework for how a stakeholder-driven strategy can be developed, and the
concept of convergence provides the lens for what must happen at the leadership level for
the strategy to become embedded within the system.
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Learning to Improve
At the heart of this strategic project was the question of how the district could set
itself up to “learn to improve,” so it made sense that Anthony Bryk’s work would provide a
framework for thinking about the work. It was ironic that, in some ways, my problem of
practice and strategic project – to set the system up to find and share promising practices was a request to do exactly the thing that Bryk describes as often failing to improve practice
in his co-authored book, Learning to Improve: How America’s Schools Can Get Better at Getting
Better (Bryk, Gomez, Grunow, & LeMahieu, 2015).
In Learning to Improve, the authors examine how education reformers and districts
have repeatedly taken on large-scale reform efforts, based on research that suggests that
something is a “best practice,” only to see those efforts fail, despite considerable investment.
They described how this often happens because institutions are “going fast and learning
slow” and don’t consider all the factors that go into the success of any initiative.
We consistently fail to appreciate what it actually takes to make some promising idea
work reliably in practice. We become disappointed when dramatic positive results do
not readily emerge, and then we just move on to the next new reform idea (Bryk,
Gomez, Grunow, & LeMahieu, 2015, p. 6).
Despite this research, this continues to often be the way things happen when it comes
to education reform – one school or district implements a new practice, test scores go up, and
everyone scrambles to implement the same practice. For this strategic project, I wanted to
make sure that any strategy was deliberate about making visible “what it actually takes to make
some promising idea work reliably in practice.”
The Role of the Boundary Spanner
I also wanted to be conscious of how I should enter the work in order to be most
effective. It was clear from my initial research into the context, history, and experiences of
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other districts that doing the work of creating opportunities for shared learning between
district and charter schools would be “boundary spanning” work.
The boundary spanner role was first described as such by Tushman (1977):
Individuals filling these roles are capable of translating contrasting coding schemes and
therefore of acting as boundary spanners between the work unit and external
information areas. Thus, information may flow into the R&D laboratory in a two-step
fashion, through a set of key persons who channel this information to their colleagues
within the laboratory. (p. 591)
Tushman’s early research focused on the boundary spanner as a critical role for
fostering inter- and intra-organizational communication, and if we apply this understanding
of “boundary roles” to education, we may find it useful for bridging interdepartmental
communication and collaboration in and between schools.
Landon Mascarañez explored this boundary spanning role during his Ed.L.D.
residency with the Denver Public School system, where he acted as a boundary spanner to
facilitate stronger community engagement between the Office of School Reform and
Innovation (OSRI) and the Office of Family and Community Engagement (FACE) to
achieve the Denver Plan Goals. In his role, he acted as a key influencer and moderator
between two offices that often found themselves struggling to find common ground in the
work. He described the roles of both offices as such:
OSRI’s portfolio management team is charged with helping to build and manage the
charter and innovation school development within DPS, and FACE is charged with
working with parents, families and communities in the education system (Mascarenaz,
2015, p. 16).
In his capstone, he described the boundary spanning role as “a set of activities or actions that
allow people between groups to process information, coordinate tasks and be roving
ambassadors between jurisdictions” (Mascarenaz, 2015, p. 7).
In the role of developing systems to share information between district-managed and
charter schools, I imagined it would be necessary to have or to be such an ambassador in
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that space. I felt that my role as the former leader of a district-managed charter school, both
union and charter, would help me in that role, especially given the Chicago context. In his
Capstone, he also says the following about boundary spanning, “While boundary spanning
shares many conceptual links with concepts such as collaboration and coordination,
boundary spanning is specifically individuals and teams who actually are split, move between
or are shared by multiple departments or identities” (Mascarenaz, 2015, p. 7). It was this
idea of the split between multiple identities as well as a study from the Center for
Reinventing Public Education (CRPE) that shaped the way I entered the organization to do
this work.
In 2015 study, CRPE found that boundary spanners often hold the keys to
successful district-charter collaborations. Their report states that “boundary spanners
perform critical functions, especially in cities where mistrust and combativeness between the
district and charter worlds have been the norm” (Yatsko & Bruns, 2015, p. 3). At times,
these boundary spanners have been individuals who moved from one authorizer to another;
sometimes they have been accidental boundary spanners; and other times they were
individuals uniquely and intentionally positioned in a role that would span the district-charter
divide. In every case, the boundary spanner has become a critical player in the space of the
district-charter collaboration.
Since I would be entering the organization intentionally as a boundary spanner, it
was important that I understand the qualities and strategies used by successful boundary
spanners. Williams (2002) conducted an empirical research study to identify boundaryspanning competencies and behavior. What he noted was that the skills necessary for
effective boundary spanning were less technical and more relational in nature.
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The skills and competency profile of individuals who are focused on the management
of interdependencies will not be professional or knowledge-based but rely more on
relational and inter-personal attributes designed to build social capital. They will build
cultures of trust, improve levels of cognitive ability to understand complexity and be
able to operate within non-hierarchical environments with dispersed configurations of
power relationships (Williams, 2002, p. 106).
I understood that my relationship-building would be important in the boundary
spanning space, so I consciously thought about this when planning to enter the organization.
Chris Ernst and Donna Chrobot-Mason, in partnership with the Center for Public
Leadership, also studied and published a book on the practices that they argued lead to
successful boundary spanning leadership. They identified the following six practices of
boundary spanning leadership (2011).
Buffering: Creating Safety

To practice buffering, Ernst and Chrobot-Mason suggest that one must, at
times, “monitor and protect the flow of information and resources across groups to
define boundaries and create intergroup safety” (Ernst & Chrobot-Mason, 2011, p.
102). This might be by protecting confidential information or not sharing particular
understandings of groups between groups. By reducing inter-group threats, the
leader creates a sense of safety that one’s identity is not threatened.
Reflecting: Fostering Respect

Leaders can help groups to practice reflecting, or building empathy for
another’s perspective, by “sensitizing each group to the other’s needs, values, beliefs,
and preferences; illuminating the differences and similarities between groups; and
helping each group understand the identity of the other” (Ernst & Chrobot-Mason,
2011, p. 108). Providing group members with the opportunity to witness or
experience another’s environment may help to foster inter-group respect.
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Connecting: Building Trust

The practice of connecting helps people to see each other as individuals,
rather than as the roles that they perform. It invites people to step outside of their
group boundaries and into neutral spaces where they can see each other as the
individuals they are. Trust is often built by sharing stories that don’t have to do with
the work.
Mobilizing: Developing Community

Mobilizing is the act of moving people “to craft a common purpose and
shared identity across groups” (Ernst & Chrobot-Mason, 2011, p. 153). This strategy
asks people who were formerly separated by boundaries to come together and form
a common vision, mission, and identity as a new group.
Weaving: Advancing Interdependence

Weaving occurs when groups maintain their independent identities, yet their
missions, values, and needs are woven together enabling them to achieve a common
goal. This results in intergroup dependence and capitalizes on the strengths and
resources that groups bring to the table together.
Transforming: Enabling Reinvention

While weaving maintains inter-group identities, the practice of transforming
often leads to the creation of unique and new group identities. As the authors say,
“transforming involves letting go of the past and the present and putting the weight
of your efforts toward an emerging future” (Ernst & Chrobot-Mason, 2011, p. 213).
This framework for boundary spanning leadership provides a more technical
framework for the leadership moves that leaders must consider when thinking about how to
structure the experiences of boundary spanning between groups.
The wealth of information and resources around boundary spanning would be a
great asset for my learning and my leadership. In my months with Chicago Public Schools, I
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would be calling on many of these complex behaviors and skills to engage stakeholders in
the collaboration that would be required to do the work of developing a strategy to facilitate
the sharing of promising practices between schools.
Knowledge Transfer Models
The act of sharing promising practices is, by nature, a process of knowledge transfer.
Luckily, businesses and organizations have, for a long time, been studying how to develop
new knowledge and capitalize on knowledge that exists within systems in order to accelerate
learning, reduce costs, and improve product design. In order to accelerate the sharing of
promising practices between schools, the system would have to be designed intentionally to
support this kind of knowledge sharing. Fortunately, the extensive research around the idea
of knowledge transfer has resulted in many knowledge transfer theories, models, and
frameworks which could be applied to this work.
Linda Argote and Paul Ingram defined knowledge transfer in organizations as “the
process through which one unit (e.g., group, department, or division) is affected by the
experience of another” (Argote & Ingram, 2000, p. 151). There is both intentional
knowledge transfer and unintentional knowledge transfer occurring in any organization,
group, or institution. In considering how to support knowledge transfer, I would examine
several different theories, but found myself drawn to the knowledge transfer theories of
Ikujiro Nonaka and Hirotaka Takeuchi in The Knowledge-Creating Company: How Japanese
Companies Create the Dynamics of Innovation (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995).
The spiral theory they described reflected both my own understanding of when and
how I had learned, as well as what I was hearing from Chicago teachers in empathy
interviews. Nonaka and Takeuchi focused on how Japanese companies find and develop
both tacit and explicit knowledge when focusing on knowledge transfer. The authors
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consider this to be one of the secrets to the success of Japanese companies, even in times of
economic turmoil and political distress. They explain:
Japanese companies, however, have a very different understanding of knowledge.
They recognize that the knowledge expressed in words and numbers represents only
the tip of the iceberg. They view knowledge as being primarily “tacit” – something
not easily visible and expressible. Tacit knowledge is highly personal and hard to
formalize, making it difficult to communicate or to share with others. Subjective
insights, intuitions, and hunches fall into this category of knowledge. Furthermore,
tacit knowledge is deeply rooted in an individual’s action and experience, as well as in
the ideals, values, or emotions he or she embraces (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995, p. 8).
As a former school leader whose school design and philosophies of teaching and learning
were deeply rooted in personal experience, hunches, and intuition, I understood that
knowledge might be accumulated and transferred in less than traditional ways. This model of
knowledge transfer accounted for this kind of learning.
In this model, knowledge is co-created and shared in a non-linear and repeated
process of interaction and meaning-making. They describe four modes of knowledge
conversion:


Socialization (tacit to tacit): is the

process of sharing tacit knowledge through
observation, imitation, practice, and
participation in formal and informal
communities and groups. This sharing of
knowledge often happens when people
interact in a social setting or activity.

Figure 1: The “Knowledge Spiral” of Nonaka and Takeuchi
published in The Knowledge Creating Company, 1995.

Externalization (tacit to explicit) is the

process through which tacit knowledge is
translated into explicit concepts. This

process helps experts and learners to uncover and make known the practices
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that are, at one point, unknown to the expert. It is a key to knowledge
creation and sharing.


Combination (explicit to explicit) is the process of codifying explicit
knowledge. This may take many forms, including the production of a report,
preparation of a user’s manual or an executive summary, or the creation of a
database.



Internalization (explicit to tacit) is the embodiment of explicit knowledge so
that it becomes tacit knowledge to the new user.

This knowledge transfer theory was consistent with the research I was reading about
adult professional learning. The Learning Policy Institute surveyed the results of 35 rigorous
studies to highlight the qualities of effective professional learning, which they define as
“structured professional learning that results in changes in teacher practices and
improvements in student learning outcomes” (Darling-Hammond, Hyler, & Gardner, 2017).
They found the following components existed in most, if not all, effective professional
learning experiences:


Content-focused



Incorporates active learning



Supports collaboration



Uses models of effective practice



Provides coaching and expert support



Offers feedback and reflection



Is of sustained duration
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I began to investigate what it might look like to intentionally use the spiral theory in
the work of sharing practices in ways that might impact practice.
Design-Thinking
As an educator, and as a leader, I was often frustrated by district-mandated solutions
that didn’t serve us or worked directly against our unique needs and goals. Well-intentioned,
it often felt as if they had not considered the realities of the work on the ground, and when
mandated into practice, they became an exercise in compliance or a reason for strategic noncompliance to make things work, rather than an exercise in improvement. Whenever the
district provided us with a mandate, I brought it to my staff as a problem to be solved
instead. I would say, “Here is the problem, and here is what the district has provided as a
potential solution. Will this work here? Is this what we want? Or is there something else we
can do to solve this problem?”
An example of this was when the district mandated use of a curriculum that would
have the unintended consequence of reducing our students’ access to a rigorous math and
literacy curriculum. They wanted all students to be on the same page on the same day to
solve the problem of mobility between schools, yet at the time our students were receiving
two years of math and two years of English each year, resulting in higher achievement gains
and reductions in achievement gaps. To avoid being “non-compliant” we creatively invented
a second course to be offered alongside the district curriculum, maintaining our double dose
of math and English while technically keeping students on the same page as their peers. In
this instance, we were able to find a creative way to ensure our students who changed
schools were “on the same page of the mandated text,” while also maintaining a core aspect
of our programming that was leading to results.
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In a way, I always had a design-thinking mindset with my staff – a belief that it was
essential to go to the end-users to understand a problem from their perspectives and design
the solutions with them, rather than for them. I often wished the district would have
engaged with us this way.
When approaching the problem of practice of systematizing the sharing of promising
practices between schools, it was important to me to understand the problem as seen by the
educators and to create the solution with them. In one of my courses for the Ed.L.D.
program, we learned about design thinking as a framework for designing solutions that meet
the needs of end-users. In one of the design-thinking activities, we went through the process
of conducting empathy interviews to design a toolbelt that a colleague would find both
practical and appealing. My product partner and I had very different tastes and needs, so we
designed very different products for each other. It was a simple exercise, one that was easy
for me to find value in because it solved for a problem I had experienced when faced with
top-down solutions and it grounded me in a practice that could put the user’s needs and
experiences at the center of any system solution design.
Because of my past
experience, and since the problem I
had been tasked to solve was a
design problem, a diagram of the
Stanford “d.school” design

Figure 2: Stanford d.school, Design Thinking Process Model

thinking process would be
something I would use to frame the design process (Hasso Plattner Institute of Design at
Stanford University, 2017). It would also be something I would return to again and again
when planning and engaging stakeholders in the design-thinking process.
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In my research, I would find many great resources to support the use of designthinking in education, as well as many organizations facilitating the work for schools and
districts. One such resource was a compilation of research on design thinking in education.
In Design Thinking: Conceptions and Applications in Teaching and Learning, the authors highlight
the fact that many researchers have found design thinking to be particularly useful when it
comes to solving “wicked problems” (Koh, Chai, Wong, & Hong, 2015). This appealed to
me, since the problem of systemically sharing promising practices between schools was a
challenging problem to solve, one that many other districts had been trying to solve, as well.
Another key idea from their research was that not all stakeholders would be at the
same level of comfort, expertise, or agreement when it came to the philosophy of designthinking. The design-thinking approach, while intuitive to me, was not the way institutional
problem-solving and decision-making is typically done in many districts. Because of this,
individuals in the organization may be at various levels of comfort and expertise with the
practices. The authors stressed that “expert designers tend to be more confident of analyzing
problems from personal judgment rather than accepting existing solutions” (Koh, Chai,
Wong, & Hong, 2015, p. 111). I imagined, then, that some individuals may be hesitant to
engage in a design-thinking approach. This meant that I would have to be explicit about my
approach along the way, explaining why I was choosing to engage with stakeholders, ideate
with them around potential solutions, and test ideas before putting them into practice.
And, while I valued stakeholder-driven solutions and engagement, I also knew from
my own experience of leadership, it could not be the tool for every problem of practice.
There were times when we would have enough information already or when decisions had
to made urgently. At these times, I knew the team had put their trust in me to make
decisions knowing the core values and commitments of the group. Now that I was in a new
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context, learning how and when such a process was useful and when another approach
might be necessary would be a learning opportunity for me. For this project, though, since I
was new to the organization, the design-thinking approach would provide me with a way to
learn from, build trust amongst, and design with those who were doing the work.
Convergence
At one of the academic leadership team meetings I attended, in my first week with
CPS, I learned about a framework being championed by Latanya McDade, the Chief
Education Officer (CEdO). In a presentation, she shared the following image and spoke
about the need for interdepartmental “convergence” in the Chicago Public Schools Central
Office. “We must have shared ownership and shared accountability for the work,” she said
(McDade, 2018).

Figure 3: The Collaboration Continuum as referenced in The Silos of the LAMS: Collaboration Among Libraries, Archives and
Museums.
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To better understand the thinking that was guiding her improvement efforts, I
looked for the source of the image, read the text, and began to incorporate what I learned
into my thinking around the strategic project. In the article where this image was found, I
learned about how a set of libraries, archives, and museums moved beyond the initial stages
of the collaboration continuum and into what they called the practice of “convergence.”
The endpoint of the collaboration continuum is convergence, a state in which
collaboration around a specific function or idea has become so extensive, engrained
and assumed, that it is no longer recognized by others as a collaborative undertaking.
Instead, it has matured to the level of infrastructure and becomes, like our water or
transportation networks, a critical system that we rely upon without considering the
collaborative efforts and compromises that made it possible. As part of the
convergence process, the common function is assumed by other campus departments
or outside organizations that make it part of their mission and distinctive competency
to fulfill it (Zorich, Waibel, & Erway, 2008, p. 12).
This idea of convergence would become more and more central to my work as I
began to understand how the current system operates and as I imagined how a solution to
the problem might become systemic within the organization. If practice-sharing could
become a part of the way the organization operated, with academic chiefs, department
heads, and school leaders looking to each other to find potential solutions “without
considering the collaborative efforts and compromises that made it possible,” then this
could possibly be the kind of convergence she was speaking about.
This also resonated with a principle in Ronald Heifetz’s work on adaptive leadership,
where he suggested leaders must “give the work back to the people” (Heifetz & Laurie, 1997). I
knew that, as an outsider and a guest within the organization, the problem and the solution
could easily become my problem, if I let it be, and I did not want the success of the effort to
rely solely on my presence to lead it. However, if the solution could become embedded
within the system, the problem, solution and outcomes would belong to the district
leadership team. When I thought about convergence, I imagined a state where practice-
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sharing was a key lever for change adopted by the different academic departments in Central
Office and that there would be shared systems and mechanisms for doing it efficiently and
well. I was determined to find this kind of opportunity for convergence in the work, in order
to increase confidence, facilitate ownership, and promote responsibility for the work within
and across teams.

Theory of Action
With all this research serving as my “knowledge for action,” I developed the
following theory of action to guide my work in the residency:
If I…
•

start with and share an understanding that successful outcomes sit within a system of
practices, rather than in one promising practice alone;

•

act as a boundary spanner - learning from, communicating between, and developing
solutions with - the Office of Network Supports, the Office of Innovation and
Education, school leaders, and educators from district-managed and charter schools;

•

develop and communicate an understanding of how, in this context, knowledge is
transferred in ways that impact practice;

•

use a design-thinking framework to find and develop a solution to the problem of
systematizing the sharing of promising practices between schools to benefit endusers;

•

develop a strategy that embeds the work of practice-sharing into the system so that
collaboration around practice-sharing becomes “so extensive, engrained and
assumed, that it is no longer recognized by others as a collaborative undertaking.”

Then…
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•

this convergence around practice-sharing in the Chicago Public School system will
result in the reduction of opportunity gaps for young people, increases in educator
effectiveness, and accelerated gains in outcomes for the entire CPS community.

The Strategic Project
Description
For the project itself, I started by learning about and mapping the system, moved to
design-thinking with stakeholders, and then started to test and evaluate different
mechanisms for practice-sharing within the Chicago Public School system, so that I could
use what was learned from the testing to develop a strategy that would lead to successful
sharing between schools. The following is a timeline of the phases of my work.

Figure 4: Timeline of Capstone Activities.

For the Capstone, I will be evaluating the theory of action as it related to the first
pilot activity that was identified as a test for this strategic project – the Chicago Showcase
Schools Design Visit - as well as some findings that came out of the process itself.
Learning About and Mapping the System

In my first few weeks at CPS, I was granted a great deal of time, autonomy, and
access to delve into the problem of practice. Being new to the system and not knowing any
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of the stakeholders in the system, I approached the project with a “learn and serve” mindset
– let me learn about what the stakeholders need and create something with them that serves
their needs well. Therefore, in order to understand the system and the problem, I began with
research and a listening tour. Through my research, I learned about knowledge transfer
theories and set up my frameworks for the work.
Through conversations with many people within the organization and partners with
the district, my hope was to learn about the organization’s values and goals, get a clear
understanding of the design of the system and how the work happens, find opportunities for
convergence in the work, and uncover how people perceived the problem. I studied
organizational charts, attended leadership team meetings, read books and articles about the
Chicago Public Schools, met with stakeholders, visited schools, and interviewed the Chiefs
of the academic departments to get a better understanding of their work. I set a goal of
meeting with at least 100 educators, leaders, and stakeholders by the end of October. By the
end of October, I exceeded my initial goal, meeting with 106 stakeholders, and I continued
to engage in additional meetings and conversations throughout my time with CPS.
Through these in-depth conversations, I learned that educators and school leaders
believed that we have the answers in the system and were eager to share and to learn from
each other. I also learned that people were feeling overwhelmed by the many demands of
teaching, learning, and compliance-related tasks. Many school and network leaders noted
that this was one of the things that kept them from reaching out or doing more to share. I
found that, despite the fear of taking on more, there was a shared desire to improve practice,
eliminate opportunity gaps, focus on equity for young people, and find a sense of
community with others doing similar work.
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In these meetings, there were some fears expressed about what might happen if
people crossed traditionally-held lines to share practices, but those fears were minimal. I
spoke to one charter network leader who shared that he did not want to send his teachers to
district trainings and events, because “it might lead them to want to unionize.” A district
administrator suggested that sharing was great, but at the end of the day, the districtmanaged schools couldn’t do what charter schools could do so there was no point in
learning from them.
Despite these fears expressed by a couple of systems leaders, when I spoke to the
people who were directly involved in the work, educators and school leaders expressed that
they were willing to investigate and strategize about how to share with and learn from their
peers. Individuals often expressed a desire to find ways to reduce opportunity gaps for
young people, as well as an eagerness to find communities of practice where they could talk
about their struggles and their triumphs. The desire for community came through so clear in
my interviews that I wrote the word “community” on a sticky note and posted it by my
computer so that I would remember to be thinking about the shared desire for community
that I heard so much in my conversations with educators.
I also had to keep in mind that a key goal of this project was to bridge divides
between district-managed and charter schools, capitalizing on the differences in models to
develop and share new strategies and innovations. Because of this, while I was speaking to
educators and leaders in and out of the district, I was also surveying the landscape to find
out where district-managed and charter teachers and leaders were coming together for
professional learning in Chicago. I learned that, while there are few in-district opportunities
for collaboration and practice-sharing in Chicago, there are several partner organizations
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leading professional learning communities and activities that bring schools together and
bridge these communities. Some of these include:


The Chicago Learning Exchange (CLX) Hive Meetups



The Chicago Fund’s Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) and Leadership
Programs



The Network for College Success (NCS)



The To & Through Project at the University of Chicago



University Cohorts of Educators



Accelerate Institute



TeachPlus



Leap Innovations



Surge Institute
Some of these organizations are intentional about the work of bridging these

communities; others do it without intention or aren’t aware that they are bridging these
communities; and others do little but could potentially do more. Educators from both
district-managed and charter school communities attended events, professional learning
communities (PLCs), and leadership programs hosted by these organizations, though, and
reported that they valued the collaboration that happened in these contexts. This suggested
early on that people were willing to come together in shared learning spaces when those
opportunities were provided.
Contributing to the Organization

As I attended meetings and learned about the system, I started to find opportunities
to support individuals and teams in the work. I visited schools and helped with opening
days, served on school review teams, and led activities for team and academic leadership
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meetings. I also helped individuals by editing documents, helping to plan meetings, and
sharing resources and connections to experts and opportunities.
One of the ways I contributed early on, which helped me to develop relationships
throughout the organization, was to offer my coaching services as an Immunity-to-Change
coach. At one of the academic chief meetings, I learned that the entire leadership team had
read the Immunity to Change book as a professional read the previous year (Kegan & Laskow
Lahey, Immunity to Change: How to Overcome It and Unlock the Potential in Yourself and
Your Organization , 2009). Each month, a different chief facilitated a discussion on one
chapter of the book. Despite this engagement with the book, no one had engaged in
executive coaching or had gone through the process of using the approach to make progress
on an improvement goal. I volunteered to provide executive coaching for any academic
chiefs or network chiefs who wanted to engage in this process. Two academic chiefs, one
deputy chief, and a director took me up on the offer. A few others who did not formally
engage in a coaching relationship still engaged me in coaching conversations because they
knew I had this background, or asked me questions about the coaching process. This
became a phenomenal learning opportunity for me, and it helped me to develop critical
relationships, trust, and understandings with those I coached.
Surveying Other Districts

In addition to surveying the Chicago landscape and contributing to the organization,
I intentionally set out to learn what other districts around the country had done to support
practice-sharing between schools, especially between district-managed and charter schools. I
read reports by the Center on Reinventing Public Education (CRPE) and interviewed district
leaders in several of the cities that had signed district-charter compacts. Many of the district
leaders shared similar stories surrounding efforts that had been tried and failed, because of
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lack of resources and/or commitment, or were cut short because of district politics, such as
leadership changes and charter school animosity. Two cities that still had ongoing efforts to
support district-charter collaboration were Denver and New York City.
In Denver, they started a District-Charter Collaboration Council before signing the
District-Charter Compact. The Council worked collaboratively to create a compact that
would address some of the real and/ or perceived inequities between district-managed and
charter schools. When speaking to representatives from the district, I learned that for the
process to begin, they had to do a lot of team-building, as people were very angry and spent
most of the time at the beginning screaming at each other. Despite these challenges, as time
went on and the Council was able to lead some changes, there was less conflict and more
engagement. It took a year, but at the end of that year, every charter operator signed the
compact.
The Collaboration Council continues to operate in Denver. Most of the people
attending from the charter sector are large charter management organizations (CMOs), as it
is more challenging for single-site operators to get away and attend, and the work currently
focuses mostly on policy and administrative practice. They have not yet started to delve into
the question of how to intentionally share practices between schools and hope to learn from
this strategic project. One thing that was clear was that this is not easy work. As the district’s
Portfolio Manager said, “It’s really hard. District-charter collaboration is really hard”
(Holliday, 2018).
New York City has taken a different approach to the work of district-charter
collaboration, one that was more aligned to the problem of practice at CPS. During her
tenure, the former Chancellor, Carmen Farina, believed in the promise of accelerated
opportunity that could result from sharing practices between schools and specifically
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between district-managed and charter schools. She created the Office of District-Charter
Collaboration and supported the initiation of two programs out of that office: Showcase
Schools and Learning Partners.
The Showcase Schools Program would identify schools that were exemplifying
practices that were being championed by the district and would invite these schools to
showcase their promising practices so that other school teams and district leaders could learn
from their practice. The Learning Partners Program would engage district-managed and
charter schools in learning communities of four schools that would collaborate in a
networked improvement community around a problem of practice. Both programs have
been operating in the district for several years now, bringing together district-managed and
charter schools to learn from and with each other. These programs served as models that I
would learn from throughout my residency.
Design Thinking with Stakeholders

Once I had a good understanding how people learn in ways that impact practice and
had surveyed the district and national contexts to understand what existed and what was
possible, it was time to move to design thinking. I asked myself, whose practices would likely
be the ones to be identified, shared, and implemented, and two user groups came to mind:
teachers and school leaders. These two groups are often the ones expected to change their
practices whenever new initiatives are introduced, so I began by developing a series of
questions designed to elicit some core understandings about how educators learn in ways
that impact their practice. I visited 23 schools, and interviewed 12 school leaders, 3 network
chiefs, 18 district administrators, and 20 teachers, using the following set of questions:
Tell me about a time when you learned something new that you put into practice. Where did you
learn about it? Why did you choose it? And, what impact did it have?
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Rather than relying on my own experience as a teacher or only reading theories
about adult learning, I wanted to understand how these educators, in this context, and in this
moment of time learn and adopt new practices. I also wanted to see how the system
operated from their perspectives and understand how and if they saw the problem as a
problem. I hoped these questions would help me to identify some core principles and
opportunities for the work.
I hosted two design-thinking sessions, one with 10 school leaders on October 18th,
and one with 12 classroom teachers on October 24th. I started both sessions with a thinkpair-share activity using the questions above to gather information about the educators’
experiences of learning that impacted practice. I then used the information gathered to
engage them in design-thinking exercises to develop potential solutions for practice-sharing
based on what they identified as essential qualities of powerful learning experiences.
In these exercises, the educators frequently expressed a sense of frustration with
traditional professional development and district initiatives. One charter school leader said to
me, “I would love to have my teachers participate in district-led PD, but when I have sent
them, it wasn’t designed with us in mind.” A teacher from a district-managed school
expressed a frustration with the lack of differentiation in district opportunities, “Whenever I
attend a district-led PD, it’s a one-size-fits-all approach. It doesn’t matter if I am a new
teacher or a veteran teacher, it’s all the same. I want to be able to choose what’s best for my
needs, in my classroom, at my school.”
In the workshop that brought together district-managed and charter school teachers,
the participants identified the following characteristics as key qualities of their most
impactful learning experiences:


Community Resources/ Grants often provided the opportunity
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Educators had choice in what PD/ PL to attend (both in content and
format of learning): Different levels to plug into and/ or different content to
choose from



There were several meetings (a community of practice), with follow up,
feedback, and a specific thing to implement



Teacher empowerment was central to the design (Personal engagement/
active role in the process and/or design; Opportunities to lead/ facilitate; A
path towards leadership)



They felt connected to others in the work



It was peer recommended or came from trusted resources, not authorities



The experience often included peer observations and or modeling of
practice



The topics were timely, purposeful, and or practical for their every-day
work: Project-based learning, SEL, Trauma Responsive Practices



The learning aligned with goals that were important to them: Personal;
Horizontal and vertical; School-wide; District

These were qualities I would hear again and again in interviews and conversations,
and it made me feel certain that the strategy for sharing promising practices could not look
like more of the traditional professional development that had been frustrating to them.
In this workshop, the educators also wanted to highlight some key things needed to
ensure equity and opportunity in professional learning and practice-sharing:


Any engagement must take place during the work day for all teachers to have
access and opportunity
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Resources must be provided or there must not be a cost to attend, so that those
who do not have money to attend can attend
Over the next several months, I would continue to engage these educators and

principals in conversations and pilot activities. My hope was to develop a community of
practice that would engage with me to test and design the district strategy.
Identifying the Right Tests

Once I had a clear picture of the landscape, the research, and what had been tried in
other districts, I had to start thinking about what to test. There were many potential
programs and strategies that could be implemented, as well as many factors that seemed
critical to the success of the work. I wasn’t sure about resources, who would approve the
work, or which strategies to test. I was also starting to realize that while my intentions had
been to test many mechanisms for practice-sharing, the amount of time in the residency
experience would make that a challenge. Some of the promising opportunities were things
that could not be tested in such a short time.
In order to get feedback on all of this, in mid-October, I met with my project
supervisor and mentor to share what I had learned and my thoughts about the different
possibilities. A copy of the collected strategies I shared is included in Appendix A.
Both Mary and Liz were especially intrigued by the Showcase Schools Program that
had been implemented in New York City. With their feedback and knowing that SQRP
ratings were on the verge of being released, I suggested piloting a Chicago Showcase Schools
design visit around a school, or set of schools, that was demonstrating extraordinary
outcomes in the measures that the district prioritized in the SQRP. I knew I could use this to
test best practice-sharing and the knowledge transfer theory in action. It would be different
from the New York model because we would be building the design of the day around
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uncovering and showcasing a successful school’s systems of practices, rather than building a
day around one practice. However, the team from New York would still be critical thought
partners in its design, answering questions about numerous details, including attendance
limits, teacher engagement, timelines, safety, and set-up.
Within a couple of weeks, Liz emailed me about John M. Palmer Elementary School,
a neighborhood elementary school that had shown extraordinary outcomes when it came to
eliminating achievement gaps between students. This became the site for our first pilot
activity and the one that will be used to evaluate the effectiveness of the strategic project to
this point.
A Chicago Showcase Schools Design Visit

The idea behind the Chicago Showcase Schools design visit was to take my
understanding of the knowledge spiral and test it in action as a knowledge-sharing practice
that could get beyond the issues identified by the authors in Learning to Improve, who noted
that most practices when identified and implemented in a new setting do not produce the
kinds of outcomes seen in the original setting. We would start with results and build a set of
knowledge based on those results.
To do this, I would use a visit and dialogue with those who had been critical to the
success to start to uncover the explicit and implicit knowledge that had led to the results
(socialization). Then, I would reflect what I was hearing and seeing, making the knowledge
explicit enough to be shared (externalization). That externalized knowledge would be turned
into an agenda for a school visit that would highlight the core practices (combination), and
now the knowledge that had once been unknown to us would become implicit to us
(internalization), so that we could teach others. This cycle would then be repeated with those
attending the Showcase visit. As they observed the practices in action, they would learn
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about the explicit practices while picking up on the implicit practices that they would make
explicit for themselves and for the individuals being observed. This new explicit knowledge
would then be shared and internalized by those new users who put it into practice. I was
eager to get started.
John M. Palmer Elementary School is a small, neighborhood school on the
Northwest side of Chicago. What Liz and the leadership team saw in the data was that over
the previous five years, the school had increased its student attainment outcomes and had
virtually eliminated achievement gaps between students, with a population that was almost
fifty percent English language learners. We wanted to know how and why this had
happened, which made it a perfect place to examine whether Nonaka and Takeuchi’s
theories could be used to unpack and intentionally transfer knowledge in an education
context.
Over the next few weeks, I had the pleasure of meeting and working with Jennifer
Dixon, the principal at Palmer. I spent a couple of hours one morning just talking to her
about what she believed had led to their outcomes. She was able to list at least a dozen
factors that she felt were critical to the success, which confirmed my thinking that there was
a system of practices at work in the success rather than one single best practice. After
speaking to her, I made plans to come back another day and speak to her and her staff. I
spent a full day in the school just asking her and others what they believed had led to the
results. It was fascinating to see how different individuals identified different things as being
core factors behind the outcomes. If I had just asked the principal, we would have had one
picture of the levers, however, when the teachers identified certain levers, the principal also
agreed that these things had been invaluable. Some of the things the principal identified
were:
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The school had high expectations for every student. The principal said that the
TNTP report called “The Opportunity Myth” really resonated with her, because it
was part of her core belief and strategy (TNTP, 2018).



The school’s Multi-Tiered Systems of Support (MTSS) strategy was also a critical
factor in the school’s success.



The focus on school culture laid the groundwork for the academics.



The principal and all the teachers were deeply trained in Understanding by Design
(UBD), and they did not let go of this practice, even when new initiatives were
brought on. She stressed the fact that when something had strong potential, such as
UBD, they held onto it and worked to make it better, rather than abandoning it
when they ran into challenges.

Some of the things the teachers identified as critical were:


The school had started to create and support teacher teams, which increased
collaboration and understanding between teachers.



Several teachers spoke about the way the principal interacted with and spoke to the
teachers.



The teachers also cited the teacher-developed curriculum as being a core driver of
student outcomes.

From these conversations, Jennifer and I determined that the following four practices
together were key to extraordinary outcomes at their school and were worth being
showcased:


High-quality learning for all



Multi-tiered Systems of Support (MTSS)
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Teacher teams and collaboration



Understanding by Design for classroom and school improvement

We also knew that there were other practices that were equally important, yet these
practices would be more easily observable during the visit, such as the way the principal
interacted with the teacher teams. We created an agenda, structuring the day so that visitors
could learn about the practices and see them in action (Appendix B). To make it possible for
people to see the high-quality, grade-level instruction, we scheduled classroom visits,
reviewed teacher feedback on student work, and several students participated in
“presentations of learning” where they shared essays and poetry they had written for class
assignments. To highlight the Multi-Tiered Systems of Support (MTSS), the principal shared
several documents and invited her intervention teachers to share how they go about
determining who needs interventions and providing them. During the visit, guests were also
able to sit and observe teachers using a student work protocol to examine student work.
And, the principal presented and shared multiple documents that made visible how the
school uses Understanding by Design throughout their systems.
The day provided a rich set of data and understandings. It was so well-received by
everyone who attended that it felt promising that the Showcase Schools model could be
engaged by the Chicago Public Schools as one piece of a knowledge-sharing strategy, and
comments made at the event suggested that people were picking up and transferring both
implicit and explicit knowledge through the experience.
While this was only one pilot in what would be a series of pilots that would inform
strategy, the event itself revealed a great deal about educator needs, knowledge-sharing,
explicit and implicit knowledge, strategy, and district opportunities and barriers. These
learnings will be examined in the analysis of the strategic project.
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The Principal Hackathon

In March, I designed and tested the idea of hackathons for principals. This quick and
collaborative event (only two hours) brought principals together to share and design
potential solutions to increase outcomes on one of the measures of the School Quality
Rating Policy (SQRP). The principals worked in teams to find as many ideas as possible for
increasing outcomes in the 5 metrics, and at the end of the design session presented their
proposed solutions to the larger group. The goal was for every principal to walk away with a
set of ideas for how they might address this challenging problem in their own context.
In this first hackathon, attendance was a bit lower than expected, but the event itself
received positive feedback. Twenty-five people signed up to attend and 15 attended. On the
survey at the end of the event, one hundred percent of participants said they had at least one
takeaway that they planned to implement at their school, and one hundred percent of
participants answered “yes” when asked if the Office of Innovation and Incubation should
continue to host events such as this one. Some of the comments written on the survey were:







“I hope that if this is done again, there is a larger turnout and possibly done at
the beginning of the year or summer.”
“Thank you!”
“Enjoyed the collaboration with fellow leaders.”
“Awesome opportunity to share.”
“Great opportunity to explore solutions.”
“I absolutely loved the time to meet and collaborate with other principals - loved
the way this meeting was run! More please!”

One principal shared the following piece of feedback to consider for next time:


“Have principals or schools that have reached level 4 or 5 speak to the group and
share their effective strategies.”

The district’s Manager of Performance Policy also attended the event, as she was
thinking about how to structure professional learning for schools around the SQRP metrics.
After the event, she shared that she appreciated how the principals were able to dig into the
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work and strategize together. She said, “We rarely give principals time to just do the work
together.” I promised to share my documents and protocols if she was interested in using
them. I also created a Google folder for those who attended the event to share documents
and protocols that had been discussed at the event.
The principal hackathon provided another opportunity to think about how we, as
central office departments and leaders, can support the flow of knowledge in all directions,
rather than always setting up professional learning as if knowledge flows down, from the
presenter to the attendee. In this set-up, the experience and knowledge of those in the room
provided a rich opportunity for adult learning and collaboration, one that could be an
example for how we think about professional learning in the future.
Testing and Sharing Additional Strategies

In addition to the Showcase pilot and the Principal Hackathon, I started to embed,
test, and pass on other potential opportunities that were listed in my proposal to support
practice-sharing in the district.


I created surveys and started to share some of the information and practices that
are essential in creating deliberately developmental organizations (DDOs);



I designed the request for proposals (RFP), application, and timeline for the
innovation grant process, structuring it so that it had an expectation of practicesharing embedded in the award process;



I shared information about Networked Improvement Communities (NICs) with
Liz Kirby and several network chiefs and was happy to hear that the high school
chiefs were starting to design and facilitate networked improvement communities
in their networks (This might have been something they were thinking about
before I arrived at CPS, yet I was happy to see them engaging in this work);
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I passed on information about technologies for practice-sharing to the team that
was developing the new, district-wide digital curriculum plan; and,



I continue to meet with some of the partners I had identified as facilitating
practice-sharing to talk about how their efforts and the district’s efforts can work
together.

One of the most interesting things that developed out of the SQRP work was a
potential partnership with our data and research partners that would engage them in the
process of helping us to find pockets of improvement that we can then study and showcase.
I met with the Director of School Quality Measurement and Research and, at his request,
wrote a proposal inviting these partners to help us develop a data model for this work. In the
coming weeks, we are planning to share what we would like to do at one of our research
partnership meetings and engage the partners in the work.
Finally, throughout this experience I found that my boundary spanning role, coupled
with my intention to learn how to share promising practices between schools, made me an
unintentional conduit for practice-sharing. At several points during my time with CPS,
principals and others would reach out to me to ask me where I had seen strong instructional
practices or schools that were successfully implementing a practice they hoped to implement.
I started to think about how we might intentionally use roles like this to spread the
knowledge we have within the system.
Evidence to Date
The focus of my strategic project was to develop “mechanisms to ensure systematic
sharing of effective practices across all public schools in Chicago (district or charter) with a
focus on data-driven knowledge sharing.” Over the past eight months, I engaged deeply in a
design-thinking approach to meeting this objective. While there are still tests to do before
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this strategic project results in a strategy for implementation, several facts serve as evidence
that we have identified some mechanisms which will contribute to a wider strategy,
including:
1. The Chicago Showcase Schools Design Visit was well-received and could potentially
support several district efforts, including practice-sharing.
2. Several principals attended the first hackathon, which was highly rated, and I
continue to be called on with requests from principals who want to learn from other
schools who have strong practices and outcomes.
3. Practice-sharing has been included in the new 5-year vision for the Chicago Public
Schools and our research partners are engaged in the process of developing a data
model to support the work.
The Chicago Showcase Schools Visit

There were many things I hoped to understand as a result of the Chicago Showcase
School design visit.


Would educators from district-managed and charter schools attend?



Did senior leaders find value in the Showcase Schools model for sharing
promising practices that aligned with their priorities?



Was it possible to start from data and use it to uncover practices to be shared?



Could the knowledge spiral theory be employed to transfer knowledge in a
district setting?

Attendance

With so much public animosity between district-managed and charter advocates, I
was not certain that educators from both camps would be willing to come together to learn
and share promising practices, and I was not sure that district leaders would be willing to
attend an activity that was born out of the district-charter compact. Despite these fears, this
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did not show up as a challenge in my work. Educators in both district-managed and charter
schools attended both the design-thinking workshop and the Chicago Showcase Schools
visit, and several district leaders attended the Showcase visit. I invited eighty-nine people,
mostly district administrators and my design-thinking groups for this first event, since the
purpose was to test and design a model for CPS. The invitation was set to accept no more
than fifty, because that was all that the room could accommodate. Forty-one replied that
they would attend, five were tentative, sixteen sent their regrets, and twenty-seven did not
reply (eleven of the twenty-seven did not open the invitation).
On the day of the visit, thirty-six people signed-in and despite our belief that the
room could accommodate fifty, the room was filled to capacity. There were 15 district
administrators, 6 teachers, 5 principals (two district-managed, two charter, and one contract),
2 assistant principals, 2 retired principals, 2 Instructional Support Leaders (ISLs), 2 network
chiefs, 1 Chief Academic Officer (CAO), and 1 partner organization representative. Many of
the teachers and principals came in teams, which I recommended, so that they could meet in
the afternoon and plan how they would take what they had learned and bring it back to their
schools. Everyone who I spoke to during and after the event expressed that this experience
was invaluable and much appreciated. In post-event surveys, one hundred percent of the
teachers, principals, and assistant principals stated that they found the day valuable, with
every one of them stating this is a practice that should be implemented by the district.
Since one of my fears was that people would not cross these lines to collaborate, I
was pleased to find that school type did not show up as a barrier to practice-sharing during
this pilot activity. I was also pleased by the comments that people had regarding the event.
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Feedback

The feedback from district leaders was overwhelmingly positive. Several of the
academic chiefs and central office administrators shared with me that they were excited
about how they could use the Showcase model as a way of providing exemplars to their
central office teams and to schools throughout the district that they were supporting. This
makes me believe that the program could become embedded within the system and offer a
space for interdepartmental convergence – a space where departments are working together
so seamlessly that it no longer feels like different departments collaborating to do this, but
instead feels like one team working towards a common cause (the district vision) and
building the system, strategies and tools to get there together.
One of the most exciting things that happened during this visit was that educators’
mindsets changed about what schools and/or students can do. This suggests that this
program may help to improve equity outcomes for the district. This was especially clear
when one of the educators attending remarked that she was going to go back to her school
and “expect a lot more from students after seeing what students were doing here at Palmer.”
The Chief Equity Officer also saw an opportunity to use the program to meet equity goals.
He was especially interested in how we could use the model to put a spotlight on “change
ideas,” an idea the equity team had been working on to support educator learning.
He was not the only district leader who was interested in how we could continue to
use the Showcase Schools model. Leaders from several departments remarked on how we
could use the model to showcase various things, including: MTSS systems, principal
leadership moves, culturally responsive teaching practices, classroom environments, and
more. It was even suggested that the Showcase model would be helpful for donor
engagement, as donors often want to visit schools that are excelling and see what kinds of
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things are leading to those outcomes. The fact that people saw a variety of purposes for the
Showcase Schools meant that it could likely be embedded as an interdepartmental effort,
which would mean it wouldn’t just be a side project, something fun to do, that would be cut
when resources got tight, but instead would be recognized as a resource to support the
convergence around the district vision. All the feedback suggested that the Showcase
Schools program, while only one element of a strategy, could be a valuable practice for the
district, if embedded into the district vision and goals.
One final piece also suggested that there was leadership support for this practice. At
the end of the day, I posted a tweet on social media about the day’s visit. Janice Jackson, the
Chief Executive Officer (CEO), retweeted it, tagging me and the Chief Equity Officer and
asking, “Who’s next?” With that encouragement, as well as the feedback from the day’s
event, I felt certain that piloting additional Chicago Showcase School visits, perhaps in a
year-long pilot, would be included in any strategy recommendations that would come out of
this strategic project.
Starting with Data

One of the questions at the beginning of this project was whether we needed to
define a best practice before developing a best practice-sharing strategy. Based on Nonaka
and Takeuchi’s theories, I didn’t believe a best practice could be identified or shared in
isolation. It was the system of practices that produced the result, not any one thing. This
made me believe that we should start with the outcomes and walk backwards to identify and
showcase the practices that had led to that success.
Since Palmer Elementary School was a school that had extraordinary outcomes in
reducing achievement gaps between young people and there wasn’t a consistent explanation
for the results, it was a perfect place to test whether we could start from data, uncover
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practices, and make those practices explicit for others to see. The fact that many people had
different perspectives regarding the causal relationships between actions and outcomes
provided some evidence of my original belief – that it is rarely one simple practice or
program that leads to results. At Palmer, we were able to show that it is possible to use data
to find places to study and that we could engage the knowledge spiral to better understand
and replicate a school’s results. As a result of that visit, I began to collaborate with the Office
of School Quality and Measurement to figure out how we can work with our data partners
to create a data model to identify success that we want to study and learn from.
Engaging the Knowledge Spiral

One of my beliefs in setting up a visit like this one, based on my understanding of
Ikujiro Nonaka and Hirotaka Takeuchi’s knowledge transfer theory, was that by having
people observe and engage in the practices that they would be trying to replicate they would
be able to see pieces of the system that work around promising practices and better be able to
facilitate the implementation of the practices in their own school communities. For example,
when it comes to MTSS, most schools would argue that they have an MTSS system or set of
practices. However, the system itself is more successful in some places than others. I hoped
that by hearing from Principal Dixon, talking to the educators, and seeing the protocols and
practices that support the system, people would be able to think critically about what they
could do to strengthen or redesign their MTSS practices and the systems and leadership
moves surrounding them. I also believed that people would also pick up on implicit practices
that weren’t explicitly being shared and make those practices visible for the school to see.
Comments made during this first visit suggested that this strategy was, indeed, transferring
implicit, as well as explicit, knowledge around the practices. One of the first things that made
me realize this was when one of the guests remarked on how she noticed that “the principal
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was a master at balancing autonomy with structure.” This meant that she was seeing the
systemic pieces around the practice that make the practice successful in this space. This
strategy surrounding the practice may not be described in a book, a manual, or a professional
development session on multi-tiered systems of support; however, it’s essential to the
practice.
Another visitor commented on the language-inclusive culture in the building. There
were signs, books, and messages in Spanish, English, and Arabic throughout the school
community. In this space, the visitors were able to pick up on that implicit practice and make
it explicit, even though it hadn’t been explicitly shared.
These comments alone made me feel that the visit was a good model of the kind of
practice-sharing we wanted to engage in as a district. It used data to identify opportunities
for learning, engaged the host school and visitors in an intentional process of transferring
implicit and explicit knowledge, and it provided school teams with time to develop plans for
how they would change their practice as a result of what they had learned. Given more time
and an opportunity to grow, a Chicago Showcase School program team could also engage
those teams over time to support their learning and to study how participation in the visits
impact practice.
People Continue to Participate & Request Support

I have already started to plan and facilitate additional activities to find out what
practices best support the kind of practice-sharing we are trying to engage. A hackathon on
March 19th brought together several school principals to share and develop strategies for
improving SQRP outcomes. And, I am working with a network leader to plan a high school
Showcase School visit.
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I continue to be called on with requests from principals who want to learn from
other schools who have strong practices and outcomes. At the recent Middle of Year
Principals Meeting, two principals stopped to ask me what schools had strong art and
restorative practices programs. They hoped to bring teachers from their schools to visit the
other schools. This signals that some principals are starting to think about school visits and
practice-sharing as a potential lever for change in their schools. It also demonstrates the
impact of having a known individual in a boundary spanning role at Central Office.
Practice-Sharing is Part of the District Vision & Planning with Partners

One final piece suggests that this project will continue to grow and develop into a
systemic plan for the district - it continues to be part of the district vision. In the past few
months, the district has been engaging stakeholders in creating a new 5-year vision. There
was already a piece about practice-sharing in the vision; however this time, I was able to help
to craft the language around it, and it includes a call for funding support right in the vision.
The new vision statement is as follows:
Spread the best CPS school practices. Teachers and principals throughout our
city have a wealth of knowledge and ideas for overcoming barriers to student
learning. Beginning next school year, CPS will identify the practices leading to
success throughout our system of schools—including neighborhood schools, charter
schools and specialty schools—and will facilitate the sharing of knowledge between
schools and networks. We will arrange for school leaders and teachers to visit
schools facing similar challenges to their own so they can learn about practices that
lead to high student performance. We will support those schools interested in
deepening their learning by providing high-quality professional learning experiences
to help them carry out their plans (Chicago Public Schools, 2019, p. 43).
The district is also working with community research and funding partners to bring
that vision to life. In the vision document, there is a symbol that invites donors to consider
giving to the Children First Fund to support different initiatives. The practice-sharing
initiative is one of those suggested for donor support.
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Figure 5: The CPS 2019 Vision pages which include practice-sharing and a note about the Children First Fund's funding priorities.

I also met with the Director of School Quality Measurement and Research in early
February to talk about the question of how best to identify schools where the practices are
leading to the outcomes we want to see. He talked about the district’s partnerships with
research organizations and universities, and suggested we invite them to help us create a data
model. To do so, he asked me to write a one-page request that could be shared with those
partners (See Artifact C). Most recently, in a presentation by one of those partners, I was
happy to see practice-sharing identified as one of the ways in which data could be leveraged
to accelerate growth towards the district’s 5-year goals.
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Figure 6: One of several slides presented at the Academic Leadership meeting on March 15, 2019.

The district vision, the collaboration with our research partners, the leadership’s
commitment to the District-Charter Compact Agreement, the urgency to support schools,
the potential to provide opportunities to young people, and the positive response from
educators participating in these pilots will help to ensure that this is work that does not end
when the strategic project ends.
Next Steps

While the Chicago Showcase Schools Program appears to be one initiative that could
be implemented within the system, because of its ability to serve as a conduit for many
district needs, I continue to pilot and test other strategies to see what kinds of initiatives
bring people together. I feel confident that the pilot activities, feedback, and knowledge of
the system will provide us with a rich set of evidence from which to work with to develop a
strategy that is relevant, stakeholder-driven, and impactful.
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Analysis
Overall, this project has moved steadily, with very little conflict or controversy. I
believe this is true for the following reasons:
1. District leadership has been supportive of this work from the very beginning,
considering it a key lever for change.
2. We listened to and engaged stakeholders, following through with testing ideas
that came out of the listening tour, reconnecting with partners to find alignment
in the work, and asking for feedback from the people who had been part of the
design process;
3. Educators throughout the district have expressed a desire to collaborate with and
learn from peers, so there is a sense of excitement around systematizing these
opportunities;
4. The collaborative leadership approach made people in central office more
receptive to the project itself, giving people an opportunity to see how practicesharing could be a lever for our shared efforts;
5. On a personal front, I built relationships with team members and key district
leaders by serving as a resource, boundary spanner, a confidante and a coach,
maintaining confidentiality always, supporting teams wherever I could, and
providing honest reflections and pushes when asked;
It is also important to note the following reasons why there have not yet been
significant challenges:
6. The project itself has not yet required that people make significant changes in the
way they do their work; and,
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7. A program is easy to implement, yet a strategy has many more implications for
practice.
Looking back at my theory of action, much of it was correct, which means that I
learned a great deal in my doctoral program. As I review it, it strikes me how much my
approach was directly connected to and deeply influenced by my learning. I did not know
the language of boundary spanners or value propositions before beginning this program, and
those ideas were key to the project’s success. Had I not acted as a boundary spanner,
situating my role between offices and learning from people throughout the district, I would
not have had the knowledge and relationships to move the work forward in an effective way.
I had to find a value proposition that spoke to key leaders and stakeholders, and I was also
able to do this through in-depth interviews with stakeholders. Two key motivators emerged
in that process: reducing opportunity gaps and meeting accountability goals. By testing
strategies, using a design-thinking approach, I was able to create a community of practice
that would provide me with thoughtful and honest feedback, through which I could learn
what kinds of events and activities were valuable to educators and met the intended goals.
Where the theory of action was off was where I believed I could situate the strategy
between academic departments, with multiple people owning the work of practice-sharing.
The siloed nature of the departments is strong within the district, and while it was idealistic
of me to imagine that a strategy such as this one should be collaborative and
interdepartmental, I realized that this is complicated and counter-cultural in such a large
organization. To get to that place of convergence, there must first be a home for the work.
Analyzing Successes

Looking back on this project, I can see that there were several actions and
orientations that contributed to the project’s success, including:
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I had explicit authority and a clear problem of practice from the very beginning.



I held tight to a systems-thinking and outcome-driven mindset throughout the
project.



I practiced effective boundary spanning behaviors.



I used a knowledge transfer theory to develop and test practices.



I engaged stakeholders in a design-thinking approach to the work.

Authority and Vision

From the very beginning of my residency, I had bounded time and clear authority to
do this work. There was never a doubt about whether this was the right project or whether it
would be realized. The district leaders wanted to see this happen.
When I started, this statement was already part of the district vision, “One of our
priorities is to create a more collaborative culture of best practice sharing across all of
our schools, charter and traditional district-run alike” (Chicago Public Schools, 2019).
The Chief Executive Officer had stated her support for the District-Charter Compact
on several occasions, and the Executive Director of the Office of Innovation and
Incubation was intent on seeing this through. With that authority, I was able to plan
events, meet with stakeholders, and participate in leadership meetings with the
understanding and expectation that I was leading this work. This opening for the work
was critical.
A Systems-Thinking, Outcome-Driven Mindset

It was clear as I began that people had ideas for how this project could or should be
accomplished. However, many of the solutions that were recommended seemed more about
checking off a box of completion or doubling down on the current work rather than
investigating the problem or considering new opportunities. This was one of the first
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moments when I heard an articulated focus on task completion and realized that people in the
organization may be invested in getting things done. Some of the statements I heard were:
“You just have to create a conference or event and invite everyone.”
“If we just get better at inviting charter schools to district events, people will be able
to share.”
“If you can find out which practices are high-impact strategies, we can find experts
and bring them in to teach all of our schools at the summits.”
“We just need to be better at making sure people are implementing what we already
know with fidelity.”
While I appreciated that people were willing to offer ideas and potential solutions, I
wasn’t ready to jump to solutions just yet. I realized that it was important to me that any
effective practice-sharing strategy would be one that was meaningful to teachers and
impacted practice. I also knew that simply taking practices that had worked in other places
without considering the systems that had made them work might only lead to more failed
reform efforts, and we didn’t have time or resources to be wasted. I wrote down their ideas
and at the same time started to think about what it would look like to create a strategy that
would focus on systems and practices together.
I imagined we could do this by engaging the knowledge spiral intentionally in the
sharing of promising practices in order to capture and spread the implicit knowledge and the
systems of practices surrounding any promising practice in its setting. I also knew it would
be important for the educators on the ground to have a sense of ownership for the strategy
that was developed. I was grateful to be in a place where the leadership team was willing to
provide me with the time and trust to dig deeply into the problem. This trust, along with a
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systems-thinking and outcome-driven mindset, helped me to stay close to and test solutions
that would impact practice, rather than being comfortable with meeting the objective.
Effective Boundary Spanner Behaviors

When I accepted the role with Chicago Public Schools, I was accepting a position in
a town where I knew almost no one, in a district where I had no background, experience, or
connections. As an outsider in the organization, it was especially critical for me to engage in
boundary spanning leadership behaviors.
For example, I entered the organization as a learner, quietly observing and finding
ways I could support the organization. When there were ways I could assist, I quietly
volunteered and followed through on all my commitments. I also regularly shared
opportunities and resources with school leaders who had engaged in the design-thinking
with me. Being a humble, servant leader from within helped me to build relationships with
those who I would be working with to see the project through.
This wasn’t the only time I would find myself intentionally and unintentionally
engaging in boundary spanning behaviors and leadership practices. Early in my experience, I
learned the value of connecting. I was reaching out to school and network leaders that Mary
had suggested to me, yet I wasn’t getting many responses. After one of the people reached
out to Mary to see if I really was who I said I was, I realized that people needed to know
who I was before they would respond to a request to meet. I started using a short story of
self in my emails, similar to the structure taught in Marshall Ganz’s organizing workshops, to
introduce myself and explain what the project was and why this work felt important to me.
This act of connecting, one of the qualities of boundary spanning leadership described by
Ernst and Chrobot-Mason, helped me to build trust with the people I was engaging with
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(2011). It helped them to see me as an individual and to find the common values in our
work.
I practiced buffering by protecting the confidentiality of individuals and groups as I
moved between different teams and networks. Through the design thinking, I was able to
help individuals from district-managed and charter schools to find commonality in a vision
of reducing opportunity gaps for young people. And I fostered respect by giving schools the
opportunity to experience each other’s environments. Throughout my time, these and many
boundary-spanning leadership behaviors were essential for my practice and for the success
of the initiative.
Knowledge Transfer

In addition to engaging in boundary-spanning behaviors, by studying Nonaka and
Takeuchi’s work, I was able to hold and transfer a set of knowledge about what people need
to learn in ways that impact practice. This helped me to build trust and credibility with
academic chiefs as well as educators, as I was able to articulate a vision that resonated with
what they had seen and experienced.
Beyond the relational aspects of such an approach, by identifying and committing to
a knowledge-transfer theory for the work, I was able to focus my testing around the true
intention of practice-sharing – to change educator practice in ways that lead to sustainable
outcomes. A lot of energy goes into training people in practices in districts around the
country, yet often this training does not lead to changes in practice. In addition, often when
people do implement a practice with fidelity, they fail to see or consider the systems
surrounding the practice that fueled or supported the initiative’s success, and the practice
still fails in the new setting.
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I shared the knowledge spiral whenever I had an opportunity to present to a group
or talk about professional learning, with the hopes that it might shift thinking around how to
support adult learning in the district. There were a few moments when I could see that
sharing this model helped to shift mindsets about what should be included in strategic plans
or how a team might support adult learning in the system.
For example, during one academic leadership meeting, a team member from one of
the other departments shared that the previous year, their trainings hadn’t led to changes in
practice by the educators who attended. They were going to repeat the trainings and focus
more on fidelity of implementation this time. When I shared that I had started my process
by investigating how educators learned in ways that impact practice, the individual was
intrigued. She invited me to come and present what I had learned from the educators to her
team at one of their weekly meetings, with the hopes that it would get the team to think
about how they were conducting their trainings and whether they needed to repeat the
trainings or approach the professional learning in a different way.
At another academic leadership meeting, we were invited to find teams in the room
who were working on something that was aligned to something in our strategic plans. I was
able to speak to one team that had planned to provide training to every principal in the
district around one of their priorities and have them consider practice-sharing as another
option for helping educators to see what high-quality teaching would look like in that
context.
This grounding in an understanding of the knowledge spiral helped me to push
myself and others around what kind of knowledge-sharing we needed to support if we were
going to impact teaching practice. While these were only small examples, and adult learning
would likely not change much in the district as a result of this project, it did seem that if the
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Chicago Showcase model was developed, it would be developed with this understanding at
the core, especially since I would be developing many of the tools and protocols for anyone
implementing the program to use.
In addition, since I had worked with the Office of School Quality and Measurement
and our data partners, the program would have a focus on studying and sharing practices
that led to successful outcomes in our context. This felt like a success, because I was able to
take what could have just been a program replicated within the CPS system, and instead
understand what we were trying to create and test through its replication. If we adopted the
Showcase Schools Program, we would not just be adopting the practice, we would be
adopting a philosophy of learning, coupled with a powerful data model that would guide the
work.
Design Thinking

Design thinking has many benefits for organizations and teams. In a study of design
thinking, Liadtke stated that design-thinking “has the potential to do for innovation exactly
what TQM did for manufacturing: unleash people’s full creative energies, win their
commitment, and radically improve processes” (Liedtka, 2018, para. 2). The design-thinking
approach to this project was one of the keys to the project’s success.
1. It set the measure of success as changes in practice and situated the design of the
solution around that outcome.
2. It created buy-in with the end-users and allowed them to be part of the testing
experience.
3. It allowed district leaders to “pre-experience” the event, so that they could see the
usefulness of the practice for advancing their own agendas.
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The most important thing that resulted from the design-thinking approach was that
people in various roles, at all different levels of the organization, wanted to see the practices
institutionalized once they participated in the design-thinking process. The testing phase of
the design-thinking approach also created another level of buy-in for the practice. Once
educators found value in attending, they wanted more opportunities to study and learn from
their peers. Once school leaders saw what was possible, they wanted to bring teams of
teachers to Showcase events. And once district leaders saw the potential in the practice for
advancing their own initiatives, they were curious about how we might find a way to
continue hosting such events and activities, using them as conduits for district-wide learning.
Before this, practice-sharing was limited by who you knew and was an extra thing that people
did, not something that the district did with regularity or intention, but the design-thinking
approach, which led to the pilot of the Showcase model, made practice-sharing something to
be invested in.
Analyzing Challenges

In doing this work for the Chicago Public Schools, I also identified two challenges
that had implications for my theory of action and for the work: 1) this is a district that is
well-organized to execute and just starting to organize to learn, and 2) strategy currently
comes second to accountability.
Organized to Execute vs Organizing to Learn

Currently, CPS is, in many ways, moving from being an organization that is
“organized to execute,” a state described by Amy Edmondson and Sara Singer in an article
for The Systems Thinker, to being “organized to learn” (Edmondson & Singer, The Systems
Thinker, 2018). This project was essentially a request to help the district organize itself to
learn from itself, which is exciting and challenging at the same time.
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This would be a change in thinking for the organization. At an early meeting, I
presented to the academic chiefs and shared that the system is organized as if knowledge
flows down. I could see this in how professional learning was delivered - mostly through
trainings, PLCs led by experts, and conference-like initiatives, and in how communication
happened – top-down with approval from the top. These are just a couple of typical features
of being organized to execute. The organization operates under the assumption that the
knowledge, tool, practice or framework is the right one. Work processes and accountabilities
are designed to ensure fidelity of implementation, and when something is not working, the
implementation is investigated, rather than the process or tool itself.
While this manner of organization creates a certain amount of efficiency and clarity,
it also has its drawbacks. When a system is only organized to execute, people spend a lot of
energy putting boundaries around their work, to protect themselves from any outcome that
might make them look “bad” in the eyes of authority figures. Edmondson describes this fear
of failure.
More generally, the human desire to “get it right” rather than to treat both success
and failure as useful data greatly impedes learning. Individuals prevent learning when
they ignore their own mistakes in order to protect themselves from the
unpleasantness and loss of self-esteem associated with acknowledging failure. People
may also deny, distort, or cover up their mistakes in order to avoid the public
embarrassment or private derision that frequently accompanies such confessions,
despite the potential of learning from them. In addition, people derive comfort from
evidence that enables them to believe what they want to believe, to deny
responsibility for failures, and to attribute a problem to others or the system (p. 35).
In an organization that is organized-to-learn, knowledge, processes, tools and
frameworks are expected to flow both ways, and the organization is constantly improving
upon and adapting all of them to get closer to the aspirations of the organization. Feedback
is valued and failure is not seen as weakness, but rather as data to be learned from.
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Therefore, people are able to reflect and adapt quickly to get the organization closer to its
aspirations.
The state of being “organized to execute” is not a weakness in this context. It is a
strength of the organization. There are clear systems for how things get done and who owns
the work. While the district is large and complex, the work moves with a steady regularity
and consistency. Strategic planning happens at every level of the district, and schools and
central office departments are held accountable to meeting goals. This highly organized
execution is likely one of the key factors that has led to the district’s success in raising
student outcomes over time.
Yet as our data partners often remind us, and several district leaders repeat - “What
got us here won’t get us there.” In order to move to the next level of student achievement,
the district must take on the work of being “organized to learn.”
A review of the current district vision provides some insights into how CPS is
organized to execute (Chicago Public Schools, 2019). The following statements are just a few
examples of measures listed in the vision that lend themselves towards organizing to execute
rather than organizing to learn.


We will increase the number of Parent Universities from 5 to 13, with
one located at a school in each CPS network, so that they are readily
accessible to families across the city.



We will hold a series of monthly volunteer events at schools city-wide.



Over the next five years, we will offer guidance and training to every CPS
school to create a comprehensive approach to school safety.



We will increase the number recruited for this successful program from
50 in its first year to 100 annually.
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While these statements demonstrate an understanding that goals must be specific
and measurable to guide practice, they also have the potential to lead to accountability
metrics that evaluate whether individuals have completed the work rather than achieved the
purpose of the goals and do not consider whether the individual or team has learned
anything from the process or experience.
When an organization is organized to execute, Edmondson identifies several
outcomes of the state that thwart organizational success (Edmondson A. , 2008):


Critical information and ideas fail to rise to the top, because employees have
internalized the message that speed, efficiency, and results are what matter.



People don’t have time to learn, because they are focused on executing.



Competition inhibits the sharing of promising practices.

In the following sections, I make visible how each of these norms showed up in the
Chicago Public Schools.
A Results-Driven Culture

I was readily impressed by the amount of data-focused inquiry that I saw happening
at every level in Chicago Public Schools. This is district that cares about improvement and
does so for the right reasons – because improvement means access and opportunity for
young people. Schools throughout the district have continuous improvement work plans
(CIWPs), departments have strategic plans built around data, and the district works closely
with The Consortium at the University of Chicago to gather and use data to drive districtwide improvement. It is impressive.
Despite this extraordinary use of data and accountability to drive results, there are
some ways in which the data-focused execution thwarts growth and learning. Strategic plans
are still completed primarily as a matter of compliance, rather than being used as a tool for
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improvement, and accountability systems drive people to focus on short-term outcomes and
completion of tasks, rather than focusing on small cycles of implementation and review. This
was made evident by how many times people made comments about updating strategic plans
because someone else was going to be looking at them or their hesitance to complete them
altogether.
In some departments, there is also very little, if any, engagement with stakeholders
when creating departmental strategic plans, yet the impact outcomes are expected at the
school and network levels. And the idea of trying anything that wouldn’t be a guaranteed
success seems unthinkable. At one meeting, when I suggested adding a strategy that would
require school leaders to complete a piece of the priority, a participant said to me, “I’m not
putting that in the strategic plan. We can’t control what other people do or do not do. I’m
not going to have my name on that.”
I was surprised by how cautious individuals were when it came to strategy, and how
focused they were on product completion and goal-accomplishment. If you look at districtwide strategic plans, you will see that many of the actions that departments list involve either
hosting a training or completing a product that schools can use or implement. These are safe
bets for departments. As long as they provide the trainings or complete the products, they
have achieved departmental “success.” If outcomes do not improve as a result of those
trainings, it is perceived to be lack of implementation or follow-through on the part of the
school leaders and/or teams and not related to the department’s strategy. Therefore, the
next strategy would be to create accountability measures to ensure fidelity of
implementation. Because of this, a lot of energy and resources are poured into fidelity of
implementation without serious consideration into whether poor implementation was truly
the root cause of the outcomes.
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It was clear in the district that accountability was perceived to be high, and that
people were afraid to fail. This may have been a carryover from the years when many district
leaders and departments were cut as a result of budget overhauls. One person in another
department shared with me that in a previous year, the Central Office staff had been cut in
half, and almost everyone around her had lost their positions. Only a few people had
“survived the cut.”
This gave me the sense that the need for psychological safety may be an underlying
issue in the organization. People are focused on results and afraid to fail, at times at the
expense of learning. In her book, The Fearless Organization: Creating Psychological Safety in the
Workplace for Learning, Innovation, and Growth, Amy C. Edmondson describes psychological
safety as “the belief that the work environment is safe for interpersonal risk-taking”
(Edmondson, 2019, p. 8). She also notes that psychological safety is very much rooted in
how local leaders frame failure. She says, “…unless a leader expressly and actively makes it
psychologically safe to do so, people will automatically seek to avoid failure” (160).
People Don’t Have Time to Learn

Another key factor that suggests that the organization is organized to execute is the
fact that many people brought up the issue of time as a barrier to practice-sharing and/or
innovation. The work that people are doing is centered in the essentials. There is work that
must be done just to ensure that every school has “the basics” for student learning, and
much of the departmental work revolves around making sure this happens. As a district that
is scarce on resources and managing many priorities, every team is working incredibly hard
just to ensure that every school is meeting a basic level of compliance. If people are spending
all their time and energy just meeting and measuring compliance and accountability metrics,
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they have no time to invest in finding, developing, and/or sharing practices. Organizational
learning takes a sideline to organizational execution.
This was most evident in one of my conversations with one of the network chiefs.
When I spoke to her about using a networked improvement community approach, she
suggested that it might be best if I speak to the principals in the network of Independent
School Principals (ISP), because as a result of their demonstrated leadership, they had more
time and freedom to innovate.
Meanwhile, the network chiefs in the non-ISP networks were so focused on
compliance and managing all the processes that ISP schools were released from, that they
did not have time or energy to consider adding networked improvement communities or
best practice-sharing as strategies to increase outcomes.
Competition Fuels Success & Inhibits Sharing

Right now, competition is the language of the district. Successful outcomes lead to
opportunities and promotions, and each network, school type, and leader is trying to outperform the others. This is a factor which has contributed to the success that the district has
seen over the years. It also makes schools hesitant to share practices with those they are
competing with.
When I attended academic chief and network meetings, we regularly viewed data
presentations that highlighted how different groups performed compared to everyone else.
A graph would show how each network compared to the network of charter schools,
contract schools, options schools, selective enrollment schools, and so on. Charter high
schools and elementary schools were compared to district-managed high schools and
elementary schools, and charter networks were compared to other charter networks and
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independent charter schools. Every network chief or leader was looking for ways to improve
outcomes with the hopes of being rated better than the schools and networks around them.
In one of my initial conversations with a school leader about practice-sharing, he
said, “It would have to be with a school that wasn’t in the same neighborhood as ours, so we
wouldn’t be competing for the same students.”
In a system where people are competing to be labeled the best, it doesn’t make sense
to share the secrets to your success. By uplifting a colleague, an instructional leader might
thwart his or her own upward mobility or appearance of success. In an environment of
student-based budgeting, if a school leader supports the school next door to be better, he or
she may lose students who then choose to enroll at the other school. And in an environment
where district-managed and charter schools compete to be recognized as highest achieving, it
does not seem to make sense for these two groups to fuel their own competition. While
competition has often been hailed as a mechanism for forcing schools to improve to
compete with their peers, that very same competition could prevent schools from sharing
the tools and strategies that could provide equitable opportunities in schools throughout the
district.
Turning to Strategy

I would argue that it’s relatively easy to implement a program, such as the Showcase
Schools Program, that had been initiated elsewhere within an existing system, however a
strategy must be aligned to an aspirational vision and embedded within all the programs and
practices of a district. My strategic project for the district was not to find and implement a
program for practice-sharing within the Chicago Public Schools. It was to develop a strategy for
the district to support practice-sharing throughout the district. This does not mean that there
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is never room for a program within a strategy; however, if the district adopts such a
program, it should be part of a larger district strategy.
As John Kim shared in one of our advising meetings, a strategy starts with a belief or
an aspiration, and then all the pieces of the strategy flow from that belief. He gave the
example of the McKinsey Consulting Group. He said they believe that “smart people like to
solve tough problems” (Kim, 2019). Believing this, they then align their strategy around this
belief. One way they do this is that they don’t pay the highest salaries in the consulting
world. Instead, they take on the toughest problems, knowing that smart people will come to
work for them because they want to solve these problems. They also know that there are
other factors that are important to smart people in the workplace, so they make their salary
packages appealing to the kind of people they want to hire. Finally, they know that the
businesses they serve will want the smartest people solving their challenging problems, so
their strategy draws business, as well.
When it comes to a strategy for Chicago Public Schools and the sharing of promising
practices, I was looking for the kind of aspiration that would guide strategy when I began the
project, though I did not realize that was what I was looking for. In one of my first
interviews with Mary Bradley, I asked her why this project was essential to the district. She
said, “We know that there are great things happening in the system and that some people
have figured out the answers to problems others are trying to solve. We just don’t have a
systemic way of finding and sharing those practices with others.”
When I asked Liz Kirby what the key non-negotiables were for this project, she
identified the following: start, create tools and artifacts that can be used by others, and
whatever it is it should connect to the on-the-ground work that is happening in schools.
Based on these early conversations about what the district was looking for, I started to frame
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my own work around the idea that “we have the knowledge/ talent we need (to create
equitable learning opportunities for young people) within the system,” with my role being to
find ways to identify and share it in ways that were useful to the educators and leaders doing
the work on the ground.
As I immersed myself in the work, I realized that there a couple of complicating
factors, in addition to being organized to execute, that were making it challenging to build a
district-wide strategy from that aspiration. The first was that nobody owned the work, and
the second was that support looked different in an environment where people were
organized to execute.
The Problem with Lack of Ownership

In a system that is organized to execute, it is especially challenging to engage people
in work that does not have a home and measurable outcome within a department’s strategic
priorities. As I approached different departmental leads about incorporating the work of
practice-sharing into their work, I continuously ran into the problem of lack of capacity and
time to take on any more work. Everyone expressed a desire to see someone do it, with the
hopes that they would be able to use whatever the system was to disseminate and provide
exemplars of district priorities, leadership moves, and rigorous teaching and learning.
However, no one was able to take on additional work, and there seemed to be little room for
considering practice-sharing as a new way to do some of the work they were currently doing.
While I wanted this to be work that was embedded in every department and existing
throughout the organization, I had to realize that creating ownership for the work within an
office or department would be the best way to start a new practice such as this one –
practice-sharing – in a system that had never been organized to share at all. Once implemented,
if people could see practice-sharing as valuable, it could begin to change the way work
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happens within the district and become more embedded as a model of support and
convergence throughout the district.
Support Looks like Accountability

Another key realization for me was that I had a different definition of support in
mind than what I heard articulated by several leaders. At a meeting for the academic chiefs,
we were answering a question about how we would support schools that had fallen into or
remained stagnant in Level 2 or Level 3 status (underperforming schools). My instant
reaction was to imagine things that we could provide to these schools, such as additional
staffing, coaching, resources and partnerships. I even imagined that resources to participate
in practice-sharing or to attend the Showcase Schools visits would be a type of support that
could lead to changes in practice at these schools. I thought, “Now here is an opportunity
for convergence!” I was surprised when the conversation that developed out of the question
of support was primarily about what kinds of consequences would be leveled, or freedoms
taken away, such as changing the leadership, replacing the curriculum, or advancing the
timeline for continuous improvement work plans.
This was a moment when I realized that my definition of support was different than
the definition in the room. I was imagining that providing exemplars of promising practices
and successful systems would be one way to support schools, and district leaders were seeing
support through the lens of accountability.
I recognized that this was likely another reason people were hesitant to engage in
leading practice-sharing work. The fact that the leadership teams were organized to execute
meant that best practice-sharing was seen as a value-add rather than as a key strategy for
meeting district goals. If I could not get the leadership team to consider practice-sharing as
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an essential piece of a strategy that could change teacher practice, it would not likely ever be
embedded into the systems.
Evaluating Success

Right now, practice-sharing is still seen primarily as a value-add, though there are
some signs that the district is beginning to see the opportunity in organizing to learn. In the
most recent version of the district’s vision, practice-sharing was identified as one of the
district priorities and there is a potential for funding to see the work through. Since this is an
intractable problem that many other districts have been trying to solve, partners, national
organizations and districts are looking to Chicago to see how we will do this work, and the
district is eager to be a leader in this effort.
For the moment, practice-sharing will advance as long as there is someone whose
role it is to facilitate the work, and other departments will likely find it useful as a mechanism
to advance their initiatives. To get started, it will likely be important for one department or
team to take the lead on facilitating the work. This will give the district the opportunity to
test whether the knowledge spiral philosophy can be engaged thoughtfully and lead to the
outcomes that we hope for.
The Chicago Showcase Schools model could serve as a program to pilot, with
intentional focus on the data and knowledge-sharing philosophy, and there is interest from
funders to support it. The collaboration with our research partners using a strong data model
will help us to develop a model that is intentional and unique. And, since the design visit
itself created a powerful opportunity for academic chiefs to see the value in practice-sharing,
I am hopeful that, with continued engagement and opportunity to collaborate, practicesharing will be recognized as a lever for change rather than a fun thing to do.
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It is yet to be seen if district-managed and charter schools beyond the early
innovators will engage in district-wide practice-sharing with the roll out of a strategy, and it
will be important to look back a year from now and see if the initiatives are in place and
impacting outcomes at the school level. And while practice-sharing exists within the current
district vision, it is yet to be seen whether the election of a new mayor in the city of Chicago
will lead to changes in leadership for the Chicago Public Schools, which could have a
dramatic effect on the vision and practices of the district for years to come.
However, despite these unknowns, there is evidence that educators desire the kind of
practice-sharing that emerged from this project and that such practice-sharing has the
potential to change mindsets about what young people and schools are able to do, providing
a key lever for meeting the district’s equity goals. This is a win for the district already. The
true test of success, though, will be whether two to three years from now we have
mechanisms in place that are sharing the knowledge we have in our system and accelerating
outcomes in our schools.

A New Theory of Action
If I were to rewrite my theory of action, it would maintain many of the boundary
spanning and design principles that allowed me to understand, ideate, and test potential
practices. It would also highlight the need to build ownership for the strategy as a first step
towards interdepartmental convergence and long-term changes in practice. A new theory of
action would be:
If I…
•

maintain and promote a systems-thinking perspective around the work of best
practice-sharing;
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•

act as a boundary spanner - learning from, communicating between, and developing
solutions with - the Office of Network Supports, the Office of Innovation and
Education, school leaders, and educators from district-managed and charter schools;

•

develop and communicate an understanding of how, in this context, knowledge is
transferred in ways that impact practice;

•

use a design-thinking framework to find and develop a solution to the problem as it
is experienced by the end-users;

•

work with the leadership team to develop a strategy that embeds ownership of
practice-sharing within a department that advances the aims of all other departments
so that collaboration around practice-sharing becomes “so extensive, engrained and
assumed, that it is no longer recognized by others as a collaborative undertaking.”

Then…
•

this convergence around practice-sharing in the Chicago Public School system will
result in the reduction of opportunity gaps for young people, increases in educator
effectiveness, and accelerated gains in outcomes for the entire CPS community.

Implications
There are many implications that can be taken from this project to date. During my
school visit to Palmer, Principal Dixon spoke about the concept of “windows and mirrors,”
a literacy idea championed by Emily Style (1988). Emily says, “Education needs to enable the
student to look through window frames in order to see the realities of others and into
mirrors in order to see her/his own reality reflected” (Paragraph 7). The analysis of this
project in action has provided me the opportunity to look through “window frames and
mirrors,” peering outward and inward, to identify the following set of implications for site,
sector, and self.
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Implications for Site
By considering how this project unfolded in this context, I have identified the
following opportunities for Chicago Public Schools:
1. Hire a Director of Interschool Collaboration
2. Pilot a Chicago Showcase Schools Program
3. Focus on Organizational Culture as a Lever for Change
Hire a Director of Innovation and Interschool Collaboration

It is clear from this project that for this work to be done well, someone must lead the
work. This person should be a boundary spanner between networks and departments in
order to best facilitate the work and to ensure that it is embedded into the system as a means
for accelerating outcomes. At the start of this project, I had only imagined the boundary
spanning role as being key to my own access, learning about the system, and facilitating the
development of positive relationships between district-managed and charter schools.
Through my work between the Office of Network Supports and the Office of Innovation, I
quickly learned that I, myself, by acting as a boundary spanner, had become a conduit for
practice-sharing between schools and interdepartmental convergence.
As a resident, I engaged in school visits both as a learner and as a team member. I
visited 25 schools between August and February, spending two to four hours at each of
those schools in conversations with the school leaders and teachers. As I spoke to school
leaders, I learned about their successes and challenges, and since they knew that I was
studying how we could share practices between schools, they would often ask me if I knew
of any schools that had exemplary practices that they could learn from. Through these
conversations, I was able to facilitate knowledge-sharing across the system in a way that I
realized could be leveraged in a district-wide strategy.
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Michael Tushman describes the impact of boundary spanners when he says, “Given
their ability to scan and interpret information from external areas and to transfer this
information to the innovating unit, persons filling boundary roles can be seen as an
important information processing mechanism in the innovation process. (Tushman, 1977, p.
603).
The district would benefit from having such a permanent role that is situated
between the various networks and school types to collect and disseminate information
between schools. This individual would work with the Office of School Quality
Measurement and Research and our district research partners to identify schools with
successful outcomes, and then work between networks and schools to make explicit and
share the systems and practices leading to those successes. Since my role is currently the only
role in the Office of Innovation and Incubation focused on innovation, it makes sense for
this role to be developed for and to reside within this office. However, it is also important
for this individual to have a boundary spanning role, working intentionally with the team in
the Office of Network Supports. Given the appropriate authority and resources, this
individual could continue to pilot strategies for practice-sharing while also developing a pilot
of the Chicago Showcase Schools Program.
Create a Pilot Chicago Showcase Schools Program

The feedback from the first Chicago Showcase design visit suggested that the
Showcase model is valuable to teachers and has the potential to change mindsets about what
students and schools can do. This, alone, is a compelling reason to invest in a pilot of the
model. The program also meets many of the needs expressed by educators – to see practices
in action, to collaborate with peers, and to be empowered in creating and leading their own
learning. It counters some of the problems that often occur when districts attempt to
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replicate promising practices, by making visible the systems that surround those practices in
schools. And it provides the district with another opportunity to supplement professional
learning for school leaders and educators. In the matters of educator appreciation and
building a sense of integrity, it offers a way to recognize schools that are making great gains
and will be a great way for Chicagoans to be reminded of the assets and successes in their
own communities. Most importantly, by working with the Office of School Quality
Measurement and Research, it has the potential to help the district to accelerate the
extraordinary growth that has been fostered over the past twenty years in the Chicago Public
Schools system.
In order to protect the integrity and intention of the program, it will be important for
Central Office Departments and network chiefs to work with the Director of Innovation
and Interschool Collaboration to ensure that those who most need opportunities to see
exemplars are given priority and support to do so. The data model created with our research
partners should help us to identify those exemplars and match them with demographic peers
who would most benefit from learning from their models. Start with a small pilot of 10 – 15
schools, each hosting one or two Showcase visits. This will make it possible for us to learn
whether or not the model is impacting practice before investing in a large-scale, fully-staffed
program. One individual should be able to facilitate the pilot, as many of the documents,
timeline and guides have already been created by this resident.
Focus on Organizational Culture as a Lever for Change

An organization that is as well-organized to execute has done the work of developing
work processes and systems of accountability and is in a great position to focus on
organizational culture as a lever for change. The next step for an organization such as this
one is to focus on developing psychological safety. Where psychological safety is lacking in

79

an organization, individuals focus on task completion, miniscule gains, product
development, and not making waves. If the organization is going to move to the next level
of creating a growth culture, it must focus on psychological safety and teaming within the
organization.
To do this, it would be smart to invest in having an organization or individual who
can offer training and/or support for departmental and network leaders in what it means to
communicate messages and structure experiences so that psychological safety becomes the
water people swim in within the organization. In her book, The Fearless Organization, Amy
Edmondson outlines a set of leadership practices that create psychological safety
(Edmondson, 2019).


Set the stage by framing the work (setting expectations about failure,
uncertainty, and interdependence) and emphasizing purpose.



Invite participation by demonstrating situational humility, practicing inquiry,
and setting up structures and process that foster participation.



Respond productively by expressing appreciation, destigmatizing failure, and
sanctioning clear violations.

Some organizations have done this by hiring someone to do the work, such as hiring
a culture officer or an in-house executive coach. Others have their human resources
departments lead this work. And some bring in partner organizations or contracted services
to provide such training and support for their teams. There are many ways to do this, yet the
most productive businesses know that organizational culture is key to productivity and
change, so they invest in it.
Currently, there is no onboarding process for central office staff, which makes it
challenging for those entering the organization to know what is expected of them and how
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to get the support they need. I have suggested for CPS to consider hiring a Chief Culture
Officer who can focus exclusively on central office teaming, onboarding, change
management, culture, and leadership development.
Creating an environment of psychological safety is not just a perk. It is essential.
According to Edmondson, “Reading more than 100 articles, we found plenty of evidence
that psychological safety matters. It affects measurable outcomes ranging from employee
error reporting to company return on investment” (2019, p. 29). Within CPS, there is an
overlooked opportunity to accelerate growth by focusing on psychological safety within
central office. If people feel confident speaking up, sharing ideas, and taking risks, the
organization will be more productive, and employees will be more engaged. Retention rates
are better in organizations with higher levels of psychological safety, saving organizations the
costs of hiring and training new employees on a rolling basis. While psychological safety may
sound like the “soft stuff,” it is actually an opportunity. Psychological safety makes a
difference. The leadership moves that lead to such an organizational culture are described in
greater detail in Edmondson’s book, which could also be a resource for a leadership team
book study to start.
Implications for Sector
This project also provided the following insights for the sector:
1. Change professional learning to change classroom teaching and learning;
2. Leverage practice-sharing to change mindsets;
3. Focus on organizational culture as a lever for change
Change Professional Learning to Change Classroom Teaching and Learning

Education has forever been a field resistant to change, and many education reform
efforts have invested a great deal of money, power, and effort, only to result in classrooms
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that don’t look much different than the ones we started with and outcomes that reflect the
lack of change in those classrooms.
In an article for the Harvard Education Review, Jal Mehta provides a perspective on
education reform and what these efforts have been missing (Mehta, 2013).
Many of the specific problems we see today—wide variability in levels of teacher skill
from classroom to classroom, failure to bring good practices to scale across sites, the
absence of an “educational infrastructure” to support practice, the failure to
capitalize on the knowledge and skill of leading teachers, and the distrustful and
unproductive relationships between policymakers and practitioners—are byproducts
of the form in which the educational sector was cast (p. 2).
He posits what seems to be a logical shift – a move from a programmatic approach
to education reform to a sectoral approach to education reform, arguing that a system that
recruits academically talented teachers, prepares them extensively, and provides welfare-state
support for the high poverty students that it serves, will be a more effective design for
improving outcomes in our national education system. I do not disagree that many of these
sectoral shifts would have positive effects on the field of education; however, we have only
to look at classrooms and achievement gaps in wealthy districts, where they have the means
to hire the most highly-qualified educators and where teaching and learning does not look
much different than anywhere else, to know that this alone will not change the core of
teaching and learning.
In his article, Mehta lays out three possibilities for knowledge and knowledge
transfer:


The dissemination of identified best practices to educators, which typically looks like
pouring programmatic knowledge into vessels;



The immersive replication of teachers in models of teaching and learning, which
would be building vessels into a vision of programmatic knowledge; or,
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Identifying highly skilled educators who have the knowledge within them from the
start, which would be an exercise in changing the vessels all together.
I am suggesting that the problem may be that we have not tuned into how educators

learn in ways that impact practice, and until we adapt our own teaching, learning and
administrative strategies to meet this objective, we will not see any changes in education. We
must pay attention to knowledge transfer and build teacher preparation, training, and
support around a vision of knowledge transfer that has impact. This would look much more
like the vision Mehta quoted and Dewey espoused for professionalization of teaching.
Evident in Dewey’s ideas is an early form of what it might look like to build a
profession based on practical knowledge: teachers and researchers working alongside
one another to produce new knowledge; knowledge that is organized in part around
practical questions coming from the field rather than entirely out of the heads of
university researchers; a healthy, interdependent relationship between basic and
applied knowledge; and teachers treated as professionals capable of taking
“intellectual initiative” and organizing their own work rather than implementing the
ideas of others. (Mehta, p. 14)
Mehta underscores it himself when talking about the lack of change in teacher
education. He says, “Meanwhile, the lion’s share of education schools have continued mostly
unchanged: no one is really responsible for producing knowledge that might feasibly guide
the work to better outcomes” (p. 21).
This is not just true of schools of education. It is true in how professional learning is
designed within districts, as well, and this unchanged manner of knowledge production and
sharing reproduces the system unchanged. Therefore, if we want to change the sector, those
of us facilitating adult learning must first change our own practices to better reflect the ways
in which adults learn.
Leverage Practice-Sharing through Modeling and Exemplars to Change Mindsets

Teaching is still, too often, a solitary practice, and professional learning is often just
as lonely as the classroom. To meet the demands of 21st-century learning, teachers must be
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able to step outside of their individual classrooms and traditional professional development
sessions and learn in 21st-century ways.
In my interviews with teachers and leaders, many expressed that they are hungry for
community, experiential learning, and opportunities to lead. A robust plan for practicesharing that uses modeling and exemplars between schools can provide educators with all
these things, and this effort alone has the potential to change teaching and learning in ways
that can improve outcomes for young people nationwide.
One of the most important things that practice-sharing through exemplars does is it
changes mindsets about what young people are capable of doing and what teaching and
learning must look like. In The Opportunity Myth, a study produced by TNTP, they found that
young people are being sold the myth that if they do well in school, they will be prepared for
college. However, in 4 out of 10 classrooms they observed where a majority of students in
the classroom were students of color, the students never received a single grade-level
assignment (TNTP, 2018). The authors argue that mindsets about what students of color are
capable of create inequitable systems of learning.
Practice-sharing between schools and classrooms, if designed in ways that make
high-quality teaching and learning visible, has the potential to change mindsets by providing
exemplars in places where young people are achieving extraordinary outcomes because they
are being challenged with high-quality, grade-level learning. As a sector, we can change
outcomes for students by engaging in this work.
Engage the Education Sector in Culture Work

Many business leaders have recognized the opportunity in focusing on organizational
culture as a lever for change, and a few district leaders are starting to do the same. PK
Diffenbaugh, Superintendent of the Monterey Peninsula Unified School District in
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Monterey, California, is one such leader. In his time as superintendent, he has invested in
leadership development and a focus on organizational culture for systems change, and that
investment is paying off. Just this year, he was nominated by his cabinet and was awarded
the Association of California School Administrators Region 10 Superintendent of the Year.
This type of organizational change work may be one of the keys to education reform work
that has been missing. While there have been great efforts to train teachers and leaders,
invest in programs, change structures, develop new school models, and so on, not much
work has been done to help leaders do the internal personal work that leads to systems
change. In the Ed.L.D. program at Harvard, the tagline is “transform yourself to transform
the sector.” What if more districts adopted that mindset and helped district leaders to
transform themselves to transform their districts?
In my work with Chicago Public Schools, some of my most exciting moments have
been when I have seen individuals change their practice as a result of executive coaching.
These small changes in mindsets and/or beliefs have, at times, been the most transformative
work for individuals, making it possible for them to move their teams toward district-wide
goals. We cannot expect change if we are not able to change ourselves and if we do not
provide the supports that others need to make change. If we are going to transform the
sector, we must invest in and make intentional moves to develop organizational cultures and
develop leadership capacity for change.
There are many ways school districts can begin to take on this work. Some for-profit
businesses have hired Chief Culture Officers to lead this work. Others have contracted with
organizations to provide executive coaching services to departmental and organizational
leaders. Some organizations have developed these capacities in house, by leveraging
individuals with strengths in team development and organizational change. However done, a
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universal focus on psychological safety and organizational culture throughout our education
systems could be a powerful lever for helping adults to make the changes that will lead to the
outcomes we hope to see nationwide.
In an article for the AASA, the School Superintendents Association, Diffenbaugh
writes:
A leader must be able to model the difficult processes of challenging assumptions
and engaging in self-reflection in order to create the conditions through which others
will do the same. Since my first address to staff, I have made a point to communicate
that learning is not just for students and teachers, but for all of us — beginning with
me as the superintendent. At Monterey Peninsula, we believe that to improve in the
manner our students need and deserve, we all must hold one another accountable in
learning to practice in new ways (Diffenbaugh, 2019, para. 13).
We all must learn to practice in new ways for schools to change nationwide, and to
make this happen, we must, as a sector, invest in greater efforts at transforming ourselves to
transform the sector.
Implications for Self
I see many implications for myself as a leader coming from this work. I have learned
that creating and adopting don’t exist at opposite ends of a spectrum, that data and
accountability can be powerful tools, and that transferring implicit, as well as explicit,
knowledge is key to practice-sharing in any context.
Creating and Adopting Do Not Exist at Opposite Ends of a Spectrum

I had a realization during my residency experience - I prefer creating over adopting. I
don’t know if this is a natural tendency of educators, or perhaps is part of that internal
resistance to “best practice” that so often stymies reform efforts. When I learned about the
Showcase Schools Program in New York and shared information about it with my project
supervisor, she was enthusiastic right away. Oddly, I felt an incredible sense of
disappointment about her enthusiasm. I did not want to do something that someone else
had done. I wanted to create something new. This is especially humorous given that the
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essence of my project was to help people find and adopt promising practices from others the very thing that I was finding myself resistant to doing.
Despite this hesitation, I knew that I had the authority to move this work forward,
so I stepped into it and decided to pilot a couple of Chicago Showcase Schools visits based
on our district context, the Japanese Knowledge Spiral, and what I had heard from educators
in my interviews. What I learned from this experience is that there is a lot of promise in
adopting practices that have been tried by others. The key may be to provide opportunity for
practice-sharing yet allow educators to choose and re-create those practices in ways that suit
the myriad of goals, needs and philosophies in any given context. If given this latitude,
individuals and schools may find ways to adapt and even improve upon promising practices.
In the Noble network of schools, they have had great success with student growth
and attainment outcomes at the high school level. I spoke with Kyle Cole, the Chief
Academic Officer at the Noble Network, about the philosophy and practices that lead to
those outcomes, and he spoke a great deal about the fact that they do not mandate any
practices or curriculum (Cole, 2018). They have a set of shared goals, create assessments
around those shared goals, and they are transparent with data. By doing so, they create a
spirit of both competition and collaboration. Teachers are encouraged to share lessons and
strategies that led to strong outcomes, yet no one is mandated to use what has worked for
others. They may use what worked, they may tweak what worked, or they may develop and
test their own strategies. However, everyone is working towards the same goals and there is a
researcher spirit amongst the teams, as they try to find and develop solutions to challenging
problems. They also know that with implementation of new strategies and practices, there is
often an implementation dip. He expressed that they must maintain a “certain level of
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comfort with focused failure.” This is what it looks like to provide a psychologically safe
space for experimentation.
I believe this aligns with Bryk’s work around the spread of promising practices and
why it often does not work to pick something up from one place and simply implement it in
another. Educators must understand why they are implementing the practice, how it fits into
the context surrounding it, and what the underlying philosophies will be that will serve as the
principles guiding the long-term implementation. If the new practice replaces an old practice,
they must believe that the new practice will have better outcomes than the old one and must
feel that they have the room to test and fail new practices. There is never one goal in
education. There are many goals and outcomes that teachers and leaders are navigating
towards in any given context. We have to trust educators to be the researchers and experts
that we need in our nation of schools, and we must allow space for people to find what they
need by creating and adopting promising practices, anywhere along or at both ends of that
spectrum at the same time.
As a leader in the education sector, the power and necessity of this focused,
outcome-driven autonomy will stay with me.
Data and Accountability Can Be Powerful Tools

At the start of my experience here, I realized that I was resistant to the idea of data
and accountability as tools. I had witnessed far too much manipulation of data and hadn’t, in
the past, worked with powerful data tools. When giving student assessments, we would not
receive the results until almost a year later, so this made it difficult to change our
instructional practices to meet the needs of students. It also seemed, at times, that leaders
were seeking to improve data for their own benefit or protection, rather than for the benefit
of students or that they would do anything to keep from being labeled as a failing school.
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This was especially true in the era of No Child Left Behind (NCLB), when rising
accountability standards meant that more and more schools were in danger of being closed
or having other extreme measures imposed on them. I learned that one leader had changed
the calculations behind the online grading system, without telling the teachers, so that more
students would pass. In another context, teachers were pressured to pass students just to
increase promotion rates. There have certainly been enough district scandals over the years
to suggest that these were not isolated incidents.
In Chicago, however, I observed a different kind of accountability in place. There
was a strong partnership between the city’s research partners and the school district. They
were backwards tracking from college completion to find out what the biggest predictors of
such success were, and then building school accountability systems to focus on those
predictors. Data was being used intelligently; there was a high standard for integrity; and
people were concerned about data for the right reasons – because strong data meant better
opportunities for young people. This was the kind of data and accountability I could get
behind and learn from.
One of the times I saw this in action was at one of the quarterly data deep dives that
Liz Kirby was leading. The network chief had prepared a presentation based on the first
quarter data sets, outlining key strategies, initiatives, and tools she was using to reach her
network goals. Liz asked questions about the data and the strategies, pointed out data
patterns and inconsistencies, encouraged the chief to spend more resources or energy in
risky spaces, and shared opportunities for collaboration and/or learning from other network
chiefs who had experienced success in an area this network chief was struggling in. It was an
intense meeting, where you could clearly see that the expectations for improvement were
high, yet Liz pressed in a firm yet encouraging and supportive manner, and I walked away
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feeling that I would have appreciated that kind of serious thought partnership, strategic
wisdom, and push as a school leader.
It was also clear that there would be no tolerance for disingenuous data in this
context. Seeing this kind of leadership in action and the results that come from it gave me a
new appreciation for the power of data and accountability as tools to hold people to high
standards and support educational excellence for young people.
Implicit Knowledge is the Unmined Gold in Education Reform Efforts

During my time in Chicago, I have had the opportunity to visit schools and speak to
a great number of educators. What I have observed is that explicit knowledge is being
transferred. Most schools have similar standard practices in place. What is different are the
implicit practices that surround the practice in each context, and many of these practices are
unknown to the users themselves.
I sense that I have always understood this at my core, because as a teacher I was
always trying to design experiences where students would find the learning themselves
through the experience. As adults leading professional learning, we often forget that adults
need this as well.
Districts must get better at manifesting and transferring implicit knowledge, if we
want to change teacher practice. Many countries get this. Teacher preparation programs in
many places involve years of shadowing expert teachers; they engage teachers and school
leaders in lesson studies and consultancy protocols regularly; and, their professional learning
experiences engage educators in experiential learning.
As I move into future leadership roles, I want to ensure that I am carrying this with
me, constantly thinking about ways, we can, as a district or organization, be creating learning
experiences that impact teaching and learning by finding and spreading the implicit and
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explicit knowledge that drives success. I want to ensure that, wherever I land, I am helping
to lead the organization to develop the mindsets, structures and practices that make it a place
that is organized to learn.

Conclusion
It has been a great opportunity to learn from and with the leaders in the Chicago
Public Schools. This is a district that has made great strides in teaching and learning, and it is
not hard to see why. This is a team of leaders and educators who are focused on
improvement. At one time, this district was known as the worst-performing in the nation
and now the nation is looking to Chicago to learn how they have made the incredible gains
that have been made here. I have been lucky to be able to study, learn, and lead in this
incredible context.
I am also excited about the potential that exists in systemic and data-driven practicesharing. If the system can learn to learn from itself, a great deal of time, energy, and
resources will be saved and young people will benefit. Making knowledge explicit in the ways
this project highlights has the potential to help the district learn from itself, while also
changing mindsets about what young people and adults can do. This is critical for reducing
opportunity gaps and making the gains that we hope to see in the next five years. Therefore,
knowledge-sharing holds great promise for this district and for districts everywhere.
This project has shown that there are several keys to creating a district that
capitalizes on such knowledge within its system, and CPS is in a great position to do this
work. The following steps will facilitate the creation and sustainability of mechanisms to
ensure systematic sharing of effective practices across all public schools in Chicago:


hire an individual to lead the work;



work with data partners to develop a strong data model;
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invest in a pilot of a Chicago Showcase Schools Program;



use professional learning time to engage the knowledge spiral; and,



focus on organizational culture, leadership development, and psychological safety
as levers for change.

It is true that, in Chicago, “we have the knowledge we need within the system.” If we
can start from that belief and continuously find ways to identify and capitalize on that
knowledge, Chicago has the potential become a national model of what strategic knowledgesharing can look like. Most importantly, the Chicago Public Schools will be one of the first
in the nation to strategically and consciously eliminate inequities in the system, ultimately
increasing opportunities for young people and impacting the course of lifetimes to come.
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Artifacts/Appendices
Artifact A: Document Created for Project Supervisor to Highlight Potential Strategies for
Implementation

District-Wide Practice Sharing:
Strategies & Analysis
Strategies to Support the Sharing of Promising Practices between Schools
Based on research of how knowledge is transferred in a way that impacts practice, as
well as empathy interviews with educators, and an analysis of the current landscape, the
following strategies and levers to support the sharing of promising practices have been
identified as showing promise for implementation in the Chicago Public School System.

Promising
Practice
Sharing
Strategy
Showcase
Schools Model

Description of
Practice/ Strategy

Pros/ Cons &
Questions to Consider

The Showcase Schools Model has been used
in NYC for the past 4 years, starting in the
2014-2015 school year.

Pros: This model very closely aligns
with what we know about knowledge
transfer, as well as what teachers
express they want when it comes to
professional learning.

The model identifies schools that have a strong
practice in place, and invites these schools to be
“showcase schools.” The showcase schools
work with a facilitator from the Office of
Leadership and a fellowship team of lead
teachers from the Showcase schools to design
and facilitate a showcase school visit for anyone
who wants to see the initiatives in action. The
visiting school team develops a plan for what
action they want to take as a result of what they
saw during their visit. They also collect and take
pictures of artifacts to inform their practice.

Greater than 95% of participating
schools report that the visit was of
value.
The protocols and materials have
already been developed. The
Leadership team has developed
materials for school leaders and
superintendents, and these materials
are readily available on the website.
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This model uses a format similar to
instructional rounds or Japanese Lesson Study,
with a focus on bringing practical lessons back
to one’s home school.
https://www.showcaseschools.org/

It celebrates the successes of school
teams by providing a public forum
where the work can be recognized.
Cons: The model requires a
dedicated team of people to own and
facilitate the work, which includes:
identifying showcase schools, writing
and sharing stories through various
media outlets (case studies, reports,
social media, etc.), coaching the
cohort of fellows, outreach about
visit days, media communications,
and measuring outcomes.
They have not yet found a way to
measure impact, other than selfreporting measures.

Networked
Improvement
Communities
(NICs)

The NYC District-Charter Collaborative is
in its 2nd year of implementation in the New
York City schools. The collaborative brings
together school teams from 4 schools (2 district
and 2 charter) to participate in a collaborative
learning community around a problem of
practice that they all want to study. There are 45 problem of practice cohorts each year (16-20
schools).
Each school develops a 4-5 person team, made
up of the principal, another leader, and 2-3
educators. The district, then, offers a PD
session to all schools focused on the same
problem of practice. These teams meet weekly
to biweekly to develop and implement change
ideas in short inquiry cycles. The groups then
meet monthly at one of the school sites to share
what they have been implementing and discuss
barriers, opportunities, etc.
There are 6 people in the NYC DOE
facilitating this work – the Director, Program
Manager, and 4 facilitators.
This work is based on Tony Bryk’s work
around Networked Improvement Communities
and around the idea that educators learn best
when learning with each other.

Pros: The NIC model draws teams
together to find, test, and develop
new solutions to problems where
there might not be a showcase school
to look to as an exemplar.
The model does not highlight any
school as having “the answer” but
recognizes that many people together
can bring together pieces of complex
solutions. It also helps to support
people through the change process.
This work in NYC intentionally
brings together district and charter
schools to collaborate in intentional
communities, which has changed the
perceptions and relationships
between school types.
The collaborative helps school teams
develop the habit of using short
inquiry cycles to design and test
solutions.
Cons: The model employs 6 people,
which is costly, especially since it can
only bring 16-20 schools into the
work each year. They also have to
pay school teams when the work
goes beyond the normal workday.
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There is not much impact data yet,
but they are studying the impact.
Currently, they see improvements in
self-reported confidence in the area
of study, reported change in practice,
and reported changes of perceptions
of the other school type.
Innovation
Grants

The Office of Innovation and Incubation plans
to award innovation grants in the upcoming
school year. These innovation grants could
become a venue for the collecting and sharing
of promising practices.
All innovation grant recipients would
participate in a monthly collaborative, where
they would develop a year-long implementation
plan and participate in monthly activities to
share progress, review and revise plans, measure
impact, write about the project, etc. Each
month, a different recipient would be
highlighted for his or her project. The grants
would be open to district-managed and charter
schools, and the grants collaborative would
bring these two groups together.
*CLX could be a model or a partner in this
work. https://chicagolx.org/. CLX currently
awards innovation grants to out-of-school
learning agencies and hosts collaborative
“Hive” meetups monthly to share practice and
to collaborate on new endeavors.

SQRP Case
Studies

This project involves a collective effort to
identify promising practices based on SQRP
results and use the SQRP page, as well as social
media and convenings, to highlight those
practices for participants.
When a school shows great results, an
individual from the Office of School Quality
Measurement and Research or from the ONS
Leadership Team would interview the school
leader, teachers, students, and families to write a
case study of what worked to get to those
results. These case studies would be linked on
the school’s profile page, so that school leaders
and teacher teams could easily access
information about combinations of promising
practices that worked. These case studies could
be used by principals, network chiefs,
instructional leadership teams, and so on, to

Pros: The Office of Innovation &
Incubation (I&I) is already
developing a plan to distribute
innovation grants in FY20. This
strategy would lever the grant-giving
as a means for practice sharing.
Cons: This practice might attract the
typical early adopters and not be as
keen about reaching the schools that
could benefit most.
If we focused on the grants as a
strategy alone, we would not
capitalize on the innovation and
promising practices that already exist
within the system unless we aligned
grant receipt with implementing an
identified promising practice.
This practice would be best paired
with other practices.

Pros: This approach recognizes that
it is a combination of practices that
together lead to sustained
improvement/ results.
It can be combined with a
“Showcase Schools” approach or
done alone, depending on
investment.
The work could likely be done by
current departments, without adding
another team or department.
Network Chiefs or ILTs may enjoy
collecting and reporting these
successes. It also celebrates the
success of these schools publicly.

97
spur thinking and planning for the Continuous
Improvement Work Plan (CIWP). This is
similar to, and perhaps could build upon, what
is being done by the Network for College
Success, where the Office of Teaching &
Learning is using their case studies as artifacts
for the Learning Summits.
*Student Interviews: In empathy interviews
with teachers, several teachers said they learn
from their students. What if students were the
ones telling the story of what practices are
leading the outcomes in their classes? In this
strategy, school leaders would identify teachers
who are having outstanding results, and an
interviewer would go in and interview the
students about what is working in that
classroom. These interviews could be videos,
written stories, etc. These stories would then be
shared through Knowledge Center, the SQRP
page, or in other places where teachers could
access them to learn what is working for young
people in similar contexts.
Problem Hacks
for Principals

For the Innovation & Incubation Beginning of
the Year (BOY) Principals Meeting, the office
hosted a design-thinking workshop around how
the system could better support the sharing of
promising practices between schools. The
process itself, brought together school leaders
and created opportunities for practice-sharing
and collaboration. At the end, the principals
were advocating for more of “this” as a way of
sharing practices between schools.
In this model, the office of Innovation and
Incubation would host “Problem Hacks.”
These hacks would invite teams from schools
to come together to work on solving a problem
of practice for the school. The schools would
work together for a few hours and natural ways
to network and share resources would develop
out of those meetings.

Cons: It does not give educators the
opportunity to see the work in
action, unless a school visit is
scheduled separately.
It assumes that school communities
will be able and willing to correctly
identify and report on the strategies
that led to the outcomes.
It relies on individuals who already
have full workloads to collect and
create the case studies/ stories.

Pros: This is a simple, monthly
activity that can be facilitated without
much follow through. It provides the
forum, protocol, and venue for
practice-sharing, and then leaves the
implementation and collaboration
work to the schools.
This would not be costly and the
workload could be handled within
I&I, with the support of ONS for
getting the word out.
Many educators and school leaders
report that they just want time to get
together with others and talk about
the problems they share. Many of the
teachers reported that when they
implemented a new practice, it
resulted from being in conversation
with someone else in their
professional community.
If done well, these could bring a little
bit of “fun” to the change process.
Cons: It will be extremely
challenging to measure impact,
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because there will be no way of
tracking what schools do as a result
of the time together.
Technology
Opportunities

Andover Fulcrum is an online curriculum
resource and lesson plan sharing platform. It is
free for teachers, and a district can host its own
site, highlighting outstanding lessons and
identifying mentor teachers. Schools can create
groups so that teachers can share lessons across
grade levels, as well as give each other feedback
on how the lesson went in different classrooms.
It could be integrated with the Knowledge
Center.
https://fulcrum.andovered.com/?utm_source=
We%20Are%20Teachers&utm_medium=email
&utm_campaign=Fulcrum%201
Networked Improvement Learning and
Support (NILS) is a technology platform
created by the Carnegie Foundation for the
Advancement of Teaching. NILS allows
networked improvement communities to adopt,
test, and share the outcomes of strategies.
https://www.carnegiefoundation.org/resources
/nils/
Google Drive is used by some schools,
districts, and networks to share resources
around a particular topic or theme that is of
interest to educators. The Showcase Schools
model uses Google folders to share artifacts
and resources connected to the themes
highlighted in the showcase schools.
https://www.showcaseschools.org/2018-19showcase-visit-resources
LearnZillion is a curriculum platform that
allows teachers to find, create, and share
curriculum resources aligned to standards.
https://learnzillion.com/p/

Pros: Teachers often turn to
technology to find inspiration and
ideas for classroom lessons. By
providing an easy-to-use forum for
sharing practices, with controls to
ensure teachers have access to quality
content, teachers can reduce time
spent on planning and be certain to
be using grade-level, quality
materials, while still having choice
over what to use.
Cons: This may or may not work
with the online curriculum platform
the district is currently developing.
There is a question of the cost. While
Google Drive works within our
current platforms, it is not as easily
searchable as a platform such as
Fulcrum. NILS seems like it has great
potential, but the teams at the
Carnegie Foundation are hard to
reach for questions. They may not
have the capacity to support a
district-wide plan.
Teachers and school leaders are tired
of having to document everything
they do, and these tools may seem
like more of the same, unless there is
some incentive to share. For
example, Fulcrum has the capacity to
identify “mentor” teachers, whose
lessons would be given priority on
the site. These teachers could be
given a bonus for being mentor
teachers, or quality lessons on the
site could be identified and
celebrated.
Many of these platforms are focused
on curriculum sharing, which could
be a pro or a con.
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Additional Levers to Consider
While the above strategies are specifically focused on sharing promising practices,
the following levers are important considerations for making the ground fertile for sharing.

Additional
Levers to
Consider
Deliberately
Developmenta
l Organization
(DDO)

Description of
Practice/ Strategy

Pros/ Cons &
Questions to Consider

In order for people to change, they must be
in environments that support them through
change. Schools are already submitting a
Continuous Improvement Work Plan
(CIWP), which should suggest a schoolwide
focus on continuous improvement, yet there
is often a disconnect between organizational
change and individual change. By coaching
school leaders in the principles of
Deliberately Developmental Organizations
(DDOs), and hiring coaches to support
leaders in the Immunity to Change (ITC)
approach, school leaders can better support
and create organizational cultures that help
people to adopt new practices and make
change together.

Pros: A focus on this work could
increase teacher and principal retention
rates, as well as lead to changes in
classroom practice, which is often the
hardest thing to change, yet the most
impactful for young people. One of the
primary reasons people leave their jobs
is because they don’t feel like they are
being supported in their development.
DDOs have higher employee retention
rates.
The DDO model is a pathway towards
vulnerable leadership, and vulnerable
leadership is one of the levers identified
by the UChicago Consortium as a
means to producing considerable
growth:
https://www.uchicagoimpact.org/idea
/vulnerable-leadership.
Cons: This could be a costly endeavor,
if done at the principal level districtwide. It would best be supported by
professional development and coaching
for all principals, as well as school-wide
support. It would also be a long-term
effort, and would take considerable
learning at the Central Office level to
support this kind of work at the school
level.
It may be hardest for managers
accustomed to top-down leadership
models to adopt new practices, such as
this.
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Question: Could an intentional focus
at the Network Chief and Deputy
Chief impact schools?

Collaborative
Learning
Time

Almost every, if not every, charter school,
and especially those that are high-achieving,
have found ways to have a half day of
teacher professional development and
collaboration without students in the
building. Most schools release students early
one day a week, and the teachers use the
afternoon to look at data, reflect, and revise
lessons. One thing to consider is to find a
way to adjust the school schedule at every
school to provide every teacher with at least
a half day of time to review data, collaborate,
and plan.
*A few districts, mostly rural, have moved to
a four-day school week to save on costs
and/ or to allow time for professional
learning. In most studies, the change
resulted in little or no change in academic
outcomes, with increases in some places.
There were increased levels of teacher
satisfaction and retention in all districts
studied. No urban districts have
experimented with this strategy, and this
may be too risky for a large district.

Engage Partners
to Capitalize on
Existing Work

There are several partners who are bringing
charter and district-managed schools
together for practice-sharing. One possibility
is to encourage these programs to grow or to
increase cross-district collaboration. Some of
these partners are:
The Chicago Public Education Fund
(The Fund) hosts principal PLCs that bring
together principals of charter and districtmanaged schools around shared problems of
practice. Many principals love participating

Pros: The job of teaching has changed
dramatically, and for teachers to be
able to use data to inform instruction,
they must have time to do so. This is
one of the big requests of the teachers’
union, so providing time for
collaboration would make teachers and
union leaders happy, while also
implementing a practice that has been
proven successful in many schools.
Cons: Releasing students early has
many ripple effects. It creates questions
regarding transportation, child care,
maintaining increased instructional
time, etc.
Questions: Could out of school
partnerships make this possible? Could
schedules be adjusted so that students
are still in schools, but teachers are still
released half of a day one day a week to
collaborate?

Pros: There is little to no cost to this
strategy. In some places, grant funding
could be used to support the
partnership agendas.
Having an outside facilitator protects
the work from the political battles.
People report that they enjoy
participating in the cohorts led by these
partners, and the partners have systems
in place for measuring outcomes.
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in these PLCs, and principals with expertise
in the PLC content lead the PLCs. These
PLCs do not engage teacher leaders, so there
is potential to impact teacher practice by
creating teacher PLCs similar to the
principal PLCs.
Network for College Success (NCS) hosts
networks of schools to collaborate around
problems of practice in a model similar to
the networked improvement communities
(NICS). They don’t engage charter schools
as much, because the data is harder to gather
and manage, but this may be something the
district could help with, in order to bring
these communities together in a practice that
is already showing promise.
Chicago Learning Exchange (CLX)
brings together educators and organizations
leading out-of-school learning to collaborate,
share promising practices, and innovate.

Cons: These efforts belong to others,
so they are subject to the strength and
capacity of the partner organizations.
The longevity of the programs and
practices could be threatened, as these
are not systems level changes.
Many of them focus on principals as
the lever for change. A practice-sharing
strategy focused on teachers as the
lever for practice change would be
more likely to lead to the change that is
hoped for.
Questions: Could one or some of
these partners start a parallel program
for teachers?

TeachPlus is bringing teachers from district
and charter schools together in their teacher
leader cohorts. These teacher leaders are
leading change efforts in their school
communities. The cohorts are currently
small, but with additional funding could be
increased.
Accelerate Institute supports principal
development by bringing cohorts of school
leaders together for professional learning
and support. This is another space where
charter and district-managed school leaders
are building relationships and collaborating.

Analyzing Potential Strategies for the Best Fit/ Opportunity
In the book, A Practical Guide to Policy Analysis: The Eightfold Path to More Effective
Problem Solving, Bardach and Patashnik outline a process to help policy-makers determine
what policy solutions might be most effective in any given context (Bardach 2016). While
this is not a policy decision, the same process could easily be applied to the decision-making
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process for a district’s reform effort. The following chart takes the proposed initiatives for
the CPS context and compares them based on cost-effectiveness, political feasibility,
organizational capacity, time, anticipated impact, and how the initiative fits within the
current systems. Using this chart, it is possible to determine which effort is most suitable for
CPS in the given moment.
Analysis of Potential Strategies Using Bardach’s Eightfold Path
CostEffectiveness
(What is the
cost of this
initiative?)

Political
Feasibility
(Will various
constituent
groups support
this effort?)

Capacity
(Do we have
the ability to
carry out the
change?)

Time
(What is the
anticipated
timeline for
this effort?)

Anticipated
Impact
(Is the
anticipated
impact of this
effort worth the
investment?)

Complimentary
Systems in Place
Is what we need in
place to support this
change?

-

+

-

+

+

+

Innovation
Grants

-

+

+

+

+

+

SQRP Case
Studies

+

-/+

-

+

-

+

Networked
Improvement
Communities

-

+

-

-

+

+

Engage Partners

+

+

+

+

-/+

+

Deliberately
Developmental
Organization

+

-

-

+

+

+

+

+/-

+

+

+

+

+

+

+

+

+

+

-

-/+

-

+

?

+

Promising
Practice
Sharing
Strategy

Showcase
Schools Model

Collaborative
Learning Time
Problem Hacks

Technology
Solutions
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Artifact B: Agenda from the Chicago Showcase Schools Design Visit

A Chicago Showcase Design Visit

John M. Palmer Elementary School
5051 North Kenneth Avenue Chicago, IL 60630
Phone: (773) 534-3704 Fax: (773) 534-3771
The CPS Leadership Team Presents

Opportunity for Every Child: The Palmer Story
VISIT SUMMARY
John M. Palmer Elementary School is located in Chicago’s North Mayfair community, a
small and vibrant community in the Albany Park neighborhood. The school serves 756
students in grades Pre-K through 8th grade. Over the past five years, the Palmer community
has made significant gains - raising their SQRP rating to a level 1+ and earning a Healthy
Schools Designation, a Creative Schools Certification, and a Supportive Schools
Recognition. The school has also been awarded the Gold Circle of Quality, which gives
statewide recognition to early learning programs that meet or go beyond the highest Illinois
Quality Standards.
Palmer was invited and agreed to help us design and pilot a Chicago Showcase school visit.
At this Showcase Design Visit, visitors will learn about how the school achieved tremendous
gains through a combination of efforts, including: a philosophy of high-quality learning for
all students; a strong practice of using Multi-Tiered Systems of Supports (MTSS); effective
creation and implementation of teacher teams; and a schoolwide Understanding By Design
approach to classroom and school improvement.
EXPERIENTIAL LEARNING & LOOK-FORS
High-Quality Learning for All

Multi-Tiered Systems of Support (MTSS)

Teacher Teams & Collaboration

Understanding By Design for Classroom &
School Improvement

AGENDA
8:15 - 8:30 a.m. Breakfast & Networking
8:30 - 9:00 a.m. Showcase Welcome & Principal Presentation: The Opportunity Myth
- Presented by Ms. Dixon and Mrs. Owen-Moore
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9:00 - 9:25 a.m. Showcasing Our Structures & Systems - Presented by Ms. Dixon and
Mrs. Sweeney
In this block of time, Principal Dixon will share how she uses a backwards design approach
to planning for the year, creating the systems and structures that support continuous
improvement and continuity of practice.
9:30 - 10:15 Classroom Visits (3 rooms, 15 mins each) - Facilitated by Ms. Dixon
Visitors will each visit three classrooms and reflect upon key takeaways as a group after each
classroom visit.
Classroom Visit Schedule
Time
9:30 - 9:40 a.m.

Group 1
Mrs. R. Robinson
Ms. Stelnicki
3rd Grade Gifted

9:40 - 9:45 a.m.
9:45 - 9:55 a.m.

Group 2
Ms. Dixon
Mrs. Lutzow
4th Grade Standard

Group 3
Mr. Caropreso
Mr. Werner
8th Grade ELA

Transition and Reflection
Ms. Dolan
3rd Grade Standard

9:55 - 10:00 a.m.
10:00 - 10:10 a.m. Mrs. Bacus-Carlson
2nd Grade Gifted
10:10 - 10:15 a.m.

Ms. Swiderski
4th Grade Gifted

Mrs. Lohse
8th Grade Math

Transition and Reflection
Ms. Delvecchio
2nd Grade Standard

Ms. Schuemann
7th Grade ELA

Transition and Reflection

10:15 - 11:15 Grade Level Meetings: Learning from Student Work Protocol (National
School Reform Faculty)
Visitors will have the opportunity to observe a grade level meeting where teachers will be
using the Learning from Student Work Protocol from National School Reform Faculty.
Group A: Mr. Caropreso
3rd Grade Meeting
Room 201

Group B: Ms. Dixon
4th Grade Meeting
Room 143

11:20 - 11:45 Palmer Staff Panel - Facilitated by Ms. Dixon
Participating Staff Members: Teachers will share their reflections on what it took to
move the school from where it was to where it is today.
11:45 - 12:15 MTSS Artifacts and Workshop - Presented by Ms. Dixon
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In this workshop, visitors will learn about how the school uses MTSS to support students at
every level of learning and will engage in an exercise to understand how the school
determines and supports interventions for students.
12:15 - 12:45 Lunch and Student Presentations of Learning - Facilitated by Ms. Dixon
Student presentations of learning will highlight the ways in which the school uses culturally
relevant and social justice-oriented curricula to engage students in their learning.
12:45 - 1:00 p.m. Closing and Appreciations - Facilitated by Mrs. Owen-Moore
Appreciations and takeaways will be shared.
BRIDGE TO ACTION
1:00 - 3:00 p.m.
In the afternoon, teams that want to continue the work will have an opportunity to reflect
on practices that were observed and plan for how they will bring those practices back to
their communities. Members of the teacher-design team will also have an opportunity to
reflect on the visit and share insights for future opportunities.
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Artifact C: Request for Data Model to be Shared with Research Partners

Knowledge-Sharing in the Chicago Public Schools
A Data Model to Find and Replicate the Successes in Our System of Schools
“We have the knowledge we need in the system.”
Throughout Chicago Public Schools, there are principals and educators who have found
solutions to the problems other schools are trying to solve. The Chicago Public Schools
would like to better use the knowledge we have in our system to find and replicate those
results. To do this well, we are seeking the support of our data partners as we develop a plan
to identify and share promising and proven practices between our high achieving schools
and schools in need of support.
Learning from Our District Peers
Districts around the country are seeking ways to find and share promising practices between
their schools. In New York City, they have developed two programs to facilitate this kind of
practice sharing – Learning Partners and the Showcase Schools Program. Learning Partners
brings together schools in groups of four to collectively work on a shared problem of
practice. Using a networked improvement community model, the schools test and share
practices to increase outcomes on specific measures. The Showcase Schools Program
identifies and “showcases” up to forty schools each year for their promising practices. Each
school is selected for having demonstrated themselves to be an exemplar in a practice that is
a district priority (such as culturally responsive education or engaging student voice). The
Showcase Schools team then works with teachers from those schools to host visits for
educators, school leaders, and others who want to see those practices in action. These
showcase visits provide opportunities for school teams to learn from the examples of their
peers and to plan for how they will use what they learn in practice back in their own school
communities.
A Chicago Showcase Schools Program
Teachers and school leaders in Chicago have expressed a desire to see exemplars in practice,
especially in communities that look like their own. The Chicago Public School system is
working to develop a program like the New York City Showcase Schools Program, but
rather than focusing on practices alone, we are hoping to use data to identify which
schools could be showcased based on the success of those schools in meeting objectives. We
believe that this approach will give us a better lens into the system of practices that come
together to produce results in our schools.
Once we find the schools that are producing results that we hope to replicate, we can study
these schools to find out what set of practices worked together to produce those results. We
can, then, provide opportunities for other educators to visit and learn from those schools,
giving them the opportunity to pick up on the explicit practices, as well as the implicit
practices that lead to success. By providing educators with opportunities to see those
educators who are meeting and exceeding goals on the measures the district uses to evaluate
schools, we believe we can reduce opportunity gaps and accelerate growth gains across our
system of schools.

107

A Data Model
What we need from our partners to do this well is a data model that we can use to identify
the schools and leaders who are demonstrating the outcomes we seek to replicate.
We are particularly interested in analyzing the leadership moves and practices where a
leadership transition or development has a strong connection with growth over a five-year
period. This growth might be in an overall SQRP level or in specific growth measures, such
as 3rd through 8th grade on-track, attendance, or the 5 Essentials. We need you to help us to
identify the growth outcomes that would be most valuable for us to study, and to
help us identify the schools that are meeting those measures as well as the
corresponding schools that could learn from their success.
For example, if we can identify which schools have demonstrated extraordinary success at
improving attendance rates over a five-year period, we could study that school to find out
what levers the school community used to achieve that success. This data would help us
with two current initiatives: to identify school leaders who have demonstrated success in
achieving multiple measures who could serve as mentor principals for aspiring
administrators and to provide us with a list of schools that could potentially serve as
mentor or “showcase” schools for meeting unique objectives or overall gains in SQRP
levels.
Teaching has long been a solitary practice, and very few districts have figured out how to
systematize the sharing of promising practices in ways that serve teachers and impact
teaching and learning. This is a great opportunity for the city of Chicago to lead the nation in
the effort to use data to find and replicate the promising practices that lead to growth in our
system of schools.
We hope to be a leader in this work, and we look forward to working with you to
develop the data model that can bring this vision to life.

