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Informed Decisions Research

During interviews conducted in January and February 2018, grant managers from ten Year 2
and Year 3 districts answered questions about the role of the grant manager, including what
was difficult for them to learn, and what they would advise other districts to look for when hiring
a grant manager.

STRONG ORGANIZATION SKILLS

The response mentioned most commonly (by 6 of the 10 grant managers) was “organizational
skills.”

| think one that is easy is how organized and self-motivated a person is. When you start,
there isn’t a certain job description or path of how it will look for your district. In the first
year, there isn’t anyone else telling you what you should be doing. Over time, you build
routines and patterns.

Organizing your time, that was something that we struggled with, being able to map out
your year. Last year we did not do that, and a lot of the time we felt we were spinning our
wheels, trying to figure out what to do, when to do it. This year we took time over the
summer to map out the year, what we wanted the committees to do.

You need detail-oriented people, | think, as grant managers. And they need to be able to
facilitate meetings efficiently and effectively. When you are asking teachers to give up
their time, they don’t want to sit thru a poorly-run meeting. It needs an agenda and to be
well-organized.

You have to be well-organized. | feel like | used to be organized, and this has made me
more scattered because it all moves so fast. You have to see how things fit together.

They have to be incredibly organized. They need a sense of time, be attentive to items
that are time sensitive. Be able to see the end and plan accordingly.

Well, obviously you need to be very organized and good with budgets. The budget is
one thing | have struggled with... math is not my strength.

GOOD COMMUNICATION SKILLS

The second mostly commonly mentioned requirement was “good communication skills,” which
grant managers from five districts mentioned.
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This seemed to be an umbrella term for a range of skills from knowing how to share information
with different groups, to facilitating adults in a group, to being able to support committee
members so that they shared information effectively. Some grant managers specifically noted
that it was different to communicate with administrators than with groups of teachers, and some
teachers new to the grant manager role didn’t already have that experience.

They have to be able to communicate w admins, teachers and instructional assistants.

I think you need good communication skills and to be very mindful of how you talk to
different groups... | am kind of a blunt person, and sometimes | can come across as too
hard. | will say, “Here is the problem, and here is the solution | think we should choose.”
Sometimes it comes across as not being open to other things, not letting others have
their voices heard, or not communicating that it's a group decision... I've had to learn to
say different types of ‘I think’ versus ’you should’ language and manage my tone of
voice. But that is more personally; maybe other grant managers haven’t had those
challenges.

Someone who can communicate effectively and also facilitate groups of adults.

From my perspective, one piece would be how critical communication is, and how much
training you need to provide before you let teachers [on the committees] loose with the
communication. They need to know about what good communication looks like and feels
like. When you are communicating out to people who are not part of what is going on,
teachers may not know how to talk to their peers or administrators. Sometimes teachers
communicate it to others as a directive, and that can alienate the administrative team
especially. Then we have to process that problem.

Talking to teachers, | was used to that. But talking at that level with administrators was
definitely a learning curve. It is a difference of night and day from last year to this year.
One thing you need is [someone to help you] process that afterwards.

ABILITY TO HANDLE CONFLICT / HAVE TOUGH CONVERSATIONS

Related to the need for good communication skills, the ability to handle conflict and/or
willingness to have tough conversations with others was another topic that grant managers from
four districts brought up.

| think the idea of having crucial conversations, being able to deal with people in their
anger. As a teacher, | sometimes had an angry parent, but it wasn’t the same. With
bigger scope comes a lot more passion and anger sometimes. That has been
interesting, to learn to not take things personally. | have to get to the point of, what is
your actual concern, so | can respond to that and not just react to you... Some of the
strongest opinions come from the administrators. Whether that is because they are used
to being the decision makers, or because they have a clear idea of how they want things
to look, | don’t know. Being able to have those conversations with peers and even
supervisors, that has been a growth opportunity.
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You want a strong leader, someone not afraid to have tough conversations with both
teachers and administrators. You are pushing on the way things have always been
done, which means not every conversation will be a fun one.

Someone who has a good rapport with teachers and administrators when those tough
meetings occur.

We didn’t really have any contention between teachers and admins in design year in our
district. There was mostly explaining to each other our realities, but not much conflict. In
some districts | heard there was conflict, and the ability to manage that conflict would be
important skill to have.

TOLERANCE OF AMBIGUITY, FLEXIBILITY, COMFORT WITH UNCERTAINTY

Not only do grant managers need to handle conflict, but they also have to have a tolerance for
ambiguity, an ability to be flexible and to sit with the discomfort of not knowing what is going to
happen.

| think the biggest thing is flexibility and being able to live in uncertainty.

A grant manager has to be able to sit with a lack of clarity and even the frustration of
colleagues, just sit with it... You need to facilitate the consideration of all views and help
them move forward.

Someone who is comfortable being uncomfortable—that is, if you do things the way you
have always done them, you will get what you have always got. You are in the heart of
some hard conversation, where we are pushing against things we have always done.

ABILITY TO LISTEN AND HOLD A NEUTRAL POSITION

Grant managers from three districts brought up the importance of listening to all perspectives
without taking sides.

I think the person has got to be open and an incredibly good listener. That is probably
the biggest role | have had in this time, to listen to different perspectives, to make sure
we don't just jump over someone’s perspective and dismiss it. That is vital.

Someone who is not trying to push an agenda. It is a balance of trying to get people to
work without just asking us, what do you think we should do? Sometimes we have more
info than our committees do, because we know of other things are happening at the
same time. So we try to guide without deciding, keeping it collaborative, with the
committees ultimately figuring it out.

Trying to be quiet, trying to listen, trying not to push my opinions, which I think | am
pretty good at. Listening and not talking as much.
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SYSTEMS THINKING

Grant managers from two districts felt that being a systems thinker was an asset to the grant
manager position.

If at all possible, be a systems thinker. Without that, | think some teacher leaders, if they
are not system thinkers, get stuck in that classroom perspective. You have to see how
one change will impact the whole system. It can’t be just because it feels good to one
teacher. That has been interesting for me. | was a teacher, and | don’t want to be an
administrator, but that’s how | always was, | wanted to see how things fit into the big
picture. And that has been useful because we are changing systems in this work.

Our district is supposed to build the capacity of people. A grant manager would need
mindset of being a capacity builder of people and systems. Teachers are leaders in
classrooms, and with their collaborative teams and in school-level decisions, so [the
grant manager needs to think about] how to strengthen them. Schools are the unit of
change. That would be the mindset, which | think is most important. The other skills can
be taught and learned with the job.

OTHER CHARACTERISTICS

2 districts mentioned this

Two grant managers said that being a “cheerleader” for the work was important. One grant
manager said that, if possible, it would be best to select someone likely to stay in the district for
the life of the grant, because districts lose momentum if they have to change grant managers.
Another suggested that the ability to build rapport and trust is important.

IS GRANT MANAGEMENT AN ADMINISTRATIVE ROLE?

One question that came up in several interviews was whether the role of grant manager was
better filled by an administrator or a teacher. As one grant manager (who was a teacher)
explained,

One of the subtle things that has been hard in this position is you are not really an
administrator, but you are asking teachers to do things in a way that administrators often
do, which can be uncomfortable at times. So you need someone who can negotiate that
tension.

Two grant managers—who were district administrators themselves—felt that the grant manager
role was best suited to an administrator.

My advice would be, based on our district’s experience, that those responsibilities should
be in the hands of someone who already has that work as a responsibility. We believe
that, at the point when we got the grant, it was assumed that having a teacher as grant
manager would create teacher leadership. | think that was an example of “solutionitis” by
ODE and the grant. We chose not to do it that way, which is not right or wrong, but the
right way for us. | think primarily what it has done, is it has taught teachers to do
administrative work and learn facilitation skills. It is middle management space. To our
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mind, we thought we have people who already do that, and we didn’t want to expend
funds to have a teacher learn to do it when we have those skills already.

We have had a principal as a grant manager and a part-time teacher and a district
assistant superintendent. The teacher was the least successful of the three. And | am
not saying the teacher wasn'’t successful, but we were more productive [in the other
years]. I'm not bragging on myself; | don’t do the work personally, but | push it out. And
with the teacher in the role, she didn’t know what to do, she’d say, | don’t have anything
to do. She was the least productive. She felt she was supposed to do it all; Teachers
aren’t familiar with how to be a “boss” and delegate things out. I'd say if you can get an
admin in the role, get them in...

Yet not everyone had the same view. Another grant manager, also in an administrative position,
felt that teachers could be excellent grant managers.

Is it a better fit for an admin than a teacher? Yes, | think so. Their schedule is more fluid.
Or a TOSA who gets this role infused in their work from the beginning. Someone already
on the committees. That would be awesome... But administrators don’t necessatrily have
the skills better than the teachers at all. The teacher we used to have was better at this
than | am... [she] was a rock star. There will still be an administrator on the team. The
person just needs a fluid schedule to do what they need to do.

HOW CAN CHALKBOARD SUPPORT GRANT MANAGERS?

Many of the grant managers talked about how challenging their positions could be, and how
much there was to learn. Some had suggestions for different ways that Chalkboard could help
grant managers be effective—though they didn’t always agree about what that might look like.

| think when [grant managers] start out, it needs to be broken into bit-sized pieces. Give
an overview, and then start with things you can start to change right away, to build
confidence to continue the work.

Grant managers from two districts said they wished they’d had more opportunity to connect to
experienced grant managers early on.

It might have been helpful for us to meet or talk to a grant manager a year ahead of us,
to pick their brains about what they did when they started and what they learned to do
better, so we didn’t have to try to figure it all out... We really did feel lost and could have
used some sort of guidance from others with more experience with the process.

It could be almost like an Academy kind of thing, for new cohorts, here are some things
you are going to run into. | know we aren’t alone [in having had communication
problems]. There is no book or manual, no how-to, so it would be great to take
experienced grant managers to talk to the new grant managers. We need to know things
like how to word a memo to an administrator, just tons of that stuff.

Some grant managers mentioned specific skills they would like to have had more help with.
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We needed help learning skills like backwards mapping and long-term planning. There
are big overarching goals in our blueprint, not well-defined. So all last year, we tried to
figure out what it was that needed to be done, what our goals even meant. That
backwards mapping and planning was a huge thing, so the ability to do that would be a
good thing for people to have. You need to be able to look at the big picture and break
things down into steps.

Chalkboard could help us improve the communication from committees out to other
teachers and administrators... We have a rep from every one of our buildings. They are
there all day when we meet, they hear the same things everyone else hears, so what do
they need to know about communicating with teachers in their buildings?

I would say maybe [provide support on] how do you communicate, what are different
communication methods you can use, when and how often to get info out about the
grant and things it can do.

One thing that would have helped us, something we kept asking about: there are areas
we are working on where there are clear best practices, others there aren’t. There are
resources about what people do, what works, etc. It would be great if Chalkboard or
ODE would develop a binder or resource page that listed research and best practices
around evaluation or compensation. | don’t mean gquide us to specific practices, but
research exists, and we can spend a lot of time just hunting for resources.

| feel like there should be a little more training for grant managers, so you know more
about what is actually expected of you...

A few grant managers had comments about the amount of paperwork or simply the time
demands of the grant manager position:

Some of the paperwork, while | get the need for documentation, there is a lot of
redundancy. And | do think they are getting there with the convenings, | think that is
going to be helpful. | know they need to show what is going on, but | feel like I just did an
August report and you want one in December? It’s a lot.

I don’t know how they would do it, but more training. | have a great coach, but | also
think there is a lot of stuff that comes up and | feel, oh, | wish | had known better how to
do this. This is how this works, here are some documents you have to fill out, that kind of
thing. That doesn’t mean the grant peeps aren’t helpful.

Sometimes the times they ask us to report seem super cumbersome. This last time, we
did our report, fine. But then they said AND you need to look over this info by this day,
which meant I did it on the weekend. They don’t always give us enough turnaround time.

Chalkboard should be aware that this takes a lot more time than | ever in a hundred

years thought it would. It takes a lot of work, and even with the best planning, it doesn’t
turn out the way you think it is going to.
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ADVICE TO FUTURE GRANT MANAGERS

Some grant managers talked about lessons they had learned that might be helpful for newer
grant managers to know about. For example, one grant manager who was a teacher said that
for her, an important lesson to learn was not to be derailed by the nay-sayers.

You have to not worry so much about getting everyone on board right away, but through
your consistency and trust, you can get the majority with you if it is well thought out.
Don’t get too wrapped up in the nay-sayers. | used to worry about them, they are the
loudest voices. But have to realize sometimes they will never get on board, and
remember they are a minority. You can’t overlook that most are on board (just like with
students, most are doing what they need to, even if a few aren'.)

Another said he had to learn to accept that there was more to know than he could master on his
own.

Also, not being an expert in everything and knowing that, being okay with that. Picking
up info on different topics quickly is challenging.
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