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Be user-centered. Long a principle of design schools, industry, and technology, user-centered design is emerging 
as a powerful approach to redesigning our education systems. When applied to efforts to enhance and deepen 
teachers’ professional work, user-centered design calls for bringing teachers to the table for decisions about 
their learning, growth, evaluation, and compensation. 

Twelve Oregon school districts have begun making a shift towards user-centered design through their 
participation in the School District Collaboration Fund1 grant. A recent evaluation of the grant found that teacher 
voice has increased across most of the participating districts. That is, some top-down decisions have been 
replaced by teacher-led design teams.  

What most excites me is…the idea of teacher voice and teacher-led professional development. They are 
recruiting teachers to do this. They are actively invested in this. That is a huge step for us culturally as a district, 
and I am thrilled. (Teacher leader)

We’ve given voice to the teachers who want to change, and looking at who would like to venture into 
leadership… The grant has allowed more people to do that. (Teacher leader)

We have had a shift in the way teacher voice has come to the table. And I would even say in the way our 
principal voice has come to the table. Through meetings, we have tried to make it equitable. It doesn’t matter 
who you are—we need to hear your opinion. If we don’t hear it, we can’t make the change for the better. 
(Teacher leader)

Why does teacher voice matter? The evaluation found improvements in professional learning in districts 
where teachers’ voices authentically informed change. For example, professional learning in SDCF districts 
became more differentiated, offered teachers more choice, and consequently felt more relevant. From a design 
perspective, these findings are not surprising given that teachers were active participants in shaping their own 
professional learning. 

I think the grant has enabled the district to bring a lot more teacher voice into their growth, especially their 
professional development and learning. We had a teacher-led committee to rebuild the system, and we were 
met with no resistance. It taught us that if we took the time to build a thoughtful system, we could have a 
voice. (Teacher leader)

Teacher voice also matters because it taps into educators’ passion for the work and enhances collaboration, 
both of which benefit students.

I think anytime you take something people are passionate about and you let them build 
their growth from there, then they feel they have the tools and skills to help all students 
reach their potential. (Assistant superintendent)

1. The School District Collaboration Fund grant provides funding and guidance to district teams of teachers and 
administrators to work together to enhance systems of teacher professional learning, evaluation, compensation and 
leadership.
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Whenever we have educators teaching educators, whenever people are engaged and want to be there and 
learn from their colleagues, that creates collaboration that will go on beyond a course. Kids will benefit. There 
are so many benefits. (Assistant superintendent)

The evaluator even uncovered several districts where increased collaborative decision-making had improved 
the relationship between the local teachers’ association and the district.

People see union leaders working with district office 
folks, getting along with them, sharing ideas, coming 
together to identify problems of practice. Just that 
kind of language and tone is very different. (Leader of 
teacher union)

While the shift to user-centered design and the 
elevation of teacher voices was mostly seen as positive, 
there is still work to be done. The evaluation found 
that efforts to authentically engage teachers was not 
consistent across or within districts and a few districts 
remained top-down in their decision making. 

While participating districts continue to develop 
opportunities for authentic teacher voice in reform, some have already expanded their user-centered lens to 
students, parents, and community members. These districts said that paying attention to teacher voice had 
taught them that there were other voices that they could also learn from. 

I guess the biggest change has been the collaboration that has happened over the last five years or so we’ve 
worked with Chalkboard. That has been the biggest shift for us and made the most impact. It allows us an 
equal place at the table… And now we are just starting to include student voice and get that aspect as well.

In other areas, I also see more attention to teacher voice… We are always looking for ways to do things that 
involve teachers, staff, and students to create something like a family. How can we all work together to make 
something better? (Teacher leader) 

The story of user-centered design in Oregon is just beginning. But, as countless grant participants testified, the 
benefits are endless. 

USER AND USER CENTERED
Educators begin identifying systems 
that should be rebuilt to fit the needs 
of the end users—teachers, students, 
families, and communities—and 
bring these users into the process 
of designing solutions to systemic 
variation.


