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Did the SDCF Grant Prompt Small, Medium, or  
Large Changes in Grantee Districts? 

 
July 6, 2019 

 
Informed Decisions Research 

 
In interviews with grant managers and administrators from the nine districts that received School 
District Collaboration Fund (SDCF) grants in 2018/19, respondents were asked the question,  
 
“Looking across the years of grant implementation, would you characterize the changes that 
have occurred under the grant as small, medium, or large? Why?”1 
 
In all but one district, respondents noted at least one and often many large changes that they 
attributed to the grant. Usually, although not always, the grant managers and administrators 
from the same district expressed similar perceptions of the changes they had seen in their 
districts. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
One district experienced only “small” changes 
Only in one district did the grant manager and administrator agree that there had been little 
change, overall, in their district over the three years of the grant. They both blamed this on the 
dramatic funding cuts their district experienced in 2017, cuts that resulted in the loss of 61 
positions over two years. Those cuts also eliminated the district’s investment in a professional 
learning system designed under the grant, and furthermore, they demoralized teachers, making 
them less willing to take risks and less inclined to spend the time collaborating to create 
something they weren’t sure could endure. Even in these difficult circumstances, however, the 
grant manager felt that the subset of teachers who continued to participate in walk-throughs and 
other professional learning opportunities had experienced a beneficial increase in effective 
collaboration.   
 
Few described changes as “medium” in size 
Two grant managers listed a variety of changes that occurred in their districts, and although 
they felt some were large, they described others as medium in size.  
 

                                                
1 Interviews were conducted between April and June, 2019. All districts had one design (or planning) 
year. For six of the districts, the “years of implementation” totaled three, but three districts had only one 
year of implementation before the grant ended. 

Major findings 
 

x Most interviewees felt the SDCF grant work made large and meaningful changes in their district. 
x Work of this type seemed most likely to affect professional learning and teacher leadership. 
x Both large and small districts described changes of similar scope and in similar directions. 
x Most of the time, district administrators and grant managers shared a common vision of what was 

accomplished under the grant. 
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In one case, the grant manager was excited about the way teachers were stepping up to 
provide professional learning for one another. But as he’d anticipated larger cultural changes in 
mindset, experimentation, and shared leadership, he felt the district culture, overall, had seen 
only a medium level of change. 
 
Another district design team had spent a great deal of time and energy developing and 
implementing a professional learning system with highly trained teacher leaders supporting 
fellow teachers. Despite the effort invested, the grant manager said she felt the changes had 
their roots in a pre-existing system of mentors and Teachers on Special Assignment (TOSAs), 
so they weren’t transformative enough to be labeled “large.” 
 

But now, unlike before, [the teacher leaders] are in every single building, they know all 
the teachers, they know the building culture. So that would be a medium change. (Grant 
manager) 

 
Two-thirds of districts described “large” changes in professional learning  
When grant managers or administrators described what they saw as large changes in their 
district, shifts in their systems of professional learning were cited more than any other change. 
Individuals from six districts pointed to such changes, usually to the higher level of teacher 
involvement in the creation and delivery of professional learning.  
 

The biggest change though is the way professional development works. All our in-
services before were from the ESD or some independent consultant talking to the entire 
staff, K-12, about one thing. It was just garbage. Now we are generally not doing this 
model ... Teacher ownership of professional learning has been a very high change. 
(Grant manager) 

 
I would say we have at least a couple of large changes. The change to our Wednesday 
meetings, which are teacher-led, and our “Student Talks” [meetings focused on the 
particular needs of specific students]. That is a huge change. I’ve been here 20 years. 
Staff meetings were announcements and used to do things to meet legal requirements. 
They were not very well used. Now staff meetings are so much better, and everyone 
feels they have a say. (Grant manager) 

 
I think the idea of peer observers observing and providing feedback is a large change. I 
think so because it used to be the only really peer observations were from TOSA to 
teacher, so they were limited in scope, or with mentors. I think out of hundreds of 
teachers, we had only three who could do that. We took a powerful initiative and spread 
it so we can give a lot of resources to first- and second-year teachers, while providing 
meaningful professional learning to experienced teachers as well. People are 
comfortable providing and receiving feedback in a productive way and using that 
feedback. (Administrator) 

 
I would say that teacher-led professional development is a large change and it is a huge 
culture change. It is significant and has had a permanent effect. When we first started 
that, the first time out, we had 15 teachers who were “appointed” to lead professional 
development. We did it that way, because that’s what we knew to do. But now we are up 
to probably 40 or 50 different teacher presenters, who teach other teachers in one 
capacity or another. It’s been good. That has been teachers willing to take a chance to 
present in front of their peers or do so in a different way. (Grant manager) 
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I would say, like if you look at the professional learning part of our SDCF survey, the 
change over three years is staggering. On the questions, does your professional 
learning have meaning for your professional growth, it went from 30 percent to 90 some 
percent agreeing, I think. People see a connection between their professional learning 
and their needs… The opportunity for educators to seek out things valuable to them and 
still have it approved by the district and principals, that has changed a lot. (Grant 
manager) 
 

In one district that had experienced only a year of implementation, the grant manager still felt 
that teachers had experienced a major change in their ability to collaborate and learn from one 
another. 
 

I think that these will be large changes as far as improving our systems to allow for 
better collaboration and better outcomes for students. There has been a mindset shift – 
teachers get out of themselves, learn from each other, have fresh learning. Having that 
more collegial atmosphere and support from your peers is very important. (Grant 
manager)  

 
In some districts, the value of teacher voice expanded 
In three districts of varying sizes, individuals interviewed reported that teacher voice was valued 
in a different way in their districts; they saw more opportunity for teacher leadership in the future 
as well. 
 
In one large district, the grant managers said that teachers were able to become leaders now 
without needing to leave the classroom and become administrators. They felt that the district 
office and principals had come to recognize that teachers had important contributions to make. 
A senior administrator from the district agreed: 
 

Very big changes! …We have gone from “the administrators have all the answers,” to 
“there is another whole body of knowledge out there.” I think there have been huge 
system things. (Administrator) 

 
In a medium-sized district, an administrator said that teacher leadership was one of the two big 
changes he’d seen from the grant (the other being the use of improvement science methods). 
 

It is just the change in having our teachers take more leadership roles and being 
involved in higher level decisions. That has not always been the case here. I think it’s 
been very positive. The teachers have been very committed to their own leadership 
development at their campuses. (Administrator) 

 
And in a very small district with only one school, the administrator described an intentional 
change from top-down to a model of more shared leadership: 
 

[This was] a big change for this school, which had a traditional, top-down leadership 
model here for a while. Now by putting it into the contract, we want to make sure the 
leadership team stays after I leave… We are practicing it, doing it… we really focused on 
the leadership piece first… the leadership team is becoming fully systematized. You 
should see shared decision-making in the leadership team that operates with 
improvement science in all its work. (Administrator) 
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In another large district, the grant managers valued the way the grant had allowed teachers to 
have more of the voice in decisions about professional learning but worried that administrative 
turnover might prevent these changes from lasting beyond the grant. 
 

So, we feel changes have been large. We just hope they continue. [Are you concerned 
about that?] Yes! Because of the change in leadership. We have a new superintendent 
and assistant superintendent, and everyone who was on the design committee at the 
district level is gone… The others were part of the design from the beginning, and they 
were more bought in. The new folks are not as familiar with the process we went 
through. They came in this year and last year, and we have already seen a lot of cultural 
shift. They looked around and said, “What is the problem with the culture?” They don’t 
know how far we have already come, and because of that, they… don’t know how fragile 
the culture is… [They] don’t know the process we went through to create everything. 
They just say, “We need to do x and this is how we are going to do it.” They are not as 
bought into the collaboration w teachers on the creation of things. It makes us a little 
nervous. (Grant manager) 

 
Grant managers listed other large changes as well 
While many individuals involved in the SDCF grant work valued their experience using 
improvement science methods, in two districts people cited that methodology as a large change 
in the way their districts worked. In one of the districts, both the administrator and grant 
manager interviewed listed it as the top change in their district: 
 

One [of the large changes] is the embrace by our administrators and the participants of 
the IS process. That is something we are going to be able to sustain; we have a lot of 
buy-in and use it outside the Collaboration grant in the district. (Administrator)  

 
So I think having that [improvement science] process embedded in what we were doing, 
even if we stepped back, we used it to learn and move forward. It felt good because we 
were collaborating, and there was no finger pointing, and it was okay to fail. People 
responded well to that. We want to continue to embed the improvement science process 
in everything as we move forward. I’m excited about that! (Grant manager) 

 
In another district where the grant manager felt overall changes from the grant were mixed, he 
still credited the improvement science process with the successful revamping of the school’s 
delivery of reading interventions. 
 

We built an elementary reading intervention program two years ago, schoolwide walk-to-
read, and that was only possible from what we learned in improvement science. (Grant 
manager) 

 
In another district, the superintendent reported that the investment in teacher leaders focused 
on improving teacher practice had led to better instruction: 
 

It [the grant] has been awesome, you know. It is one of those things where we certainly 
grew... We are certainly stronger instructionally and as a team. (Administrator) 
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And a district where the grant manager also felt there had been a large change in the 
instruction, she noted that this was only true of elementary teachers; turnover in secondary 
teachers meant that not as much had happened at that level: 
 

I feel… for our elementary team, it has had a large impact on them, because they as a 
team are very effective, and they are willing to test anything. They have done AMAZING 
work this year. At middle and high school, it has been harder with a lot of new teachers 
this year, and some complications, which meant not as much buy-in. And then also 
some faculty were out for health reasons. So it has been hard to even bring the 
secondary people together this year.  (Grant manager) 

 
Overall, except in extenuating circumstances, the individuals deeply involved in the work of the 
grant believed that it had brought real and meaningful changes to their districts, especially in the 
areas of professional learning and teacher leadership.  

 
 
 
 


