
Building Bridges in Education R&D:

Developing an Educator Engagement

Strategy for AERDF

Citation
Mezgebu, Kidus.  2023.  Building Bridges in Education R&D: Developing an Educator
Engagement Strategy for AERDF.  Doctoral dissertation, Harvard University Graduate
School of Education.

Link
https://nrs.harvard.edu/URN-3:HUL.INSTREPOS:37375384

Terms of use
This article was downloaded from Harvard University’s DASH repository, and is made
available under the terms and conditions applicable to Other Posted Material (LAA), as set
forth at
https://harvardwiki.atlassian.net/wiki/external/NGY5NDE4ZjgzNTc5NDQzMGIzZWZhMGFlOWI2M2EwYTg

Accessibility
https://accessibility.huit.harvard.edu/digital-accessibility-policy

Share Your Story
The Harvard community has made this article openly available.
Please share how this access benefits you. Submit a story

https://dash.harvard.edu/submit-story?publicationId=95753173-cf57-41c4-acba-70978ab317e3


 

 
 
 
Building Bridges in Education R&D: Developing an Educator Engagement Strategy for AERDF  
 
 

 
Doctorate of Education Leadership (Ed.L.D) 

Capstone 
  
 
 

 
 

Submitted by  
Kidus Mezgebu 

 
 

 
 
 
 

To the Harvard Graduate School of Education 

in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of 

 Doctor of Education Leadership. 

 

April 2023 

 
   



 

2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© 2023  

Kidus Mezgebu  

All Rights Reserved 

 
 
 
 
   



 

3 

Dedication 
 
This capstone is dedicated to you, Mezgebu Mitikie and Abebaye Lema, my pillars of strength, 
whose unwavering love and sacrifices have paved the way for the opportunities that have come 
my way. Your selflessness, determination, and commitment to your children’s education have 
instilled in me the value of learning and the resilience to pursue my dreams. 
  
In the face of challenges and any moments of self-doubt, you have been my guiding light, nurturing 
the seed of ambition you planted within me so long ago. As I stand here today, with the fruits of 
our labor, it is evident that the seed has blossomed into a vibrant bloom. 
  
Your steadfast belief in my potential and your tireless support have shaped the person I have 
become, and the accomplishments I have achieved. This capstone is not only a reflection of my 
hard work, but a testament to your unwavering faith and love that has fueled me throughout this 
journey. 
  
With immense gratitude and admiration, I dedicate this capstone to you, my beloved mom and 
dad. May it serve as a symbol of the invaluable lessons you have taught me and the immeasurable 
impact you continue to have on my life, and the realization of the dreams that inspired your journey 
from Ethiopia. 
 

  



 

4 

Acknowledgements 

To my loving wife, Danait, who has been a constant source of support and love throughout this journey. 
Thank you for your unwavering patience and understanding, as your support has been the fuel that has 
helped me get to the finish line 

To Dr. Deborah Jewell-Sherman, whose presence in my life as a professor, mentor, and so much more 
has been a profound blessing. Your wisdom and guidance have been instrumental in shaping my path, and 
I am eternally grateful for your profound impact on my life. 

To my capstone committee members, Deborah, Irvin, and Melina, thank you for your invaluable support 
throughout this journey. Deborah, your guidance from the outset has been a treasure I will always cherish. 
Irvin, your steadfast incisive feedback has been instrumental in my thinking. Melina, I am grateful for the 
opportunity to learn a tremendous amount from you and for your unwavering support as my champion. 

To Biruh, your fierce determination has always been a source of inspiration. Nadew, your insatiable 
curiosity during our upbringing inspired me to nurture my thirst for knowledge. Mekides, your focus, and 
intelligence have consistently motivated me. Hosi, thank you for the unconditional love you always show 
me. 

To Chris and the AERDF Team, thank you for allowing me to join you in this exciting journey to make a 
difference in education.   

To my C11 and Ed.L.D. family, I am grateful for the opportunity to learn from you, grow with you, and 
for your unwavering support over the last three years. 
   
To my TF, Maddie, thank you for your continuous support throughout the last year.   
 
Lastly, to my Harvard community, including the professors, staff, and students who have challenged 
and shaped my thinking about the impact we can make, I express my heartfelt thanks. 
 
 
 
   



 

5 

Table of Contents  
Dedication 3 
Acknowledgements 4 
Abstract 8 
Introduction 9 

AERDF Programs Overview 11 
The Significance of Educator Engagement 14 
Strategic Project Key Terms 15 
Strategic Project Overview 18 

Review of Knowledge for Action 18 
Personal Experience 19 
Partnership Literature 20 
Effective Education Partnership 22 
Trust in Collaboration 23 
Jobs-to-be-Done 25 
Assessing Research-Practice Partnerships 27 
Inclusive R&D 29 
Resources, Processes, and Priorities (RPP): Capabilities 31 
Theory of Action 32 

Description of Strategic Project 33 
Origin of My Strategic Project 34 
Phase One (July-December): Discovery Process and Development of Relationships 36 
Phase Two (December-February): Strategy Development 39 
Phase Three (February-March): Implementation Preparation 41 

Evidence 44 
Discovery Process 45 
Understanding Educator Engagement Needs of Programs 47 
Clarifying Capabilities of AERDF for Educator Engagement 49 
Development of a Dynamic and Responsive Value Proposition 50 
Educator Engagement Strategy: Systems to Promote Trust, Collaboration, and Inclusive R&D 51 

Analysis 54 
Processes as a Factor 55 
Resources and Priorities as a Factor 61 

Implications for Self 69 
Implications for Site 72 
Implications for Sector 77 
Conclusion 80 
References 82 
Appendix 86 



 

6 

Abstract 
Advanced Education Research and Development Fund (AERDF) is a national nonprofit 

organization dedicated to research and development (R&D) in the public education sector. Launched in 
July 2021, AERDF implements ambitious and inclusive R&D programs that have the potential to generate 
groundbreaking impact in public education. With a focus on addressing persistent teaching and learning 
challenges that disproportionately affect Black and Latino students and students experiencing poverty, 
AERDF takes an “inclusive R&D” approach that places educators at the forefront of the R&D process. As 
such, engaging educators as leaders is a critical operational feature of their R&D teams. 

During this residency, the primary objective was to formulate an educator engagement strategy at 
the central level that would support both current and future programs of AERDF. To accomplish this, a 
comprehensive discovery process was undertaken, which involved conducting interviews with members 
from all three current programs and the executive team. Through this process, the distinctive requirements, 
strengths, and risks of various stakeholders were examined and evaluated. Once the discovery phase was 
completed, the next step was to enter a strategy development phase, during which a plan for developing an 
AERDF level educator engagement system was assessed and formulated. Following this, implementation 
of different components of this system were initiated. 

The findings from this process underscore the need for a dynamic and comprehensive system that 
can address the diverse needs of the various programs. Furthermore, it is imperative for AERDF to specify 
the scope of resources it will commit to engaging educators, as this will enable the organization to enhance 
its value proposition to partner districts. The analysis indicates that the tendency for programs to operate in 
silos is a cultural issue that warrants attention, and measures have been initiated to begin addressing this. 

The learning from this residency has several important implications for the burgeoning education 
R&D sector. First, there is a need to invest in greater collaboration among key stakeholders in order to 
maximize the knowledge base and innovative potential. Second, there is a need for a backbone organization 
to emerge in the education R&D sector, which can serve as a hub for collaboration and help maximize 
collective impact. Finally, education leaders should actively seek out new types of partnerships with the 
R&D field in order to facilitate the development and dissemination of innovative solutions to persistent 
educational challenges. 
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Introduction  
 

Research and development (R&D) investment is a vital strategy for generating 

breakthrough innovations in many sectors. In education, R&D has tremendous potential to 

improve student outcomes by leveraging technology to enhance learning and accelerate the pace 

at which we learn about learning (Shelton, 2013). However, R&D is not a common practice in the 

education sector. One reason is the lack of funding: less than 1% of federal spending on education 

goes to education R&D (Cannon et al., 2023). Another, perhaps more important reason is that the 

method requires educators, researchers, and developers to work in partnership to engage in truly 

innovative R&D. However, both education practitioners and researchers often express that the 

partnership between the two groups to produce relevant research that leads to applicable, 

innovative solutions is less frequent than it should be despite a desire from both groups for a more 

robust relationship. This desire for more innovative solutions that practitioners could immediately 

apply has even prompted some educators to express support for building R&D departments within 

their schools (Steed, 2002). The Committee on Learning Research and Educational Practice 

declared that the influence of research on practice is weak, that research on learning and teaching 

has not been consolidated into a useful practice, and that there is a gap in what influences research 

and practice (National Research Council, 1999). Furthermore, a dearth of research that directly 

leads to the development of applicable, equitable programs and curricula in education has 

highlighted the need for an organization to help build this burgeoning field. This context informs 

my residency with Advanced Education Research and Development Fund (AERDF). My strategic 

project focuses on helping to develop the organization’s educator engagement strategy to further 

its goal of supporting the development of innovative products and practices through targeted R&D 

programs. 
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AERDF implements ambitious, inclusive R&D programs designed to tackle intractable 

teaching and learning challenges that disproportionately affect Black and Latino students and 

students experiencing poverty in K-12 education (2002). AERDF believes it can expand quality 

innovation in education by collaborating with and co-developing programs and tools for the 

communities they intend to benefit. As such, AERDF’s approach to R&D intentionally brings 

together three key stakeholder types—educators, researchers, and developers—on the hypothesis 

that this tri-sector partnership can lead to positive outcomes for students, teachers, and the 

community and generate breakthrough progress in learning challenges that are widely recognized.  

The original idea for AERDF emerged from the desire to create an education research and 

development agency within the federal government, akin to the Defense Advanced Research 

Projects Agency (DARPA) and other Advanced Research and Development Agencies (ARPA), 

like ARPA-Energy (Dugan & Gabriel, 2016). ARPAs use a model of innovation that brings 

together qualified stakeholders from various sectors to work on an ambitious project that lasts three 

to five years. The proposal to bring this model for an education agency into the government was 

championed by then Deputy Secretary of the United States Department of Education Jim Shelton. 

President Obama championed this idea and even included it in his State of the Union address in 

2011. Unfortunately, the agency was not funded by Congress, as the larger bill it was part of failed 

to pass the committee. Consequently, Shelton departed from the federal government and led the 

launch of the Chan Zuckerberg Initiative, with this concept being a cornerstone initiative. Shelton 

secured matching funding from the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation to begin with a proof-of-

concept program prior to funding the full organization. This first program, EF+Math, was launched 

in 2018 and led by Dr. Melina Uncapher to determine whether this idea of advanced education 

R&D had traction as an innovation engine. EF+Math created the core foundation and theory of 
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action for what would become the independent nonprofit AERDF, which received a second, larger 

round of funding following the success of EF+Math. The AERDF organization officially launched 

in 2021, along with two additional R&D programs: Assessment for Good and Reading 

Reimagined.  

It is important to note that AERDF is an R&D organization that methodically conducts and 

commissions R&D that rapidly accelerates education research into breakthrough applications. 

These innovations seek to improve outcomes dramatically for priority communities: Black and 

Latino students and students of all races experiencing poverty. All AERDF programs have an 

intentional three- to five-year window to evolve from idea to completion. Because some of the 

work is commissioned to intentionally promote field-building, AERDF has often been identified 

as a philanthropy that funds, rather than implements, education R&D. However, even the work 

that is commissioned is “actively managed” using a model that supports projects with domain-

specific expertise. This model differs from traditional philanthropy by bringing a comprehensive 

suite of resources, providing programs with a network of agile supports, and creating an alignment 

of goals and a shared vision of success to drive improved results (AERDF, 2021).  

AERDF Programs Overview 

The first program funded was EF+Math, the proof-of-concept program for AERDF 

(EF+Math, n.d.). EF+Math was founded in 2019 by AERDF’s current Chief of R&D, Dr. Melina 

Uncapher, an educational neuroscience professor—formerly at Stanford and the University of 

California San Francisco—to demonstrate the power and promise of inclusive R&D. Inclusive 

R&D is an approach to R&D that is equity-centered and inclusive of students, educators, families, 

and communities that are often left out of design methods (Inclusive R&D, 2021). This five-year 

program has the bold goal of challenging how we think about how students learn by focusing on 
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a foundational skill necessary for learning: executive function. Focusing on building skills in the 

three main components of executive function—working memory, cognitive flexibility, and 

inhibitory control—makes it possible to supercharge learning. The program is currently focused 

on strengthening executive function skills to produce breakthrough gains in math learning; 

however, its foundational concepts can be applied to many other subject areas. EF+Math 

understands that executive function skills are an asset every student should develop, and that this 

asset gives students agency over their attention, emotions, and behavior to reach their goals. 

EF+Math manages 11 multi-disciplinary team projects, with 7 in a prototyping track1 and 4 in an 

applied research track.2 EF+Math has three major stages in its five-year development strategy: 

building, evaluation, and scaling. The program is in the third year of execution and in the midst of 

transitioning from the building to the evaluating stage. EF+Math is currently led by program 

director Dr. Aubrey Francisco, who previously was the deputy director of EF+Math before 

Uncapher moved to the Chief of R&D role at AERDF.  

The second AERDF program is Assessment for Good (AFG), which focuses on producing 

effective solutions that result in a relevant, responsive, and accessible system of asset-based 

formative assessment that educators, caregivers, or learners can leverage across academic, social, 

and emotional domains. The long-term goal of Assessment for Good is to develop, validate, and 

scale responsive assessment tools in collaboration with stakeholders from the community. Former 

Associate Professor of Special Education at Duquesne University Dr. Temple Lovelace leads this 

program. Her research ranges from social justice and equity through a disability inquiry lens to 

 
1 Prototyping track involves multi-disciplinary R&D teams that create prototypes to integrate executive function 
training during high-quality math learning. 
2 Applied research track involves researchers who develop new capacities to boost prototypes’ effectiveness by 
making student learning visible and actionable.  
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innovative classroom-based instructional and intervention strategies in academic and behavior 

support. Assessment for Good recently announced seven new R&D project teams that will focus 

on assessment areas of academic identity, culturally valid core levers, ecological assessment, and 

whole child assessments (AFG Awardees, 2022). These teams will develop and pilot new 

assessment tools and frameworks so educators can better understand students’ strengths and the 

role that specific learning environments can play in supporting emotional and identity 

development. Long term, Assessment for Good believes that findings from these projects will help 

improve instructional practices and generate spaces for students that are more affirming and 

promote their well-being and learning. 

Reading Reimagined is the third program in AERDF’s portfolio. Reading Reimagined aims 

to increase reading fluency and comprehension for all students, focusing on Black, Latino, and 

Native American students and those experiencing poverty. They aim to break the “decoding 

threshold” critical for learning to read and use rigorous learning science to build products and tools 

for both early and older learners. They center the lived experiences of students most impacted by 

inequity and the adults who support them as they engage in their research and development. 

Reading Reimagined is led by Rebecca Kockler, formerly an educator and an assistant 

superintendent of academics at the Louisiana Department of Education. Reading Reimagined 

recently announced their first cohort of four project teams that focus on increasing fluency in 

middle school students, leveraging language assets for reading, development of a multicomponent 

intervention in grades 4-5, and developing multisyllabic decoding and encoding skills for upper 

elementary learners (Reading Reimagined Awardees, 2022).   

AERDF plans to select the fourth program in late 2023 or early 2024. There are currently 

four finalists, each with bold ideas on generating impact in the education sector using the AERDF 
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model of “inclusive R&D.” As with its other programs, AERDF will go through a meticulous and 

inclusive process to select the next program.  

The Significance of Educator Engagement 

Historically, researchers and product developers have not sufficiently considered educator 

input when aiming to understand and support students’ learning. Too often, products are created 

without educators’ involvement, and educators are asked to implement these programs after the 

product is developed or research is conducted on the community, not with the community. Studies 

have shown that practitioners prefer research that can inform improvement efforts instead of 

research that shows efficacy (Goertz, 2014). Other studies have highlighted the critical role 

engagement between researchers and practitioners before and during the research process plays in 

the utilization and application of the research in practice (Huberman, 1990).  

For current and future AERDF programs to successfully build effective capacities that 

produce breakthrough outcomes for our priority students, they must partner with educators and 

community members deeply. This collaboration process is a crucial part of the inclusive R&D 

process that AERDF expects from R&D projects and that project teams have shared excitement to 

participate in. To ensure that all current and future projects have the appropriate partnership with 

educators for the various phases of the development process, AERDF needs to have an intentional, 

layered engagement strategy in place. With a primary goal of cutting down the time it takes to 

translate research into transformative impact, AERDF programs must be able to build partnerships 

quickly with educators or community organizations. This continual need for program partnerships 

highlights why my strategic project of developing an educator engagement strategy is a vital part 

of AERDF’s ability to reach its mission.  
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Educator Engagement at AERDF 

AERDF, as a nascent organization, has focused its efforts on supporting the identification, 

development, and launch of three large R&D programs. Due to the premature nature of focusing 

on an educator engagement strategy prior to the selection of these programs, AERDF had not yet 

created a comprehensive central process for engaging with educators. Moreover, one of AERDF’s 

programs, EF+Math, was already operational before the organization’s formation. EF+Math’s first 

phase engaged over ten districts, with several of these districts hosting multiple projects under the 

program. Given the success of EF+Math in finding district partners, AERDF leadership did not 

prioritize developing a central educator engagement strategy. As AERDF grows and more 

programs are selected, the need for a central educator engagement process is becoming clearer. 

Strategic Project Key Terms  
My strategic project centered on developing an educator engagement strategy at AERDF. 

My primary objective was to establish a strategy for a central system that would effectively support 

the organization’s needs. Defining the most critical areas that comprise educator engagement was 

essential to achieve this aim, and a comprehensive discovery process could accomplish this. 

Additionally, I needed to understand AERDF’s capacity to provide support for implementing the 

strategy. This could inform the potential value proposition AERDF could offer educators for 

engagement, forming a mutually beneficial partnership. Given the complexity and nuance of the 

key terms used in this capstone, it is crucial to start by defining them. This will ensure a shared 

understanding of critical concepts related to my efforts to develop an educator engagement strategy 

at AERDF. 
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Educator Engagement  

“Educator engagement” refers to the process of involving educators in the research, 

development, evaluation, and implementation of practices and tools. This process is critical for 

AERDF, as collaboration with educators in the R&D process is at the heart of the organization’s 

mission. Conducting educator engagement effectively means developing a positive and productive 

relationship with educators, sharing resources, and having an effective communication process in 

place.  

Educator Engagement Strategy  

“Educator engagement strategy” in this context refers to the plan of action designed to 

effectively increase the involvement of educators in the collaborative R&D process and provide 

the appropriate support for programs to further their partnerships with educators. An effective 

strategy should identify key stakeholders in the educator engagement process, foster relationship 

building, identify and provide resources accordingly, and promote inclusivity.  

Researcher, Developer, and Practitioner  

 Throughout this capstone, the terms “researcher,” “developer,” and “practitioner” or 

“educator” will be used and thus require clarification. Within the realm of education R&D, a 

researcher is generally an individual who systematically investigates or conducts empirical studies 

to advance the understanding and knowledge of education. In contrast, a developer is responsible 

for creating and designing new educational products or programs. The term practitioner or 

educator typically refers to those working within the education field, such as teachers, 

administrators, or other educational professionals. Practitioners bring their extensive knowledge 
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and experience of working with students and communities to the development and implementation 

of education innovations. 

Value Proposition 

To make this collaboration with educators happen, AERDF needs to have a clear “value 

proposition” to which potential partners would be attracted. A value proposition in this case means 

a compelling and clear description of the benefits that educators and community members would 

receive from partnering with AERDF on R&D projects. This value proposition should clearly 

outline the unique contributions that AERDF can offer, such as access to resources, expertise, and 

funding, as well as the specific outcomes and impacts that can be achieved through collaboration. 

Additionally, the value proposition should highlight the mutual benefits of the partnership, 

including opportunities for professional growth, networking, and knowledge sharing. By 

developing a strong value proposition, AERDF can effectively communicate the importance and 

benefits of their collaborative R&D projects to potential partners and build strong relationships 

that can collectively lead to breakthrough outcomes, particularly for priority students. 

Organizational Chart Terms 

 The AERDF organization structure is quite unique. For purposes of clarity in this capstone, 

I will define the three major terms used. The term “AERDF central” refers to the members that 

work for AERDF but are not directly tied to a single program. This could include executive 

members or members within an executive member’s team. The term “AERDF program” refers to 

one of three current programs conducting R&D at AERDF. The term “project” refers to one of a 

handful of teams within an AERDF program building a prototype.  
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Strategic Project Overview 

In this capstone, I explore my personal leadership in developing an educator engagement 

strategy within AERDF. My project leverages extensive literature focused on fostering productive 

partnerships, cultivating trust in collaborative initiatives, comprehending educators’ needs for 

engagement, assessing the organizational capacity to facilitate partnerships, gauging the quality of 

research-practice partnerships, and examining inclusive R&D models co-created by Digital 

Promise and AERDF. Further, I provide a detailed account of my efforts and the outcomes 

resulting from my efforts in developing an educator engagement strategy. To support my analysis, 

I draw upon qualitative data, including extensive interviews. Lastly, I examine and discuss the 

implications of this project on my own leadership, AERDF’s education engagement objectives, 

and the education sector as a whole.  
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Review of Knowledge for Action  

How can AERDF develop an effective engagement strategy given the varying needs of the 

various stakeholders? As a resident, my task was to develop an educator engagement strategy that 

considered each program’s unique requirements. This strategy also had to consider collaboration 

between programs and educators as well as programs and AERDF central. 

In this review of knowledge for action (RKA), I first outline my prior experiences, which 

are fundamental to my strategic project approach. Next, I examine current literature on partnership 

building, which provides a critical basis for my strategy design and success evaluation. 

Specifically, I will discuss literature on effective education partnerships, trust in collaboration, and 

understanding the “jobs-to-be-done” to attract educators for engagement. Additionally, I explore 

frameworks that address how to evaluate research-practice partnerships, incorporate inclusive 

innovation, and determine an organization’s capabilities to implement a strategy. 

It should be noted that there is a dearth of literature focused on research-practice-

development and partnerships in education, whose primary purpose is producing products, 

programs, and capacities that are meant to generate transformative impact across different learning 

environments. Despite this, the literature and practices I’ve reviewed and chosen to discuss herein 

are valuable, as they provide relevant and applicable knowledge that can facilitate the successful 

execution of my strategic project.  

Personal Experience 

Drawing upon my experience as a district partnership lead with Everyday Labs was a 

valuable resource for my success in this capstone project. Everyday Labs is a startup organization 

that uses behavioral science to reduce chronic absenteeism. Through my role engaging school 
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districts across the country to partner with us in using behavioral science to reduce chronic 

absenteeism, I gained valuable insights into navigating the complexities of dealing with school 

boards and political processes, as well as the effective use of systems to organize multiple partners.   

I believed that leveraging this experience could prove pivotal in developing and 

implementing effective partnership strategies for AERDF. By identifying areas of relevant 

knowledge transfer, I was able to share best practices from my previous experience. However, I 

realized that it was essential to be cautious in generalizing these lessons, as AERDF’s partnership 

model differs significantly from that of Everyday Labs. For instance, at Everyday Labs, the district 

partners or foundations were responsible for covering the cost of the partnership, whereas AERDF 

fully covers the cost. This distinction highlighted a critical difference that could affect the 

applicability of some of the lessons learned.   

Overall, by analyzing and considering the variables at play, I could apply relevant insights 

from my past experiences to support the success of this capstone project. Additionally, my 

experience highlighted the importance of developing and maintaining relationships with partners, 

which is a crucial element in the development of an effective educator engagement strategy for 

AERDF.      

Partnership Literature 

 Researchers and practitioners have explored partnerships that exist between educators and 

organizations seeking to enhance the educational experience for students, families, schools, and 

the community. While there are clear benefits to partnerships between organizations and school 

systems, establishing successful partnerships with districts can require persistence, time, and 

commitment, particularly given the busy schedules of educators. ARTS Midwest, an organization 
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with experience in partnering with school districts, provided some guidance on forging successful 

partnerships with school districts (Toole, 2022): 

1. Any idea should align with the state learning standards of the district you want to engage 

with so that teachers and administrators view the idea as complementary to their 

curriculum, rather than conflicting with it.  

2. The proposing organization should provide the district with relevant information about the 

idea, including the program time frame, grade levels to be engaged, incorporated learning 

standards, resources to be provided, and the expected contributions from teachers, schools, 

or the district. 

3. The proposal should also be transparent about funding, with a preference for cost-

effectiveness and accessibility.  

4. Consider contacting an Educational Service Center or parent-teacher organization, or 

directly reaching out to the superintendent or principals to connect with the appropriate 

person in the district for the proposed idea. 

5. An effective evaluation process should be implemented to measure program effectiveness 

and use feedback to strengthen the program over time. 

According to Rommel Loria, the Director of Civic Engagement and Service Learning at 

The Park School of Baltimore, successful community partnerships require partners who believe in 

the value of working with students to further their shared mission. Furthermore, educators must be 

presented with evidence that demonstrates how student engagement in these partnerships 

complements their curriculum and promotes active citizenship in the community (Loria, 2018). 

Loria also emphasizes the importance of developing a shared vision and defining leadership roles 
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on both sides to strengthen collaboration efforts. Additionally, he suggests that complementing the 

skills students develop in class is crucial to maximizing the impact of these partnerships. 

Effective Education Partnership  

Although focused on partnerships that integrate school and out-of-school programs, a 

report by the Harvard Family Research Project highlights relevant fundamental principles to 

promote partnerships that are moving towards becoming transformative (Harvard Family Research 

Project, 2010). The principles below are identified as most relevant for the context of AERDF 

programs:  

1. Having a shared vision of student learning and success that focuses on supporting 

academics allows for alignment between the program’s efforts and educators’ work.  

2. Partnerships at multiple levels within the school and district make the program more likely 

to become integral at different levels and can mitigate the effect of staff turnover by having 

multiple proponents of the program.  

3. A clear data-sharing process and agreement promote collaboration with insightful 

information that could be critical to improving the program and, consequently, student 

outcomes.  

The characteristics of effective educational partnerships include respect, understanding, 

appreciation of cultural and linguistic differences, shared common goals, accountability, high 

returns, meaningful goals to all parties, commitment, leadership, partner feedback, and buy-in 

(Cox-Petersen, 2011). In addition, partnerships should be created with a bond of trust, and all 

stakeholders within the partnership should feel they benefit in some way.  
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Trust in Collaboration 

Establishing and maintaining strong trust among stakeholders is a fundamental component 

of any successful educator engagement process. The process of engaging program leaders, district-

level educators, and other stakeholders involves making promises, assumptions, and shared 

commitments that all contribute to the development of trust. Therefore, it is crucial to understand 

how to foster trust among stakeholders to ensure that any developed strategy accounts for this 

critical aspect of cultural management. This is especially significant considering the potential risks 

that educators face when accepting innovations developed by R&D organizations. They often 

operate within a bureaucratic system that may not recognize and reward new approaches, making 

it essential to build trust to overcome potential skepticism and resistance.   

According to Megan Tschannen-Moran in Trust Matters: Leadership for Successful 

Schools, the development of trust in a new relationship involves an initial period of impression-

making and exploration, which then leads to a commitment period where each party demonstrates 

their willingness to take personal risks and avoid exploiting vulnerability for personal gain 

(Tschannen-Moran, 2014). Tschannen-Moran emphasizes that interests cannot be achieved 

without interdependence between parties who share a common goal, and that trust is essential for 

this interdependence to exist. In the context of a partnership between programs, districts, and 

AERDF, building trust is critical to establish interdependence and allow partners to recognize that 

there is a risk of betrayal, yet still be willing to take a leap of faith. 

Tschannen-Moran states that trust is a multi-dimensional construct that comprises five 

distinct facets: benevolence, honesty, openness, reliability, and competence. Recognizing and 

prioritizing these dimensions is critical in developing an educator engagement strategy that 

fundamentally relies on trust.  
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While building trust between researchers, developers, and the community is critical for 

effective inclusive R&D, in research collaborations, it is often the case that research is done on the 

community rather than with the community, despite their desire to find solutions that lead to 

positive outcomes. The Chicago Beyond Guidebook titled “Why Am I Always Being 

Researched?” sheds light on the power dynamic between community organizations, researchers, 

and funders, which often hinders the flow of information that could lead to better decision-making 

and more investment in the communities that need it the most (2019). To level the playing field, 

the guidebook suggests that community organizations lead research, that researchers become more 

aware of their unintended biases, and that funders reflect on their agendas to create a greater impact 

while reducing bias. The guidebook identifies seven inequities—access, information, validity, 

ownership, value, accountability, and authorship—that are held in place by power dynamics. By 

acknowledging these biases and working to mitigate them, partnerships can move closer to 

becoming more authentic and equitable. 
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Jobs-to-be-Done 

According to Tschannen-Moran, establishing trust between parties requires 

interdependence characterized by mutual interest. This raises the question of how to identify the 

needs of educators. To effectively engage educators and encourage their participation in the 

research and development process, it is essential to have a clear understanding of the jobs-to-be-

done. 

The jobs-to-be-done framework offers a useful approach for identifying the needs of 

customers, including educators, and can be helpful in building partnerships. This framework 

suggests that people hire products or services to do a job, and if the product or service performs 

the job well, it will be hired again (Christensen et al., 2016). As Theodore Levitt famously noted, 

“people don’t want a quarter-inch drill; they want a quarter-inch hole” (Kalbach, 2020, pp. 3-4). 

By understanding the jobs-to-be-done of educators, researchers and developers can design 

solutions that meet their needs and ultimately build trust and engagement. 

Jobs can have multiple dimensions and serve a variety of functional, social, and emotional 

purposes. While a product or service may fulfill the functional aspect of a job, it may not meet the 

social or emotional components, or vice versa. For instance, as Table 1 shows, district leaders 

might hire an external organization to address a rising attendance problem. Even if the hired 

organization does not have a measurable impact on attendance, the leader may feel some 

satisfaction that they fulfilled the social and emotional purpose of the job (i.e., that the community 

perceives leadership to be taking action on the issue). Consequently, the leader experiences 

temporary satisfaction from hiring this organization. In this scenario, the job the district leader was 

trying to achieve had three dimensions. The first was the functional purpose of improving the 

district’s attendance problem. The second was the social purpose of creating a sense of confidence 
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in the district and community that the leader was addressing the issue. The third was the emotional 

purpose of reducing the leader’s anxiety related to the growing attendance problem. 

Table 1.  

Job Dimension  Reason for Hiring  

Functional Dimension  Reduction of student absenteeism  

Social Dimension Community seeing action was taken on this issue 

Emotional Dimension Relief that action was taken  

 

Applying the theoretical underpinnings of the jobs-to-be-done framework, it becomes 

apparent that in order to effectively engage educators, it is necessary for AERDF programs to 

identify and cater to the functional, emotional, and social jobs that potential partners might need 

to hire for. To gain clarity on this matter, the jobs-to-be-done framework can be leveraged. This 

framework employs key inquiries to analyze the architecture of the jobs-to-be-done. Specifically, 

it seeks to understand the basic problem the customer is facing, the desired outcome they are trying 

to achieve, the experiences required to effectively accomplish the job, and the integration of 

elements necessary to deliver those experiences (Christensen et al., 2016). 

The recent National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) scores indicate that 

students across the country are struggling in math and reading, underscoring the pressing need for 

districts to hire individuals who can help address the functional challenge of low test scores, the 

social challenge of public perception regarding how districts are responding to this challenge, and 

the emotional job of reducing community anxiety surrounding this issue (Barnum, 2022). 

In the Bellwether Education Partners Report for entrepreneurs interested in creating an 

impact in the education sector, the authors share that many organizations have a deep 

understanding of the communities they serve. However, they struggle with a lack of access to 
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resources to build the evidence base for their programming, the inability to access evidence-based 

resources of other organizations, and the lack of a system that fosters sharing of learnings and 

innovations so the communities can benefit (Cortez & Wade, 2022).  

AERDF is strategically positioned to provide resources that support building an evidence 

base, facilitate the sharing of learnings and innovations, and accelerate the development of 

innovative tools and practices. With inclusive R&D as a core principle, AERDF prioritizes 

collaboration among educators, students, and communities throughout the development process of 

evidence-based innovations. Considering that one of the jobs-to-be-done, or a need in education, 

is for researchers and developers to co-develop systems and programs with educators, AERDF is 

uniquely positioned to fill that need. As the current CEO of New Teachers Center and former 

superintendent of Boston Public Schools said, “Schools needed to find technology that fit their 

model rather than buying an ed-tech platform to use as is…We needed companies that would 

partner deeply in the co-creation of the school’s vision” (Montgomery, 2019, para. 14). 

Assessing Research-Practice Partnerships 

To ensure that partnerships between researchers, developers, and educators are effective, 

having a method of evaluating these partnerships’ effectiveness is worthwhile. Despite focusing 

only on the partnership between researchers and practitioners and not developers, the framework 

Erin C. Henrick and colleagues (2017) have proposed to assess research-practice partnerships is 

nevertheless useful. They propose that there are five dimensions for assessing such partnerships:  

1. The first dimension is building trust and cultivating partnership relationships. Some of 

these indicators are researchers and practitioners routinely working together and 

establishing a collaborative routine that prevents power imbalances.   
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2. The second dimension is conducting rigorous research to inform action. Some indicators 

for this dimension are whether the partnership conducts research that addresses problems 

of practice facing the practice organization (e.g., the school district) and conducts research 

to clarify and further specify problems of practice prior to identifying and assessing 

strategies for addressing those problems. 

3. The third dimension is supporting the partner practice organization in achieving its goals. 

Indicators include providing research and evidence to support improvements in the partner 

organization and inform the practice organization’s implementation and ongoing 

adjustment of its goals.  

4. The fourth dimension is producing knowledge that can broadly inform educational 

improvement efforts. Indicators for this dimension include having the partnership develop 

and share knowledge, theory, and tools that contribute to the research base.  

5. The fifth dimension is building the capacity of participating researchers, practitioners, 

practice organizations, and research organizations to engage in partnership work. For this 

dimension, indicators include developing professional identities that value engaging in 

sustained collaborative inquiry with one another to address persistent problems of practice.  

These are important dimensions for AERDF to consider as the educator engagement 

strategy is developed to support programs’ research and development efforts. Most literature points 

to the importance of a collaborative, inclusive process in developing research and programming. 

As Henrick et al write in the research practice partnerships framework, “Educational practitioners 

report that the problems addressed by research studies are often far removed from the world of 

practice and that the findings are frequently difficult to interpret and challenging to apply to 

specific district contexts” (Henrick et al., 2017, p. 1). 
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Inclusive R&D 

AERDF’s commitment to prioritizing equity throughout the process of development, 

design, research, and production is reflected in its inclusive R&D model. This approach centers 

and amplifies the voices of historically marginalized groups, including Black and Latinx students, 

students living in poverty, their families, educators, and community members, in order to foster 

shared ownership, which is crucial to any effective educator engagement strategy (Discussion 

Guide, 2019). To further advance this model, EF+Math partnered with Digital Promise to expand 

their Inclusive Innovation theory and develop a use case specifically tailored to EF+Math’s 

instance of inclusive R&D. Through this collaboration, EF+Math and Digital Promise have co-

created a use case that centers on the voices of these historically marginalized groups. 

Incorporating this design is essential for any educator engagement strategy seeking to prioritize 

equity. 

Digital Promise, a national center for research and technology, works to shape the future 

of learning and advances equitable education systems through collaborative solutions across 

research, practice, and technology (Digital Promise, n.d.). They have outlined a model of inclusive 

innovation that unfolds across five stages and has been developed by examining six existing R&D 

models in education and other fields. Digital Promise believes that barriers to entry for those 

underrepresented in the education innovation ecosystem can be removed by investing in inclusive 

innovation. This will create equitable opportunities for leadership, participation, and benefit from 

innovation (Angevine et al., 2019). Some tenets of Digital Promise’s inclusive innovation include 

engaging practitioners and community members in R&D, building local R&D capacity, and 

shifting marginalized individuals’ roles to leaders, participants, and beneficiaries. 
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In Digital Promise’s vision of inclusive innovation, four practices help to keep equity at 

the center of the R&D process:  

1. Engagement- This is a constant collaboration built on trust and a mutually beneficial 

relationship.  

2. Capacity Building- The capacity of community members, researchers, and developers to 

lead and engage in education R&D can be developed through resources, training, 

mentorship, and more.  

3. Reflection- This is to ensure that there are recurring check-ins or systems to create a 

process of shared meaning-making, alignment on project goals, and continuous 

improvement, and to ensure the needs of marginalized communities are not exploited.  

4. Recognition- The continual acknowledgment that addressing these large-level educational 

challenges requires energy, imagination, and a broad coalition of engaged supporters.  

Digital Promise has identified that one of the main groups needed for this work is a 

backbone organization, which is a key component in developing large-scale social change (i.e., 

collective impact) (Kania & Kramer, 2011). Digital Promise argues the purpose of this backbone 

organization is to “help convene the partners, maintain mutuality checks, keep the spotlight on 

equity, broker external resources and additional partners as needed, and leverage networks to scale 

solutions” (p. 18). A backbone organization for R&D can be a powerful way to engage with the 

programs and educators, but this would come with a heavy responsibility of continually 

maintaining checks, spending resources for convenings, and much more. Nevertheless, this space 

may be one that AERDF can potentially fill if it deems its benefits outweigh the costs. 
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Resources, Processes, and Priorities (RPP): Capabilities  

In order to develop and eventually implement an effective educator engagement strategy 

that will enable AERDF to maximize its impact, the organization must have the capability for this 

strategy. Clayton Christensen and Stephen Kaufman’s Assessing Your Organization’s 

Capabilities: Resources, Processes, and Priorities outlines a framework for determining an 

organization’s capability and is a key tool in helping me determine AERDF’s capacity to develop 

an educator engagement strategy. The module organizes an organization’s capability into three 

factors: its resources, processes, and priorities.  

Assessing AERDF’s capabilities is essential because the organization supports three 

programs, with an additional fourth program expected for 2023. Each program has unique 

processes to some extent, which could fuel distinct cultures being formed. The module defines 

culture as a moment when members gradually come to assume that the priorities they have learned 

to accept, the way of unconsciously doing things, and the methods of making decisions that have 

been employed successfully are the right way to work. Once members adopt ways of working and 

criteria for making decisions by assumptions rather than conscious decisions, these processes and 

priorities become the organization’s culture. With this context, how does AERDF manage the 

multitude of processes for each program, and how does it create systems that can influence cultures 

for new incoming programs?  
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Theory of Action  

 Given the literature and practices on effective partnership building, trust formation in 

collaborative endeavors, understanding the job requirements for educators, research-practice 

partnerships, and the inclusive innovation work conducted by Digital Promise in collaboration 

with AERDF, as well as taking into account the assessment of an organization's capabilities 

framework, the following theory of action guides my strategic project:  

 

If I… 

● Conduct a comprehensive discovery process through interviews of program teams and 

AERDF central and consequently develop a deep understanding of the needs they have 

around educator engagement, 

● Clarify the capabilities of AERDF to support education engagement efforts, and 

● Help develop an adaptive value proposition that is responsive to the needs and constraints 

of program teams, AERDF central, and educators with whom they seek to partner,  

Then I…  

● Can develop a comprehensive educator engagement strategy that is centered on 

responding to program-specific educator engagement needs and will result in fostering a 

culture of trust and collaboration while simultaneously promoting inclusive R&D.  

Which will result in AERDF… 

● Effectively advancing its mission of leveraging inclusive R&D to generate innovative 

solutions that address enduring teaching and learning challenges that disproportionately 
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affect Black and Latinx students and economically disadvantaged students of all races.  
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Description of Strategic Project  

During my residency search, I had the privilege of meeting with AERDF’s Chief of R&D, 

Dr. Melina Uncapher; Chief Learning Officer, Chris Liang-Vergara; and Chief Public Affairs 

Officer, Marvin Smith. Our discussions centered on the possibility of my contributing to AERDF’s 

efforts to engage educators in its R&D programs. Given my experience in building and developing 

district partnerships for research implementation, I was excited by the prospect of applying my 

skills to the field of education R&D. After further conversations with the AERDF team, we agreed 

that my residency project would focus on developing a comprehensive educator engagement 

strategy for the organization. To fully appreciate the significance of my strategic project, it is 

essential to consider the context in which it was conceived and why AERDF required an educator 

engagement strategy. 

Origin of My Strategic Project 

My strategic project aimed to uncover program educator engagement needs through a 

discovery process and build a strategy to address those needs. The complexity of this strategic 

problem arises from the fact that each current program is in a different stage, with distinct goals, 

cultures, and needs. Therefore, developing an effective strategy at the AERDF level requires a 

nuanced approach that considers variations in cultures, progression, and power dynamics. To 

achieve this, a deep understanding of all involved stakeholders is essential. 

To gain insight into the nuances across programs and the rationale behind why educator 

engagement support was necessary, I conducted a discovery process that entailed interviewing 

program members and AERDF central staff. Through these interviews, I sought to learn about 

their program operations, strategies, and needs. Additionally, I aimed to establish stronger 



 

33 

relationships with individuals within the organization, as strong relationships can enhance my 

learning. 

My initial investigation identified that there were three primary reasons why educator 

engagement was a gap in the organization’s work that needed to be filled:   

● Immediate Need for AERDF Support: One program expressed the need and desire for 

support from AERDF around educator engagement. As the oldest and most advanced R&D 

program, EF+Math has reached the evaluation stage of the R&D process, making the 

forging of new district partnerships increasingly urgent. Given this is the oldest program, 

it is reasonable to assume that the same need could arise as more current and new programs 

develop.  

● Over Reliance on Pre-Existing Relationships: Second, all programs thus far have relied on 

existing relationships from someone within their program to build educator partnerships. 

However, this personal relationship-based strategy can adversely affect the sustainability 

and scalability of recruiting educators in the long term. For instance, AERDF could invest 

in a promising program whose potential is hindered due to its leaders’ lack of personal 

relationships with districts. To avoid this scenario, AERDF needs an educator engagement 

strategy that anticipates and builds the necessary infrastructure to provide support.  

● Limited Cross-Program Communication: Third, there needs to be more awareness across 

programs concerning the educator engagement challenges that the other programs have 

faced, their respective solutions, and strategies that have been effective in the past. Building 

a system to build this awareness is critical to facilitate cross-program learning, particularly 

for future programs.  
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In light of this context, I sought to develop an educator engagement strategy that would 

address all three considerations, while also being cognizant of potential resource and capacity 

limitations. To that end, I decided to proceed with my project in three phases that would allow me 

to gather the information I needed to execute this project. The first phase covered the discovery 

and relationship development process; the second phase consisted of strategy formulation; and the 

final phase consisted of the preparations for implementing the educator engagement strategy. 

Phase One (July-December): Discovery Process and Development of Relationships 

In order for me to develop an educator engagement strategy for AERDF that would be 

considerate of and provide adequate support to all the current and future programs, I undertook a 

discovery process in which I learned from each program and identified both their immediate and 

long-term needs related to educator engagement. This discovery process included reviewing 

internal documents, attending organizational meetings, interviewing program staff, and engaging 

different senior executive team members to discuss their educator engagement experiences and 

expectations. This phase was intentionally designed to allow me to gather qualitative data to 

generate an accurate diagnosis. 

At the outset of my residency, I embarked upon a comprehensive onboarding process, 

which involved extensive review of internal and external documentation in order to gain a 

comprehensive understanding of AERDF as an organization. This entailed a thorough examination 

of its history, goals, mission, and culture, which in turn provided me with invaluable insights into 

the guiding principles that underpin AERDF’s operations. Through this process, I was able to 

conduct a diagnosis of the organization’s structure and key elements of its operation such as how 

the organization fosters inclusive innovation and engages in active management of the programs.   
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Alongside my review of documents, I also attended key gatherings hosted by EF+Math 

that furthered my understanding of how AERDF and its most mature program operate. In my first 

week of residency, I attended a meeting of the EF+Math Education Leadership Council (ELC), a 

key advisory body that works with the EF+Math executive team to co-design teams that provide 

thought partnership, collaborate on design and implementation plans, and provide reflection and 

feedback to ensure real-world relevance and effectiveness (EF+Math, n.d.). This experience was 

very helpful in helping me build a mental model of what a program experience is like. Additionally, 

the month after I started my residency, I attended a conference in Chicago for the EF+Math 

convening. At this meeting, I was able to engage with current district partners and gather their 

perspectives on the benefits and costs of partnering with an AERDF program. I also had the 

opportunity to meet EF+Math staff in person, which provided important relationship building 

opportunities considering AERDF is a fully remote organization.  

Subsequently, I conducted over a dozen interviews with members of each program, 

including program directors, to gain a better understanding of their needs regarding educator 

engagement. Exhibit 1 provides additional information about the interviews. The primary objective 

of these interviews was to establish one-on-one relationships with each program and inquire about 

their educator engagement strategies, short- and long-term needs, and how AERDF could best 

support them. I started with EF+Math, as they are the most experienced program under AERDF 

and had previously expressed a desire to establish new district partnerships. The discovery process 

with EF+Math involved conducting 17 interviews with program members, including the program 

director, Aubrey Francisco. Interviews with various members of the program helped me gain 

diverse perspectives and allowed me to observe how they responded to the same questions given 

their unique responsibilities. During interviews with Assessment for Good, I conversed with the 
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program director, Dr. Temple Lovelace, and other key team members to learn about their current 

and future needs and the driving force behind the program. Similarly, I interviewed Reading 

Reimagined’s program director, Rebecca Kockler, to explore the program’s distinctive needs and 

her personal story of purpose. Additionally, I gained insights from Rebecca on the decoding 

threshold and the need to promote awareness and establish systems to address it.  

The primary guiding questions for these interviews were the following: 

● What is your current educator engagement strategy?  

● What are your short- and long-term needs around educator engagement?  

● How can AERDF best support your needs around educator engagement?  

In addition to conducting interviews with program personnel, I presented a synthesized 

overview of my findings to the EF+Math team, per their request. The purpose of this presentation 

was to provide the team with a comprehensive perspective of the program’s strengths, needs, and 

risks, given that members of the team have varying roles and perspectives. Please refer to Exhibit 

2 for a slide from the presentation.   

As a final step in the discovery phase, I arranged interviews with members of the AERDF 

executive team to gain a deeper understanding of their priorities and perceptions regarding 

educator engagement from a central perspective. These discussions allowed me to glean insights 

into each executive’s experience with educator engagement, as well as their perspectives on how 

AERDF should move forward with an educator engagement strategy. These interviews were 

critical not only for the learning process, but also for ensuring alignment at the executive level and 

developing a strategy that would foster buy-in for future implementation. 
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Phase Two (December-February): Strategy Development  

In this phase of the work, I directed my attention towards collaborating with the executive 

team and program teams to begin devising a strategy that would address the discoveries from the 

initial exploratory stage. This phase also involved assessing the organizational capacity and 

willingness to commit to the proposed strategy with regard to educator engagement.  

To begin, I delivered a presentation to the entire executive team outlining my findings from 

the exploratory stage, including my information collection process, analyses of priorities, and 

recommendations for next steps. Part of my goal in this presentation was to share the timeline of 

the needs and to begin sketching the process of identifying how AERDF can most effectively 

provide support. One of the primary recommendations I made to the executive team was the 

development of an extensive district repository, which was based on the findings of the discovery 

process. Please refer to Exhibit 3 for a slide from the presentation. 

Since some programs have more immediate needs than others, I prioritized providing 

support to the programs accordingly. For instance, EF+Math had expressed an urgent requirement 

to identify potential partners for the upcoming phase. To address this, I scheduled weekly meetings 

with their district partnership manager. These meetings allowed me to (1) stay abreast of the 

program’s status in district outreach; (2) offer support and advice based on my previous experience 

in district partnerships; and (3) receive feedback from the program on potential AERDF educator 

engagement ideas under consideration. These meetings also served as a forum to discuss and 

brainstorm best practices in the district outreach process.  

The executive team decided to place educator engagement under the purview of Team 

Learning, led by Chris Liang-Vergara, while maintaining close communication and collaboration 

with Team R&D. As a result, in January, I transitioned to working closely with Team Learning 
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with a focus on systemizing the organization’s learnings on educator engagement. This transition 

also resulted in a change in my meeting schedule, such that I now met with both chiefs 

independently once a week and with both of them together once a week to increase cross-team 

communication.  

During this phase, I had several brainstorming sessions and meetings with executive team 

members. In my sessions with Chris, we examined the requirements for building relationships with 

districts or educator organizations. We used the RPP framework from the RKA to guide the 

development of a comprehensive document with a detailed list of questions that, if answered, could 

provide further clarity on the resources, processes, and priorities required to establish partnerships 

with educator organizations. At Melina’s suggestion, I then utilized this list of questions to develop 

a Mind Map to categorize the knowns and unknowns of the commitment required. See Exhibit 4 

for the Mind Map. Some of the questions that I aimed to address in the Mind Map were:   

● Is it more effective to try to do outreach directly with school districts or to go through 

subsidiary education organizations that already have partnerships with school districts?  

● What value can we bring to these organizations to persuade them to partner with us? 

● What is AERDF willing to offer to these organizations or school districts?  

● How do we convince school districts to partner with us, without knowing the exact project 

they would partner with until the projects moving forward in the R&D stages are finalized?  

● What are the legal, privacy/data, and political requirements and considerations? 

To begin addressing these questions, I conducted internal meetings with pertinent 

stakeholders to seek guidance and support. To gain further insight on how we can provide optimal 

data, legal, and outreach information, I met with the Director of R&D, Bill Fitzgerald, and Chief 
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Privacy Officer, Amelia Vance. Their expertise provided invaluable clarification on the 

complexities of these critical questions.   

In January, program directors conveyed a specific need for support with regard to educator 

engagement. In particular, they expressed a need to understand the intricacies of the Institutional 

Review Board (IRB) process, how to effectively navigate state-specific data collection laws, and 

how to navigate the policies of states and districts that may be unfavorable towards equity-related 

initiatives. In response to this identified need, Chris and I made it a priority to provide support for 

these immediate educator engagement requirements.   

Phase Three (February-March): Implementation Preparation  

 To address the specific needs expressed by program directors, we implemented a dual 

approach that focuses on creating toolkits targeting their short-term needs while also focusing on 

a long-term partnership process to enhance educator engagement systems. This approach was 

intended to enable us to build more effective engagement systems for educators, striking a balance 

between addressing pressing immediate needs and accommodating long-term considerations.  

To achieve this, I first onboarded program teams to HubSpot, a customer relationship 

management software that would help them make informed decisions about potential district 

partners. Prior to onboarding, I took the time to master the software and subsequently created 

pipelines for each program team to add prospective district partners. To carry out the onboarding, 

I conducted personalized sessions with a representative from each program team. This approach 

not only allowed for a smooth transition but also increased the likelihood that the program teams 

were adequately equipped to use the software effectively. 

To address the pressing need of program teams to remain informed of shifting legal 

implications in data management and collection on a state-by-state basis, I endeavored to 
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coordinate the creation of a memo or heat map. This was particularly crucial, as it had the potential 

to significantly impact which school districts programs target, as well as the type of data collected. 

To this end, I scheduled a meeting with our internal legal and data experts from the R&D team to 

explore the feasibility of developing such a memo. During our meeting, I gained invaluable 

insights into the complex legal landscape, which varies depending on several variables, including 

the type of data, grade levels, and other pertinent factors. Given the complexity of the matter, the 

legal team indicated that they would require additional information from program teams. As a 

result, I proceeded to craft a questionnaire that sought to elicit information on the specific types of 

data that programs intended to collect, as well as the regions in which they intended to operate. To 

provide further context, Exhibit 6 showcases the questionnaire.  

Another significant highlight of my recent activities involved providing support to 

EF+Math in their endeavor to extend their outreach to various districts. During the discovery 

phase, it became apparent that one of the most pressing needs for the program was identifying 

suitable district partners for the next phase of their R&D work. Consequently, I took the initiative 

to contact the Deputy Superintendent of Academics at Boston Public Schools to arrange a meeting 

with the EF+Math team. The meeting, which took place on March 13th, sought to explore potential 

partnerships and discuss ways in which the program could better serve the needs of the district. In 

preparation for the meeting, I engaged in consultations with members of the EF+Math team to 

share relevant background knowledge and offer suggestions that could ensure a productive and 

successful outcome. 

Lastly, it is important to highlight the recent announcement of an interim CEO during this 

phase of my residency. For the better part of my tenure, the organization underwent a period of 

CEO transition following the retirement of the former CEO, Stacey Childress. Following a 
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rigorous CEO search process, on January 31st, board member Bror Saxberg was announced as 

interim CEO until March 31st and, on March 22nd, Auditi Chakravarty was announced as the 

permanent CEO.  
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Evidence 

This section evaluates the degree to which the objectives set forth for the strategic project 

have been accomplished. The evidence base for this assessment encompasses a broad spectrum of 

sources. The different objectives in the theory of action have been reframed as questions in order 

to better evaluate the evidence I collected. I have provided a tabular representation below to 

highlight the objectives, the corresponding evidentiary support, and the extent to which the 

implementation of these objectives has been achieved. A narrative analysis follows. 

Theory of Action: If 
Statement  

Evidence Progress  

No 
Evidenc
e  

Some 
Evidence  

Strong 
Evidence 

Was a comprehensive discovery process 
through interviews of program teams 
and AERDF central conducted, and did 
I develop a deep understanding of the 
educator engagement needs they have as 
a result?  

● Numerous interviews were conducted with all chiefs, 
program directors, and other members of the 
organization to identify their needs 

● Attended program conference and program educator 
council meeting  

● A strong understanding of the needs of each program 
was developed as visualized in the educator 
engagement matrix (see Exhibit 6)  

● Presentation to the AERDF exec team 
● A recurring meeting with EF+Math’s district 

partnerships manager   

  ✔ 

Were the capabilities of AERDF to 
support education engagement efforts 
clarified?   

● Potential outreach strategies were developed to 
determine capability  

 ✔  

Was an adaptive value proposition that 
is responsive to the needs and 
constraints of programs, AERDF 
central, and educators developed?   

● Draft value proposition has been developed  ✔  

Theory of Action: Then 
Statement  

Outcomes Progress  

No 
Evidenc
e  

Some 
Evidence  

Strong 
Evidence 

Has an educator engagement strategy 
responsive to program-specific educator 
engagement needs been developed, and 
does it have a focus on fostering a 
culture of trust, collaboration, and 
inclusive R&D?  

● General educator engagement strategy document was 
developed (see Exhibit 9)  

● Educator engagement standing committee has been 
created with members from each program 

● HubSpot guide and onboarding  
● Educator engagement toolkit being developed 

  ✔ 
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Discovery Process 

 I conducted an extensive discovery process by engaging in interviews with key stakeholders, such 

as program directors and chiefs of AERDF. Through these interviews, I developed a comprehensive 

understanding of the educator engagement needs of each program and other stakeholders. I interviewed all 

three program directors, several members of the program teams, and the Chiefs of R&D, Learning, and 

Public Affairs. This allowed me to gain a deeper understanding of the goals, constraints, needs, affordances, 

and vision of each program. I utilized this information to create an analysis matrix, which visualizes the 

areas of alignment and difference (see Exhibit 6). 

  The analysis matrix demonstrates a significant amount of learning generated from program 

teams. For instance, during my conversation with members of Assessment for Good, I discovered 

that they currently engage educators through their advisory council, which includes educators, 

school administrators, district leadership, parents, and youth. They were deliberate in diversifying 

the stakeholders they engaged with to gather insight and feedback on assessment prototypes and 

community engagement. Although they have yet to establish a major district partnership, one 

program member shared, “As we begin moving into a new part of the program…launching a big, 

multi-arm research project is thinking…how do we get to that point where we will be having more 

direct partnerships with districts? How do we make sure that at every step of the way, we’re also 

hearing from people who work closely with districts so that our partnership development process 

is informed by their perspectives and honors their commitment, responsibilities, and needs so that 

we can have partnerships that are productive, respectful, and mutually beneficial?” (E. Ramos, 

personal communication, July 21, 2022). 

Another example of my understanding of a program’s background is my time with 

EF+Math. EF+Math utilizes an Educator Leadership Council composed of educators who serve as 

both advisors to the program and collaborators on R&D teams. The program’s educator 
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engagement process is operationalized through a multitrack approach. As one member I 

interviewed stated, “There are two tracks: the unaffiliated track, where teams collaborate with 

district partners they have established relationships with, and the facilitated track, where EF+Math 

plays a matchmaker role by connecting district partners and teams we have onboarded” (M. Tiu, 

personal communication, August 15, 2022).  

Interviews with Members of the Executive Team 

During my research, I conducted interviews with individual members of the executive team 

to gain insights into their experience with educator engagement and the strategies they have 

utilized in the past. The questions were aimed at eliciting a deep understanding of their experiences 

and approaches to partnership building. 

In my interview with Chris, I gleaned valuable lessons from his extensive experience in 

both traditional and charter public school systems, as well as his vast experience at Leap 

Innovations engaging with Chicago Public Schools. Chris shared his insights from Leap 

Innovations, emphasizing the importance of intentionality in partnership arrangements and its 

impact on implementation effectiveness. Reflecting on his experience, Chris stated, “I have a 

pretty strong hypothesis that if you do the forced arrangements kind of thing, you’re just not going 

to get the implementation quality. And so it’s not even an efficacious pilot. When we did match 

day, school teams would go around, meet with others, and then have time for choice” (personal 

communication, October 26, 2022). 

From Melina, I gained insights from her experience engaging with over 40,000 service 

teachers on the science of learning at Stanford University and many more locations. Melina 

emphasized that these experiences of engaging educators highlighted to her the importance of 

having intermediaries to support educators in understanding, interpreting, and implementing the 
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science: “This core lived experience that I had…helped me recognize, we can’t actually ask 

educators to be scientists. We just can’t ask them to be everything. We can’t put another thing on 

them and ask them to understand, interpret the science. But we also can’t ask our developers that 

are developing products and programs and curriculum; we actually need an intermediary, just like 

every other sector has to translate science into building products and programs that are based on 

rigorous understanding. So that’s how I came up with this idea of learning engineering, an 

engineering function that bridges research and practice, just like in so many other fields, we don’t 

have in education” (personal communication, November 9, 2022). 

Furthermore, my interview with Marvin provided me with insightful knowledge of the 

organization’s view on its role as a “quarterback” organization for the education R&D sector, with 

a shift towards a collaborative team approach. He also shared his efforts in collaborating with 

various stakeholders to develop a publicly accessible mapping tool for the education R&D 

ecosystem to facilitate finding collaborators and bridging gaps across the field. 

Understanding Educator Engagement Needs of Programs 

Over the course of my residency, I developed a deep understanding of the needs that each 

program has around educator engagement. Of the three programs, EF+Math has the most urgent 

need to identify potential partner districts for the next phase of their work, which is complicated 

by the fact that only a few of the prototype projects will be selected to move forward. This selection 

process occurs in early fall, and those projects that are selected will require new district partners 

to begin the next phase of their work in January. As a result, EF+Math faces the critical question 

of how to secure a partnership without disclosing which projects will be involved. This is an area 

in which EF+Math would welcome support from AERDF. To address this timeline dilemma, 
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EF+Math expressed their desire for support from AERDF in district recruitment and wanted clarity 

about the role AERDF central would play in district recruitment. 

Like EF+Math, Assessment for Good shared that a need they anticipate having in the near 

future is in the district recruitment process. They have shared that in order to run the level of 

research they are anticipating, they need a national focus on district engagement. As Assessment 

for Good transitions from the stage of identifying assessment tools that it wants to scale and 

measure around the country, it needs partner districts with which to do that evaluation. When asked 

how AERDF can support the program, the program’s director expressed that it would be beneficial 

if AERDF could “stockpile a repository of excited districts, prepped and ready to engage in early 

R&D” (T. Lovelace, personal communication, October 5, 2022). 

Unlike the other two programs, Reading Reimagined did not express the need for support 

from AERDF in district engagement. The program’s director, who is an educator with district 

experience, is confident in their ability to find partner districts for their program’s needs. Instead, 

they expressed a desire to learn from other programs about best practices, strategies, and failures. 

During my interview with the program director, she shared high-level questions the program 

considers. Although program members have experience working with educator partners, 

leveraging partnerships in this environment is a new challenge. She said, “For me, the question is: 

what’s the best way to leverage them? When I worked in Louisiana, it was easy and clear. This 

environment feels different. Are educators our top users, or are kids our top users? Understanding 

the role of educators and what they want their role to be is more of a question in this environment. 

One question I always have is: what is EF+Math doing? What is AFG doing? What are other 

models in our country focusing on R&D that we can learn from?” (R. Kockler, personal 

communication, October 28, 2022). 
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In addition to the district recruitment process, program directors expressed a need for 

guidance in several other areas of developing partnerships with educators. This includes 

understanding the legal constraints that exist around data collection, transfer, and processing, 

which vary by state and may influence what school districts to reach out to and what type of data 

they can collect. Moreover, given AERDF’s equity focus on their mission and the current 

education landscape, where CRT—an acronym for both critical race theory and culturally 

responsive teaching—can be political, program teams wanted support identifying and navigating 

this landscape. 

Clarifying Capabilities of AERDF for Educator Engagement 

An assessment of AERDF’s capabilities to support educator engagement has been 

undertaken, with further exploration necessary to achieve a complete understanding. The RPP 

framework for capabilities can be useful to evaluate the resources, processes, and priorities as 

indicators of evidence. To signal the importance of educator engagement as a priority, Chris, 

Melina, and I restructured our meeting schedule so that I would have weekly individual meetings 

with each of them, as well as weekly group meetings with all three of us together. During meetings 

with Chris, he provided clarity on AERDF’s ability to support educator engagement. In the short 

term, we decided we would prioritize fulfilling internal requests from program directors, such as 

the data guide and cross-program collaboration. In the longer term, we aimed to establish 

partnerships with education organizations, which could facilitate connections to their network of 

districts. Our goal was to connect these districts with the relevant program teams. A visual 

representation of the structure process for producing districts for programs to collaborate with is 

provided in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1.  
 

It remains unclear how many resources will be required to establish these partnerships. Our 

strategy going forward will involve holding meetings with these education organizations to gain 

clarity on their expectations of a partnership with AERDF and determine what they find valuable. 

Development of a Dynamic and Responsive Value Proposition  

The development of a dynamic and responsive value proposition remains a work in 

progress. I developed a draft value proposition for an AERDF partnership with district 

organizations and districts, but it has not been tested to determine its efficacy. See Exhibit 7 for 

the draft value proposition document. The value propositions were separated into categories 

depending on whether the conversation was held with a school district or with an education 

organization. For education organizations, the value of partnering with AERDF includes access to 

the latest education R&D information and being part of a breakthrough innovation in education. 

For school districts, the main value of partnering would be to help generate breakthrough ideas 

that could improve student outcomes and to do so with financial assistance for the cost of the 

process.  

It became clear after internal discussions that the value proposition would be different 

based on the stakeholder with whom we engaged and what we were willing to offer. What we 

might think of as a compelling reason for one organization or district to partner with us might not 



 

49 

be as persuasive for another potential partner. To test the most effective value proposition for 

organizations, we are planning to hold low stakes meetings with relevant organizations and to learn 

from subsequent conversations about what would be a strong value proposition. The goal of these 

meetings is firstly to see if the organization would partner with us and secondly to determine what 

part of our offering would be most attractive to them and why. 

From my presentation to the programs during my discovery phase and during the 

development of AERDF level value propositions, I outlined what I thought would be EF+Math’s 

value proposition to the district given their unique context. One of the value propositions I 

recommended hinged on AERDF creating a repository of districts, which would be attractive to 

districts, as they would be part of a community. Exhibit 8 shows the value proposition slide from 

the presentation.  

Educator Engagement Strategy: Systems to Promote Trust, Collaboration, and 

Inclusive R&D  

An educator engagement strategy responsive to the different needs of each program and 

future programs that would foster a culture of trust and collaboration was developed. The different 

plans and workstreams described above are a result of listening to program needs with the intention 

of building a culture of trust and collaboration. I developed an educator engagement strategy 

proposal, which outlines the goals of educator engagement, the resources it is estimated to take, 

the activities that will be done, the outcomes that it will generate, the timeline for this, and the 

stakeholders involved to make this happen. See Exhibit 9 for the educator engagement strategy 

document. This comprehensive strategy document is a culmination of the discovery process and 

subsequent brainstorming sessions.  
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A key takeaway from this proposal is that the goals of educator engagement have been 

developed and clarified. There are five primary goals that a centralized system of educator 

engagement will provide. First, this system will generate updated information and provide 

effective cross-program communication to meet the needs, maximize the identification of 

opportunities, and minimize unexpected obstacles for programs. Second, this system will help to 

generate potential partners for programs based on their needs. Third, this system will ensure that 

programs have the resources and support needed to secure the partnership. Fourth, this educator 

engagement system will provide the support centrally to support a successful launch of 

partnerships between programs and their partners. Finally, critical to a successful educator 

engagement system will be providing the support needed for programs to maintain partnerships. 

Through various activities, we began fostering a trust and collaboration culture. First, we 

established an educator engagement standing committee meeting, supported by program directors, 

which served as a crucial step in creating a communication space. As decisions regarding educator 

engagement are made, program teams’ feedback can inform AERDF’s outreach strategy. This 

standing committee has begun fostering trust by increasing opportunities for interaction and 

exchanging ideas, strategies, and concerns.  

Second, I led the onboarding of program teams to the HubSpot CRM tool, which will 

enable more effective outreach to districts and improved understanding of ongoing 

communications between districts and other programs. During the discovery process, the lack of 

visibility between programs was identified as a concern, and the HubSpot tool helped address this 

issue. Although some program teams initially expressed caution about transitioning from Airtable, 

their existing tool, they became excited upon realizing the potential of the new software. HubSpot 

enables program teams to conduct outreach to districts and gain insight into which districts other 
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programs are also engaging in. This transparency between programs that HubSpot initiated can 

foster trust and collaboration by activating Tschannen-Moran’s openness facet of trust. In addition 

to onboarding the programs, I developed a HubSpot user guide to systemize the onboarding efforts, 

so the process is not reliant on one person holding the knowledge. See Exhibit 10 for a section 

from the HubSpot user guide.  

Another route to garnering trust was to provide practical support to programs through a 

toolkit. To address the concerns by program directors about legal constraints that existed around 

data collection, political landscapes that may pose a challenge to equity-focused programing, and 

IRB requirements for conducting R&D in education, I coordinated the development of an educator 

engagement toolkit for programs. This toolkit has a data guide document, a guide on how to 

navigate politically sensitive spaces, and a basic IRB guide. Providing this toolkit enabled me to 

leverage two of Tschannen-Morran’s facets of trust: reliability and competence.   

 One of the early requests expressed was EF+Math’s need to start recruiting new districts. 

I was able to use my network and arrange a meeting for the program with Boston Public Schools 

(BPS). Enhancing math achievement for students of color has been a focus for BPS, and I believed 

that a partnership between the two entities could be mutually beneficial (Boston 25 News, 2022). 

The meeting with BPS was scheduled for mid-February and the program was excited to begin that 

discussion with them.  
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Analysis  

In this section, I will delve into the reasons behind the outputs and outcomes outlined in 

the evidence section. To guide my analysis, I will employ three frameworks to make sense of the 

strategic project. The first framework I will employ is Clayton Christensen and Stephen Kaufman’s 

Assessing Your Organization’s Capabilities: Resources, Processes, and Priorities (RPP), which 

will enable me to assess how certain key factors inherent in the organizational model affect 

AERDF’s ability to bring about systemic change. The second framework I will use is Clayton 

Christensen’s What Is an Organization’s Culture? framework, which will assist me in examining 

the role culture played in the outcomes. The third framework, the Jobs-To-Be-Done framework, 

will support my evaluation of the development of a value proposition.  

My strategic project, which included going through a discovery process and collaborating 

to develop an educator engagement strategy, was essentially an endeavor to assess how the current 

resources, processes, and priorities impact educator engagement and to subsequently propose 

changes to those three that would make educator engagement at AERDF more effective. This is 

why Christensen and Kaufman’s framework is an applicable guide in helping to analyze my 

experience leading this project.  

Christensen and Kaufman’s RPP framework argues that an organization’s capability or 

lack thereof is directly tied to three factors. These three factors—resources, priorities, and 

processes—collectively influence an organization’s ability to succeed in its efforts. For the purpose 

of analyzing my work at AERDF, I have found it most helpful to begin by examining the process 

factor, followed by an analysis of the resources and prioritization factors. 
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Processes as a Factor 

Throughout each phase of my strategic project, I carefully examined the impact of 

organizational processes on the development and implementation of the educator engagement 

strategy. In doing so, I identified two critical factors that influenced the success of the project: (1) 

the formal and informal systems that governed program communication and coordination and (2) 

the effects of AERDF’s startup culture on educator engagement. 

Drawing on Clayton Christensen and Stephen Kaufman’s framework for assessing 

organizational capabilities, I recognized that processes are the patterns of communication, 

decision-making, and coordination that transform resources into valuable products or services. 

These processes can be formal, explicitly defined and documented, or informal, evolving routines 

that people adapt over time simply because “that is the way we do things around here.” Although 

Christensen and Kaufman primarily apply this concept to the business world, I found it highly 

relevant to my analysis of the educator engagement strategy at AERDF. 

Communication Tools  

One critical learning from my discovery process was the limited communication that 

existed between programs. In order to promote the efficient development of all programs, it is 

essential to share best practices, failures, and strategies through effective communication. 

However, at AERDF, the functional team structure, which, according to Christensen and Kaufman, 

is designed to exploit current processes and draw teams together by discipline or program, fostered 

silos and limited communication. Christensen and Kaufman explain that “a process that is a 

capability in executing a certain task can be a disability in executing other tasks” (p. 2). Because 

the programs, particularly in the early phases of their work, could conduct their operations without 
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frequently interacting with each other, this process was functional even though it perpetuated silos. 

As all programs began to shift to stages that will require more district outreach, the former process 

of interacting could be an impediment. For example, lack of coordination amongst programs could 

lead to two programs pursuing the same district without awareness that this is occurring. Instead 

of competing, a process that increases interactions between programs could foster collaboration.   

From my observation, the need for cross program learning was evident. I assessed this was 

an area that could be addressed successfully with minimal resources and yield a significant return 

on investment. In this endeavor, I considered the formal and informal modes of communication 

between program teams. Given the remote nature of AERDF, there are no opportunities for the 

types of informal conversations that typically occur in office settings, such as “water cooler 

conversations.” These informal conversations can be an essential source of trust-building, 

collaboration, and communication that can eventually lead to more formal systems. Because of the 

limited informal spaces and the context in mind, I determined that it was critical to establish 

multiple processes to increase communication while minimizing any additional burden on program 

teams. As a result, I advocated for two specific process-related changes.  

 First, through the implementation of HubSpot, I sought to establish low-burden, high-

impact communication systems across programs that could foster a culture of trust, collaboration, 

and inclusive R&D. In response to program teams’ expressed interest in expanding shared learning 

across programs, I drew upon my prior experience in district outreach work at Everyday Labs, a 

remote organization, to inform how HubSpot could be optimally leveraged to enhance 

communication. At Everyday Labs, HubSpot was utilized to facilitate inter-team communication 

regarding the districts each individual was communicating with. This same approach could 

effectively address the concern of programs inadvertently communicating with the same district 
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without coordination or awareness. By adopting a software that allows transparency of program 

district recruitment efforts across the organization and offers a view of each program’s progress in 

their district recruitment efforts, communication, trust, and collaboration within the organization 

could be significantly enhanced. 

One of the potential issues I anticipated with the integration of HubSpot was the challenge 

of persuading program teams to recognize the value of the tool, especially if they were already 

using a different tool with limited functionalities. To tackle this issue, I devised a two-pronged 

approach to secure program buy-in. Firstly, I allocated one-on-one time with a member of each 

program to walk them through the tool, demonstrate its potential, and address any concerns they 

may have had. Secondly, I developed a comprehensive guide that program teams could refer to for 

assistance, increasing the likelihood that they would persist in using the tool despite the challenges 

associated with learning new software. 

Although implementing the HubSpot platform was a positive step towards improving 

communication, it was clear that there were still areas of knowledge sharing that were not ideally 

suited to this tool. As Christensen and Kaufman suggest, organizations tend to structure their teams 

in one of four ways: functional, lightweight, heavyweight, and autonomous. At AERDF, program 

teams are structured as functional teams, which are designed to optimize existing processes and 

bring together individuals with similar skills or backgrounds. While this structure may work well 

for day-to-day operations, it can prove challenging when attempting to develop a centralized 

educator engagement strategy. This is because, at the central level, it may be difficult to maintain 

accurate and up-to-date information on the priorities, challenges, and other pertinent dynamics of 

each program that are necessary for developing an effective educator engagement system. So, 

while I addressed an aspect of the communication dilemma, there is still a need for ongoing work 
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in this area to maximize effective communication within and throughout departments and 

programs in AERDF.  

 

 
Figure 2. (Schilling, 2019) 
 
“When there is a well-defined interface between the activities of two different 
organizational groups—meaning that you can clearly specify what each is supposed 
to deliver, you can measure and verify what they deliver, and there are no 
unanticipated interdependencies between what one does and what the other must do 
in response—then those people and groups can interface at arm’s length and need not 
be on the same team. When these conditions are not met, then all unpredictable 
interdependencies should be incorporated within the boundaries of a heavyweight 
team. The team’s external boundary can be drawn where there are modular 
interfaces” (p. 11).  
 

A heavyweight team is typically formed to develop new processes or establish new ways 

of working together within an organization. Its purpose is to allow members to collaborate across 

teams and utilize their functional expertise to drive the development of these new processes. In my 
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efforts to create a new process for educator engagement at AERDF, I pushed to establish a bi-

weekly heavyweight team. This team, composed of one member from each program, is responsible 

for sharing insights and best practices from each program, addressing any HubSpot-related queries, 

and providing strategic guidance. In addition, members of this team can co-develop an agenda to 

ensure that the group addresses issues relevant to them. Of particular importance is the fact that 

this team will now serve as an informal and low-pressure space for communication, which ideally 

will further facilitate the development of trust, collaboration, and innovation. 

The Role of Culture  

Processes play a crucial role in shaping an organization’s culture over time. As noted by 

Christensen, “culture is comprised of processes, or ways of working together, and of shared criteria 

for decision-making, which at one point in the organization’s history were explicitly debated, but 

which have been employed so successfully so often, that they come to be adopted by assumption” 

(p. 3). While AERDF is a relatively new organization, I saw from my discovery process that its 

nature as a startup had fostered a culture that presented both upsides and downsides for 

implementing educator engagement at the central level. As an experienced professional in district 

partnership efforts for startup organizations, I had a unique perspective to recognize the advantages 

and challenges. 

The startup culture that was ingrained in AERDF played a significant role in the success 

of its initial program, EF+Math. This program, having been launched prior to AERDF’s formation, 

enjoyed the freedom to establish its own operational practices and working norms that were 

tailored to its specific needs. This culture facilitated the implementation of rapid changes, the 

ability to make prompt decisions, and minimal bureaucratic overhead, all of which contributed to 

the program’s successful development.  
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As AERDF grew and transitioned into an independent organization, the startup culture that 

had contributed to its early success began to present challenges in developing and implementing a 

more effective educator engagement strategy. One of the hallmarks of the startup culture is a focus 

on doing whatever it takes to be successful. As Christensen and Kaufman’s framework notes, in 

the early stages of a business, much of its success is driven by its resources, particularly its human 

capital. This was evident in the case of EF+Math, which had to rely on personal networks to 

establish partnerships with districts. However, as the organization expanded and matured, it 

became clear that relying solely on personal relationships was not sustainable and carried inherent 

risks. As the framework notes, “the addition or departure of a few key people can have a profound 

influence on its success,” highlighting the importance of developing more robust and sustainable 

processes for engaging with educators and districts (p. 4).  

EF+Math’s independent approach to forging district partnerships was successful at the 

time, but it also created an expectation within AERDF that other programs should follow suit. As 

a newly formed organization, AERDF was primarily focused on its spinout from New Schools and 

had limited capacity to prioritize educator engagement at the central level. However, as the 

organization matured, it became clear that a more formalized approach was needed. As Christensen 

and Kaufman note, processes become a critical aspect of an organization’s culture over time, and 

priorities coalesce around the organization’s capabilities and business model. Without proper 

processes and priorities in place, organizations risk losing their momentum and failing to produce 

innovative new products or services.  

It should be noted that a concerted effort was made to institutionalize the learnings and 

processes derived from EF+Math at the AERDF level for the benefit of future programs. A prime 

example is the inclusive research and development model that was developed with EF+Math’s 
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assistance and subsequently documented for all programs to access. Nonetheless, given the insular 

nature of each program and AERDF’s prioritization of its transition into an independent entity, 

promoting the utilization of available resources can be challenging.  

During my residency, I witnessed and participated in the transitional effort by AERDF to 

shift from the startup phase of relying solely on the skills and networks of its founding team to 

establishing formal processes to address many areas, including educator engagement needs. Our 

efforts to create formal processes of cross-program communication through HubSpot and the 

recurring meetings are promising steps to creating a cultural shift within the organization. In 

addition, AERDF has made substantial progress in revamping their processes for data 

management, IRB protocols, legal, and ethics, among others. These formalized processes have the 

potential to shift norms and expectations of how various components of educator engagement are 

carried out and thereby lead to a cultural shift within the organization.  

Resources and Priorities as a Factor  

According to Christensen and Kaufman, resources include people, equipment, technology, 

product designs, brands, information, cash, and relationships with suppliers. These are tangible 

and intangible elements that can be hired or fired by an organization. Priorities, on the other hand, 

determine the relative importance of different decisions that the organization makes, often 

reflecting constraints that shape what the organization can and cannot do. In practice, these 

concepts overlap and are interdependent, as evidenced in my work at AERDF. Therefore, this 

section highlights key aspects of my strategic project that were affected by both the resources 

available and the priorities set by AERDF. 
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AERDF’s Approach to Educator Engagement  

 One of the central outreach strategies proposed by two programs under AERDF involved 

creating a repository of districts that programs could access as needed. This approach offers several 

distinct advantages, including enabling programs to devote more attention to programmatic 

support for their projects instead of allocating valuable resources to recruit partner districts. 

Additionally, the repository has the potential to mitigate the timeline challenge faced by EF+Math, 

as they must secure district participation for the upcoming R&D phase without knowing which 

project will move forward until later in the year. Nonetheless, this potential outreach strategy 

raised important considerations about resource allocation and priority setting that needed to be 

carefully evaluated.  

Upon evaluating the proposed repository idea, it became apparent that its implementation 

could potentially cast AERDF into a backbone-like position within the education R&D ecosystem. 

However, indications from the Chief Public Affairs Officer suggested that AERDF was not 

currently inclined to assume this role, and that it should instead be undertaken by a team or 

organization that is better suited to assume the quarterback position in R&D. The resource 

allocation and priority implications associated with creating a repository of districts could be 

substantial and could divert valuable resources away from AERDF’s other initiatives. 

Furthermore, assuming such a position could lead to mission creep and potentially result in 

AERDF taking on a more extensive role in the education R&D ecosystem than was initially 

intended. 

The Chief Learning Officer proposed an alternative approach that prioritizes education 

organizations with established district partnerships over direct outreach to individual districts. This 

approach offers distinct advantages, as it enables AERDF to establish partnerships with education 
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organizations that can in turn connect them with multiple districts. This model is characterized by 

its efficiency and resourcefulness, as it requires fewer resources and can help streamline outreach 

efforts. Additionally, since these education organizations already have established relationships 

with districts, they can facilitate introductions and connections on behalf of AERDF, resulting in 

more effective outreach outcomes. 

While I was receptive to the proposed approach, I carefully considered its potential 

drawbacks. As noted by Christensen and Kaufman (2015), “whereas resources and processes are 

often enablers that define what an organization can do, priorities embedded in the business model 

often represent constraints—they define what the organization cannot do” (p. 3). The education 

organization approach requires forming partnerships with both the education organization and the 

corresponding school district, which may entail a more resource-intensive and time-consuming 

process. Consequently, this methodology may not be suitable for the pressing needs of EF+Math, 

which requires immediate establishment of partnerships with districts. I contemplated whether this 

strategy would indicate a constraint on our educator engagement priorities, limiting our ability to 

support the immediate needs of the program.  

The evaluation of outreach strategies necessitated a careful assessment of resource 

allocation and priorities. While the repository of districts idea had clear benefits, the education 

organization approach offered advantages, making it a more likely suitable approach in the long 

run. However, striking a delicate balance between developing a sustainable long-term strategy and 

ensuring immediate effectiveness for immediate program needs, such as EF+Math, posed a 

complex but crucial challenge. 
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Value Prop Dilemma 

AERDF faced a fundamental challenge in establishing the value proposition that it could 

offer prospective partners before program partnership, regardless of whether its educator 

engagement strategy prioritized outreach to educator organizations or districts. The critical 

question that needed to be addressed was why districts or education organizations would opt to 

partner with AERDF and join an ecosystem that might potentially offer program partnership in the 

future. While the ultimate objective was to foster an ecosystem of districts willing to collaborate 

with AERDF programs, it was crucial to ascertain the key motivating factors that would incentivize 

their participation. 

The "jobs-to-be-done" framework offers a valuable approach to comprehending the 

customer’s (i.e., district partners) problem and the progress that needs to be made in a given 

scenario to address their problem. For districts, the primary challenge was to overcome significant 

learning losses among students and determine effective methods of recovery. AERDF could 

potentially offer a compelling value proposition by demonstrating that some of its programs could 

address such learning losses without placing any financial burden on the district. Education 

organizations, conversely, have distinct needs based on their mission, but many seek ways to 

augment their value to the districts they currently partner with. Collaborating with AERDF could 

yield social benefits, given its burgeoning reputation as a groundbreaking education R&D 

organization. 

In order to bring districts into the ecosystem, AERDF would need to engage them 

continuously until a program is ready for partnership. The resources required for this engagement 

may vary depending on the approach used. This level of uncertainty regarding the resources needed 

hampers AERDF’s ability to assess its capability to effectively engage districts. To mitigate this 
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risk, AERDF must determine what incentives it is willing to offer districts or education 

organizations to entice them into the ecosystem. This means the organization must decide how 

many resources it is willing to expend and where this initiative falls in its priority list. 

An essential consideration in the decision-making process could be the start-up nature of 

AERDF. Start-ups prioritize securing resources and processes to address immediate needs while 

building for the long term. The potential risks associated with creating a repository of districts, 

such as unexpected misalignment or impact on departmental priorities, could be a concern for the 

organization. Additionally, the organization’s brand, which the Public Affairs department is 

focused on building, is crucial at this early stage. Collaborating with the Public Affairs team could 

help mitigate potential risks associated with outreach efforts. 

When it comes to building a value proposition, AERDF faces a unique challenge due to 

the small number of educational organizations conducting R&D work in the manner AERDF does, 

which limits the ability to learn from others. While other fields may provide some insight into how 

R&D organizations collaborate with subjects, it may not be effective to transfer their processes to 

education. This is because education is a unique field with distinct characteristics compared to 

other fields. In most fields, the client is the direct beneficiary of the innovation being tested. For 

example, in the health field, the client receiving the potential benefit decides for themselves 

whether to accept an experimental drug to see if it has the theorized positive impact on their health. 

However, in education, leaders make decisions that impact students, which creates a multilinked 

political dynamic unique to this field. Consequently, following the models of other R&D 

organizations to incentivize and recruit partners may not be effective in the education sector. 
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Misalignment in Timing of Program Needs Impacting Priority  

Based on the evidence, it was apparent that there was a disproportionate need for AERDF 

central support in district recruitment across programs. Further analysis revealed that EF+Math 

had the most immediate need, with Assessment for Good following closely behind, while Reading 

Reimagined had relatively low need for support. This disparity in needs made the case for an 

immediate build-out of an AERDF central educator engagement outreach process more complex, 

as it would not directly benefit all programs immediately. 

Although EF+Math has a significant need for district participation during the evaluation 

phase, their successful history of district recruitment in the first stage meant there was relatively 

low pressure on AERDF central to immediately establish program-specific district recruitment 

systems. In fact, even though their previous approach was not sustainable, EF+Math had already 

hired a district partnerships manager and was conducting its own district recruitment efforts in 

parallel. Weekly conversations with the district partnerships manager about the progress of their 

recruitment efforts further demonstrated this parallel approach. Thus, while EF+Math would 

welcome any support from AERDF central, the program was not entirely reliant on it. From 

AERDF central’s perspective, this reduced the risk associated with not immediately prioritizing 

the creation of a central outreach process. However, had EF+Math expressed a lack of capacity to 

conduct district outreach work, AERDF central would have likely stepped in to ensure the success 

of the program. 

To assist in EF+Math’s approach, I initiated outreach to districts and connected the 

program with a potential partner for their next phase. Utilizing information from news postings, I 

identified that Boston Public Schools shared district priorities with EF+Math’s work. Given my 

professional relationship with the Deputy Superintendent, I reached out to him to inquire about 



 

65 

their interest in learning about EF+Math’s work and considering a partnership. I successfully 

secured a meeting between senior members of the district and EF+Math. These actions were driven 

by my understanding that building an AERDF repository of districts or education organizations 

may be a long-term initiative, and therefore, it was necessary to find ways to support EF+Math’s 

short-term needs.  

Development of Educator Engagement Resources 

The success of any education program heavily relies on the availability of necessary 

resources and priority shifts that facilitate its effective implementation. Within the context of 

educator engagement, the technical aspects that are required for active partnerships in R&D play 

a crucial role in fostering successful active partnerships. During my residency, it was evident to 

me that concerted efforts were being made to ensure that programs had access to the resources 

required for successful partnerships, which ultimately contributed to their overall success.   

When I started my residency, the R&D team consisted of a modest three full-time 

members, myself included. However, over the course of a mere five months, the team expanded 

its size threefold. This expansion had a direct and favorable impact on educator engagement, as it 

addressed a significant need that various programs had expressed. For example, I was charged with 

coordinating the development of a memo that offered program teams guidance on state laws that 

pertained to data collection and management. My ability to move forward with that task was 

directly as a result of the lawyers and data experts that were brought on to the team. The resources 

that the R&D team invested into such technical components of educator engagement were 

instrumental in facilitating effective communication and partnership, which will result ultimately 

in the successful delivery of vital materials and resources to education programs. 
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* * *   

In conclusion, the development and implementation of the educator engagement strategy 

within AERDF demanded a comprehensive analysis of resources, priorities, and organizational 

processes. I identified critical factors and opportunities to enhance communication, collaboration, 

and inclusive R&D by employing Clayton Christensen and Stephen Kaufman’s framework and 

considering the startup culture. The implementation of HubSpot, the establishment of a bi-weekly 

heavyweight team, and the investment in technical components played pivotal roles in fostering 

effective communication and coordination between programs. Striking a delicate balance between 

long-term strategies and immediate program needs was essential in aligning resource allocation 

and priorities with AERDF’s mission. As AERDF continues to mature, maintaining this balance 

and refining its approach to educator engagement will be paramount in ensuring its programs’ 

successful development and implementation in the education R&D ecosystem, ultimately 

benefiting countless students, educators, and communities. 
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Implications  

The education sector is currently experiencing a significant push for improvements and 

reforms, and education R&D represents a valuable opportunity to address these challenges. With 

growing interest from educators, policymakers, and the private sector, education R&D has the 

potential to drive improvements in student outcomes and promote equity in education. Achieving 

these goals will require the establishment of robust systems that engage educators, students, and 

parents as active partners in the R&D process. 

In the following sections, I will examine the implications of my strategic project for myself, 

AERDF, and the broader education R&D sector. 

Implications for Self  

Through my residency experience at AERDF, I have had the privilege of gaining valuable 

insights into my personal leadership strengths and areas for improvement. This strategic project 

has played an instrumental role in enhancing my leadership capabilities by providing me with the 

opportunity to work collaboratively with diverse stakeholders, including educators, program 

teams, and R&D specialists. This residency has allowed me to grow as a leader, equipping me with 

the necessary skills and experiences to effectively navigate the ever-changing landscape of 

education R&D. I am confident that the lessons I have learned through this project will serve me 

well as I continue to develop and hope to have an impact on the education sector. The following 

section discusses the impact this strategic project has had on me as a leader.  
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Invest Your Time in a Purpose-Filled Effort  

 One of the significant takeaways from my residency experience is the importance of 

working in an organization whose mission and purpose align with my own. In challenging or 

frustrating situations, it is essential to remember the “why,” or the underlying purpose of the work, 

to persevere. This principle has provided me with fuel to push through moments of stagnation or 

confusion. Moreover, my unwavering belief in the potential impact of AERDF’s work has been a 

source of inspiration, even during times when the pace of progress was not as expected.  

Start with the Simplest Question 

During the initial phase of my residency, I conducted a thorough discovery process by 

interviewing various program members to gain insights into their education engagement processes 

and requirements. However, I realized that I had overlooked an essential aspect of the process: the 

definition of educator engagement. Despite grappling with the question internally, I relied on the 

feedback from programs and senior members to build a definition over time. Initially, I had an 

assumed understanding that educator engagement primarily pertained to district recruitment. 

However, as I progressed, my definition broadened to encompass a wider range of aspects, such 

as identifying, generating, securing, and launching partnerships. In hindsight, I should have asked 

everyone for their definition of educator engagement to ensure that we were all working with a 

common understanding from the outset. 

Transitioning My Interpersonal Skill Set to the Remote World 

As society increasingly moves towards remote operations, it is essential for me as a leader 

to transfer my interpersonal skills to the digital world. Relationship building, trust, and 
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commitment have always been critical components of my leadership style, but I have learned 

through my residency experience that these skills present unique challenges in a remote startup 

environment. While I was able to conduct numerous interviews with programs and individuals, at 

times I felt like an external consultant rather than an integrated team member. However, over time, 

I was able to overcome this feeling and establish stronger connections. This experience has taught 

me the importance of maximizing every opportunity to build relationships, particularly in the 

context of a 10-month residency where each day counts. 

One reason program members hesitated to immediately open up to me was my position as 

a central level staff member at AERDF. Programs were concerned that I would be imposing 

systems on them, as evidenced by statements such as, “We want to be able to select our project 

teams” and “What does AERDF plan on doing with this?” during my initial interviews. Remote 

interviews also made it difficult to rely on the nonverbal cues that I typically use to foster trust. 

However, as I continued to engage with programs, I identified alternative communication 

strategies to compensate for the lack of in-person interactions, such as setting up recurring one-

on-one meetings with members in order to build relationships with them that I knew would benefit 

the work and myself.  

Implications for Site 

 AERDF is a unique organization with the potential to generate breakthrough ideas that 

could have system level impact in the U.S. public education sector. My efforts in learning and 

developing an educator engagement strategy have highlighted some of the incredible opportunities 

that exist in the organization’s future as well as roadblocks it should seek to avoid. This section 

will cover implications for the site that could be useful for their continued successful development.  
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Continue Investing in Systems That Promote Cross-Program Communication  

 The discovery process undertaken during this study revealed a significant yearning among 

AERDF programs to learn from one another. Despite ongoing efforts to increase cross-program 

communication, it is imperative that these processes are sustained and more action is taken to 

facilitate program collaboration. Ideally, communication channels should extend beyond program 

directors to include other members of program teams. However, implementing these processes 

will require a delicate balancing act to manage the benefits of increased program communication 

against the potential burden on programs’ time.  

As AERDF continues to support an expanding number of programs, the significance of 

effective communication and collaboration cannot be overstated. The systems in place will play 

an increasingly significant role in determining the success of the organization in achieving its 

goals. Therefore, AERDF leadership should prioritize the development and implementation of 

sustainable communication and collaboration processes to create a culture of learning and sharing 

within the organization. This can be achieved through a combination of incentives, clear 

communication channels, and dedicated resources to support these efforts. By doing so, AERDF 

can foster a collaborative and supportive environment that will help ensure the long-term success 

of its programs. 

Create a System That Rewards Program Success  

 The development of silos across AERDF programs has been influenced by several factors, 

including the absence of a system that incentivizes collaboration. Current practice, where one 

program’s successes do not result in material benefits for other programs, creates a climate that 

fosters a culture of competition and individualism. This approach is not sustainable in the long 
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term and is unlikely to yield consistent results. To address this issue, AERDF leadership should 

consider implementing a thoughtful incentive system that rewards programs for the success of 

other programs. Such a system can act as a motivator for programs to actively collaborate with one 

another and encourage them to invest their time and expertise to benefit other programs. However, 

it is essential that the incentive structure be thoughtfully designed to ensure that it goes beyond 

monetary rewards and includes socially satisfying approaches such as recognition in a meaningful 

space. Effective implementation of this incentive system could have a significant impact on the 

culture by creating a greater sense that the achievement of one program is an achievement for all 

programs. This culture would translate into a more effective and collaborative educator 

engagement process, with programs working together to create opportunities for each other. 

Therefore, AERDF leadership should consider this recommendation seriously as a way to foster a 

culture of collaboration and create a sustainable future for the organization. 

Organize Resources That Exist within AERDF  

 The findings from my interviews shed light on the vast resources available within AERDF, 

which present a promising opportunity for the organization’s future. The leaders across the three 

programs and at the AERDF central level possess considerable expertise and experience in the 

education field. However, the current silo structure of program operations has hindered the 

optimization of these resources for the collective benefit. To overcome this challenge, I 

recommended that AERDF systematize all of its resources in a centralized location, especially as 

the organizational culture continues to evolve and more systems are put in place. This could entail 

identifying and collating the vast education sector relationships that AERDF members possess, as 

well as categorizing relevant knowledge and information. Through sustained efforts to organize 



 

72 

these resources effectively, the organization can enhance its educator engagement process and 

achieve greater impact in advancing its mission. 

Further Clarify the Educator Engagement Role AERDF Central Will Play   

As AERDF continues to expand its programs, it is essential for AERDF central to clarify 

its role in the district outreach process, especially for new programs. The organization must 

provide clear guidance and support to enable new programs to plan accordingly and maximize 

their potential for success. The lessons learned from this process should inform future decisions 

regarding the type of support that yields the most value. As new programs mature and others are 

phased out, AERDF should continue to refine its support mechanisms based on lessons learned 

from its experiences. This iterative process will enable the organization to provide more effective 

educator engagement support and guidance to its programs, resulting in an improved R&D process. 

Create a Repository of Districts  

 The evidence has highlighted that most of the programs want support from AERDF central 

in the recruitment of district partners for their R&D activities. AERDF should continue making 

efforts to create a repository of districts that programs can tap into when they need partners. 

Whether this happens through AERDF directly reaching out to districts or using intermediary 

education organizations, having a repository of districts creates many benefits. In addition to the 

increased time programs would be able to devote to R&D and not partnership development, having 

a repository of districts could also help programs transition out of a partnership. Currently, there 

is no well-defined procedure for concluding a program’s partnership with a district while 

preserving a robust relationship with AERDF to facilitate potential future collaborations. A 
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repository of districts could be an opportunity to transition a district from former partner to a 

partner awaiting the next R&D opportunity.  

Experiment on Processes Boldly and Take Reasonable Risks  

 Introducing new processes into an established organizational culture can be challenging, 

as change may be perceived as a loss (Kotter & Heifetz, 2022). However, the operational structure 

of AERDF presents a unique opportunity for the organization to test and implement new processes 

for providing education engagement support.   

As programs mature out of the AERDF orbit after five years and new programs transition 

in, any process introduced will be new to some programs. This provides an opportunity for AERDF 

to experiment with new approaches and shape the organizational culture towards a more effective 

and collaborative model. By taking calculated risks and implementing new processes, AERDF can 

challenge the status quo and foster a culture of continuous improvement. Of course, any change 

can cause discomfort, particularly for older programs transitioning out of the AERDF orbit. 

Therefore, AERDF should take a thoughtful approach to introducing new processes, carefully 

assessing the potential impact on programs and providing adequate support during the transition. 

Effective communication and engagement with program teams is essential to ensure that any 

changes are well-received and supported.  
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Implications for Sector 

Recent data has underscored the significant disparities that persist in the American PreK-

12 education system and the critical need to expeditiously invest in innovative ideas that can 

effectively serve all students (Mahnken, 2022). As the education R&D sector continues to expand, 

the insights gained from this strategic project can offer valuable guidance for the sector’s future 

advancement. 

Diversity in Partnership Is Vital  

 Collaboration among key stakeholders is essential for the success of any R&D activity, 

particularly in education. Effective partnerships between researchers, developers, and educators 

can ensure that programs designed to accomplish a certain task are informed by a strategically 

diverse group of stakeholders. While researchers can share best practices based on historical 

knowledge, educators can contribute their practical experience in implementation, and developers 

can provide their expertise on modalities for implementing such programs. Excluding any 

significant stakeholder could result in the loss of critical knowledge around the research, 

practicality of implementation, and the implementation process itself. Therefore, the involvement 

of all key stakeholders is paramount to the success of any education R&D initiative.     

Leveraging Cross-Collaboration in Education R&D  

In the education R&D sector, there is ample opportunity for cross-collaboration and 

learning between programs, as many initiatives share a common goal of improving student 

outcomes. Unlike R&D organizations such as DARPA, whose investments can range from 

computer mouse development to GPS systems, education R&D pursuits tend to have more direct 



 

75 

alignment in their purpose. While each program may approach this goal differently, there are often 

areas of overlap that present opportunities for collaboration. For example, a program focused on 

assessments and another on reading comprehension could collaborate to improve reading 

comprehension assessments. As the education R&D field continues to expand, it is crucial for 

programs to consider collaborating with one another to maximize their impact.     

A Backbone Organization Should Emerge   

Education has some complex challenges, and identifying and solving those challenges 

requires intentionality. One approach to this is the establishment of a backbone organization in 

education R&D, which can serve as a hub for collaboration among different R&D programs across 

the country and create opportunities for shared learning. Such an organization can ensure that R&D 

work is aligned and has a collective impact on the field. An important function of this backbone 

organization is to facilitate partnerships between education districts and R&D partners on a 

national scale. This can be transformative for future R&D organizations that have the potential for 

research and development but may lack the necessary capacity or expertise to identify and recruit 

districts for partnership. Over time, this growth in partnerships can change the culture of education 

best practices by ensuring that they are informed by both research and practitioner experience.       

Education Leaders Should Lean Into New Types of Partnerships   

Education leaders are often hesitant to pioneer untested initiatives in their field due to the 

potential political and other risks associated with the unknown. AERDF is presently promoting 

programs that are undertaking groundbreaking work in education, but it is likely that additional 

organizations will emerge in the coming years with similar objectives. As a result, education 

leaders can expect to receive a greater number of partnership requests from R&D organizations. It 
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is advisable for these leaders to welcome such requests and appreciate their unique nature. The 

willingness of education leaders to collaborate with R&D organizations will play a significant role 

in the rapid and effective growth of this field and its impact on the education sector. 
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Conclusion 
 

“AERDF believes the voices of the community members we partner with 
are the missing piece to impactful work, and without them, true and 
‘sticky’ innovation is impossible.” (AERDF Guidebook, p. 7)   
   
 

Over the past nearly two years since its official launch, AERDF has demonstrated 

significant progress in its growth, with three programs currently operational and a fourth program 

on the horizon. As AERDF embarks on the next chapter of its story, educator engagement will 

play a critical role in its continued success. To this end, AERDF recognizes the importance of 

establishing central-level systems that support programs in their efforts to engage educators, and 

has already taken steps to develop such systems. It is crucial that these systems strike a balance 

between supporting current program needs and future growth. 

My strategic project has identified four core pillars for an effective educator engagement 

strategy for AERDF. First, an information collection and organization system must be put in place 

to help AERDF central identify opportunities for programs and minimize unexpected obstacles. 

Second, the system should generate potential partners for programs based on their specific 

programming needs. Third, a central process for ensuring programs have the necessary resources 

and support to secure partnerships should be integrated into the system. Finally, it is essential to 

have a component of the educator engagement system that focuses on supporting successful 

partnership launches between programs and their respective partners. Implementing an effective 

educator engagement strategy will require a culture shift within AERDF programs, and the 

organization has already initiated efforts to promote this change through new processes. Examples 

such as increased collaboration spaces and the use of HubSpot to track partnerships are efforts to 

create culture change while having a positive impact on program work.  
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This strategic project has underscored implications for the individual, organization, and 

sector. My personal leadership growth was driven by recognizing the significance of aligning with 

a purposeful organization, valuing the approach of asking simple questions first when starting any 

journey, and adapting interpersonal skills to remote work environments. For AERDF, the 

organization should consider several areas: investing in sustainable communication and 

collaboration processes to cultivate a culture of learning and knowledge sharing; centralizing and 

improving the accessibility of its extensive resources; clarifying the role AERDF central will play 

in educator engagement and district outreach; and boldly experimenting with organizational 

processes that might challenge the status quo. For the broader sector, collaboration among key 

stakeholders, cross-program learning, establishing a backbone organization in education R&D, 

and education leaders’ openness to new types of partnerships are crucial factors for the success of 

education R&D initiatives. These factors will contribute to the transformation of the education 

sector, ultimately benefiting all students. 

The work being done by AERDF is groundbreaking, and during my residency, I have had 

the privilege of witnessing and being inspired by the tremendous potential of its impact. With a 

leadership team that is committed to this work and a steadfast commitment to serving students in 

innovative ways, AERDF serves as a beacon of hope for a future where educators and researchers 

collaborate in partnership to find solutions for both current and future generations of students. 
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Appendix   

Exhibit 1: AERD Educator Engagement Interview Tracker  

Name of Interviewee  Program Role 

Karin Lange  EF+Math Educator Co-Design Manager 

Michelle Tiu EF+Math Program Officer  

Adam Smith EF+Math Designing for Equity Manager  

Gabriela Rivera EF+Math Program Analyst 

Debbra Lindo EF+Math Educator Leadership Council 
Chair  

Shahara Ahmed  EF+Math Educator Engagement Fellow 

Zoe D’Esposito EF+Math Program Manager 

Aubrey Francisco EF+Math Program Director 

Kaiulani Ivory EF+Math District Partnerships Manager 

Sara Solar Reading Reimagined Associate Director of 
Stakeholder Engagement 

Rebecca Kockler Reading Reimagined Program Director 

Enid Rosario Ramos Assessment for Good Senior Manager, Program 
Engagement  

Temple Lovelace Assessment for Good Program Director 

Marian Dingle Assessment for Good Community Engagement 
Manager 

Chris Liang-Vergara Executive Team Chief Learning Officer 

Melina Uncapher Executive Team Chief of Research and 
Development (AERDF), 
Founder and Scientific Director 
(EF+Math) 

Marvin Smith Executive Team Chief Public Affairs Officer  
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Exhibit 2: EF+Math Presentation Slide  
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Exhibit 3: AERDF Presentation Slide 
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Exhibit 4: Mind Map 
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Exhibit 5: Questionnaires for Data Gathering  

This survey has been designed to gather information that will aid in the creation of a guide on the state 
laws that may influence your data collection and management practices. Kindly provide answers to the 
best of your ability, even if you are uncertain. In case you have a leaning towards a particular approach, 
kindly indicate that as well. Your input will be valuable in shaping the final document outlining the laws 
in various states. 
 

Question EF+Math Assessme
nt for 
Good 

Reading 
Reimagined  

What type of data do you anticipate collecting? (Attendance, academic performance, etc.)    

What is the age range of the participants from whom data is being collected by your 
prototype group? (If you do not know the age, please list the grade) 

   

What type of organization (e.g. district or after school program) will the data be collected 
from? 

   

Who is responsible for providing consent for data collection, the parents or the school?    

What is the method of data collection, opt-in or opt-out? (Opt-in refers to a situation where 
individuals actively choose to participate or agree to have their information collected, 
while opt-out refers to a default setting where individuals are included in data collection 
unless they take specific action to decline or remove themselves) 

   

In which states do you plan or desire to conduct research and development activities?    

What are the areas of your projects that you still need to figure out in order to move 
forward? 

   

Any other relevant information that you want to share that might be helpful?     
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Exhibit 6: AERDF Program Analysis Matrix 
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Exhibit 7: Draft Value Proposition  

Value Proposition for Intermediary Organization  

1 Expansion of 
offering to 
district 
 
 

Partnering with AERDF enables intermediary education organizations to expand 
their portfolio of offerings and provide districts with a wider range of resources, 
including funding opportunities, training programs, and other educational initiatives. 

2 Strengthen 
relationships 
 

Collaborating with AERDF can help intermediary education organizations 
strengthen their relationships with districts by offering them access to resources that 
can help them achieve their goals while also demonstrating their commitment to 
staying up-to-date with the latest research and trends in education. 

3 Enhance their 
reputation  

Partnering with AERDF can help intermediary education organizations enhance their 
reputation as a trusted and reliable partner to districts, helping them attract new 
clients and expand their reach. By offering access to the latest education R&D 
information and opportunities to partner in the R&D world, intermediary education 
organizations can position themselves as forward-thinking and innovative partners 
that are committed to helping districts stay ahead of the curve. 

4 Help improve 
student 
outcomes  

Partnering with AERDF can help intermediary education organizations play a key 
role in improving student outcomes by providing districts with access to resources 
and programs that have shown promise in driving positive educational outcomes. By 
partnering with AERDF, intermediary education organizations can help districts 
implement evidence-based practices, adopt innovative teaching methods, and address 
specific educational challenges, ultimately leading to improved student outcomes 
and greater success for all. 

 
 

Value Proposition for School District 

1 Access to latest 
education R&D 
information  
 
 

Partnering with AERDF provides districts with access to the latest education research 
and development information in the area they are collaborating in. AERDF’s team of 
experts regularly reviews and analyzes the latest research and trends in education and 
partners with districts to develop initiatives based on the most up-to-date information. 
This ensures that districts are using the latest evidence-based practices and are at the 
forefront of innovative education initiatives. 

2 Part of 
breakthrough 
innovation in 
education 
 

Partnering with AERDF provides districts with the opportunity to be part of 
breakthrough innovations in education. AERDF is committed to promoting inclusive 
R&D, evidence-based practices that challenge traditional approaches to education. By 
partnering with AERDF, districts can be part of cutting-edge research and 
development initiatives that have the potential to transform education and improve 
outcomes for students. 

3 Help develop and 
implement 

Partnering with AERDF can lead to improved student outcomes by enabling districts 
to conduct R&D initiatives that are based on evidence-based practices and research. 
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solutions to 
improve student 
outcomes   

AERDF’s resources and expertise can help districts design and implement initiatives 
that are tailored to their unique needs and that have shown promise. 

4 Cost effective  Partnering with AERDF can provide districts with access to funding opportunities for 
conducting research and development initiatives that may not be available through 
traditional funding sources. AERDF has a proven track record of providing funding to 
districts for innovative projects that have shown promise in creating impact.  

5 Professional 
development 
opportunity for 
educators 
 
 
 
 

Partnering with AERDF provides districts with opportunities for professional 
development for their educators. AERDF’s R&D initiatives often involve 
collaboration between educators, researchers, and other stakeholders and provide 
educators with opportunities to develop their skills and knowledge. By working with 
AERDF, districts can offer their educators access to high-quality professional 
development opportunities that will enhance their ability to support student learning. 

6 Aligns with the 
school district’s 
curriculum and 
will complement 
teachers’ efforts 

Partnering with AERDF provides districts with the opportunity to align their R&D 
initiatives with their existing curriculum and teacher efforts. AERDF’s team of 
experts works closely with districts to ensure that their R&D initiatives complement 
and enhance the district’s existing efforts to improve student outcomes. By working 
with AERDF, districts can ensure that their R&D initiatives are relevant and 
effective, and that they align with the district’s overall goals and objectives. 

7 Access to 
expertise and 
support 

Partnering with AERDF provides districts with access to a team of experts who can 
provide guidance and support throughout the R&D process. AERDF’s staff includes 
experienced educators, researchers, and other professionals who have a deep 
understanding of the challenges facing schools and districts. 

8 Focus on equity 
and 
underrepresented 
students 

Partnering with AERDF provides districts with an opportunity to focus on equity and 
underrepresented students, including Black and Latino students and students 
experiencing poverty. AERDF is committed to promoting equitable education 
initiatives and ensuring that all students have access to high-quality education. By 
partnering with AERDF, districts can develop R&D initiatives that focus on 
addressing the specific needs of underrepresented students and promoting equitable 
outcomes. 

  



 

91 

Exhibit 8: EF+Math Value Proposition Slide 
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Exhibit 9: Educator Engagement Strategy Proposal 

Educator Engagement Goal: To have a central system that can provide support for programs to effectively: 
● Identify the needs and opportunities for programs 
● Generate prospective partners for programs to further their R&D work 
● Secure the partnership 
● Launch the partnership 
● Maintain the partnership 

 
  

Goal Inputs: 
The resources, 
information, or 
data that are 
required to begin 
the process.  

Activities: 
The specific steps or 
tasks that are taken to 
transform the inputs into 
outputs.  

Outputs: 
The results or outcomes that 
are generated by the 
process. 

Timeline Stakeho
lder 
Involve
d 

      

A centralized 
system that has 
updated 
information and 
helps provide 
effective cross-
program 
communication 
to meet needs, 
maximize the 
identification of 
opportunities, 
and minimize 
unexpected 
obstacles.  

● Each program 
participating in 
the migration of 
AirTable to 
HubSpot  

● Program 
members’ 
commitment to 
joining and 
leading this 
space.  

● Program teams 
will need to 
identify and 
prioritize from a 
template what 
they are looking 
for in a potential 
partner district.  

● Build a HubSpot 
User Guide and 
onboarding 
programs. 
 

● Develop a Partner 
Profile Template 
relevant to each 
program.  
 

● Organize Program 
Collaboration Space.  
 

● Create monthly one-
on-ones with the 
Educator 
Engagement Team 
from each program. 
 

● HubSpot guide will 
generate increased 
communication, 
opportunities, and 
organization in the 
district outreach process. 

● Partner Profile Template 
will allow us to 
understand what type of 
information is important 
in a potential partner and 
current partners.  

● The collaboration space 
will address a concern 
heard from members in 
programs about lack of 
awareness across 
programs. This space 
will allow program 
members to co-create an 
agenda to share learnings 
and opportunities.  

● Monthly one-on-ones 
ensure program members 
have a space to share 
how AERDF central can 
further support their 
education engagement 
needs.  
 

End of 
March 

Progra
m 
teams, 
Educat
or 
Engage
ment 
team 

Helping to create ● Connections ● Engage in outreach ● Outreach with Q2/Q3 Educat
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a central system 
that generates 
potential partners 
for programs 
based on their 
needs.  

across AERDF 
and programs to 
maximize the 
networks that 
exist within the 
organization.  

● Clarity on the 
capacity AERDF 
has to have a 
district 
repository. What 
is AERDF 
willing to offer 
districts (monthly 
webinars on 
latest and 
greatest in R&D) 
to stay in this 
ecosystem?  

to education 
intermediary 
organizations to 
develop partnerships 
with them.   
  

● Develop a repository 
of districts from 
those partnerships.  

● Direct support in the 
identification of ideal 
districts for 
programs searching 
for a partnership that 
have requested this 
support.  
  
  

intermediary 
organizations can lead to 
introductions to districts 
they currently work with, 
and this can lead to a 
possible partnership for 
programs.  

● By using the partnerships 
to develop a repository 
of districts, we will have 
built an essential 
component of having 
districts willing and 
ready to partner with 
programs in a favorable 
timetable. In addition, 
this repository could be a 
great opportunity to 
address one of the 
dilemmas AERDF 
should be thinking about: 
How do we transition 
districts out of an 
expiring partnership 
while maintaining a 
strong relationship?  

Ongoing 
based on 
program 
need 

or 
Engage
ment 
Team, 
Progra
m 
Team 
 

A central process 
to ensure that 
programs have 
the resources and 
support needed 
to secure the 
partnership. 

● Team R&D will 
be a crucial 
resource for 
many of these 
goals, as they 
have most of the 
expertise in these 
areas.  

● Program teams 
will be needed 
for information 
around their 
projects to ensure 
build-out guides 
(data and 
political) that are 
responsive to 
their projects.  

● Team Public 
Affairs will be a 
key resource for 
the political map. 

● Develop an IRB 
Guide 
 

● Develop a Data 
Guide 
 

● Develop a Political 
Scan Guide 
 

● IRB Guide will help 
bring some clarity to 
programs around the IRB 
process. Programs will 
be better situated to 
understand the rules and 
process as they engage 
partner districts. 

● Data Guide will provide 
some awareness to 
programs about data 
gathering challenges to 
be wary about in specific 
states.   

● The political Scan Guide 
will help programs see 
where public perception 
is friendly/hostile to the 
work programs are 
conducting. 

 Team 
R&D, 
Educat
or 
Engage
ment 
Team 

Providing the 
support centrally 
to support a 
successful 
launch of 

   Q3/Q4 TBD 
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partnership 
between 
programs.   

Providing the 
support centrally 
to support the 
maintenance of 
a successful, 
mutually 
beneficial 
partnership 
between 
programs and 
their partners.  
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Exhibit 10: HubSpot Deal Stages From User Guide  

Stage Level Stage Name Purpose of Stage Questions to Consider 

Stage 1 (Awareness 
Stage)  

Appointment 
Scheduled  

The purpose of this stage is to create an in-
person/zoom point of contact to increase 
awareness to the prospect of the potential 
opportunity. Because most relationships are 
built over time, it is essential to meet with 
them so they can learn more about the 
benefits of a partnership.  

● Dry run of presentation 
complete?  

● Background knowledge of 
district priorities complete?  

● Checked HubSpot to see if 
anyone else at AERDF has 
made contact with the 
district?    

Stage 2  Appointment 
Completed  

This stage confirms that a meeting with the 
prospective partner took place and next 
steps have been confirmed. Part of the next 
steps includes scheduling a follow-up 
meeting if necessary.  

● Are the next steps clearly 
outlined?  

● Follow-up meeting 
scheduled? 

● Key stakeholders 
identified? 

● Is a follow-up, more tailored 
presentation required? 

Stage 3 Follow-up 
Meeting 
Completed 

This is a space to discuss more granular 
issues such as the scope of the opportunity.  

● Have the next steps been 
clarified?  

● Will a follow-up meeting be 
required or is contracting 
the next phase? 

Stage 4 Decision Maker 
Bought In  

This is a critical stage in which the most 
significant decision maker indicates that 
they want to move forward. This should for 
the most part be clear to the presenting 
organization by the conclusion of the 
second meeting.  

● Were you able to determine 
where the district stands on 
a partnership?  

● Does the board need to be 
involved in making this 
agreement?  

● Do we have more than one 
person who is bought in?  

Stage 5 Proposal Sent to 
Prospective 
Partner 

Once there is clarity on the decision maker’s 
willingness to move forward, a draft 
proposal can be sent to the prospect. 

● Have you met with Team 
R&D for any legal/IRB/data 
related questions?  

● Are all the stakeholders who 
will be in the contract clear?  

● Were you able to determine 
where the district stands on 
a partnership?  
 

Stage 6 Proposal In 
Review   

Most likely the prospective partner will 
recommend changes to the proposal and 
will send it back with those changes. Once 
the organization receives the changes they 
should take time to amend or decide how to 
move forward.  

● Are you in contact with the 
district through the proposal 
window?  

● Has the district requested 
anything unusual that 
requires that legal look at it?  
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Stage 7 Contract Signed  Once the critical stakeholders have looked 
over this version of the contract and signed 
it, the final stage of the deal is complete. 
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Exhibit 11: AERDF Timeline  

 
 

 
 
 

EF+Math Launch

AERDF Public
Launch

Reading
Reimagined

Assessment For
Good Launch

Program 4

Proof-of-concept program
launched to determine if
the idea of advanced
education R&D had traction 

Publicly announced
the launch  of the

organization  

Second R&D Program
was launched on

same day as AERDF
public launch  

Third R&D program
was launched in the fall

Fourth R&D program
expected to be

launched

2018

2021

2021

2021

          2023

TIMELINE 

Harvard Graduate School of Education 
Ed.L.D Defense 


