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Voices of Experience: 
SDCF District Grantees’ Advice to Other Districts 

 
July 22, 2019 

 
Informed Decisions Research 

 
In interviews conducted in the spring of 2019, grant managers and administrators from the nine 
Oregon districts receiving SDCF grants were asked what advice they would give to other 
districts interested in embarking on a similar journey of improving professional learning and 
other aspects of teachers’ careers through a collaborative process and user-focused design. 
The question generated many very different responses, summarized in this memo. Most 
commonly, respondents had suggestions about who should be involved in the work. They also 
wanted to share thoughts about the way to conceptualize the work, the learning involved, and 
the way to set goals. They also had ideas that related to their own individual experiences within 
their districts. 
 
Involve the “right people” 
Individuals from six different districts offered some sort of advice related to involving certain 
types of people in the collaborative goal-setting and planning aspects of the work. They differed, 
sometimes, on who they believed were the right people. 

Involve diverse stakeholders 
People from four districts said they would encourage other districts to invite a wide variety of 
people in the improvement efforts. This is important—perhaps even more important—when 
there is a history of distrust between teachers and administrators 
 

And involve your stakeholders. The more diversity of shareholders you have on your 
design or innovation team, whatever you call it, you need multiple perspectives at the 
table. Listen to the perspectives and move forward as a cohesive group. (Administrator) 

 
Having the committees with administrators and teachers together to come up with plans 
and problems of practice in each of the four years. I think that is important too. You need 
to think about how it affects everyone before you move into something. Everyone sees a 
different part of the system, and they can see why that might not work, and how to 
adjust. I think that is hugely important. (Grant manager) 

 
I would say anyone considering doing this, make sure you have conversations up front 
about what you think that will look like, or build that with your educator community early, 
so when you roll activities out, you won’t blindside anyone. If teachers don’t see 
themselves in the work early on, it is really hard to make it effective. The only way to 
make it work is to talk early and collect input. That doesn’t mean it is a democratic 
process, but there needs to be a way for everyone to weigh in and come to some 
common agreements about what will happen. (Administrator) 

 
In fact, involving very different people with different perspectives can be a way to demonstrate a 
commitment to honoring the perspectives and participation of everyone.  
 

I would say that [historically] we have had a lot of contentious relationships in our district, 
even teachers to teachers across grade levels, but when we sat down in the design 
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year, there was an open and frank discussion that was not contentious and not personal. 
People really agreed on the key problems of practice and developed a vision of what it 
could look like in the future. Then others saw this mixed group of people, the district 
office and the union and teachers and building administrators; it was so helpful. (Grant 
manager) 

 
One grant manager with extensive involvement in the local teachers’ union recommended that 
people set aside their traditional role as a union or administrator in contract negotiations to look 
instead for a common vision of the work. 
 

The [other] thing is involving everyone: union, teachers, administrators. Using all the 
groups together was super effective. I would caution them when they have the district 
office and the union together, occasionally you forget you that have switched your hat, 
and you want to keep it separate. Be there as [yourself], not as president of the union. It 
is hard to have your superintendent there knowing you will also meet later over the 
bargaining table. But you need to leave that aside and only focus on the grant. We 
learned to put things aside and say, we are not dealing with that now, we are envisioning 
if it were perfect, what would we like it to look like? (Grant manager) 

Bring in the nay-sayers 
Administrators and grant managers from two different districts recommended that other districts 
consider specifically inviting the participation of “nay-sayer” teachers on planning committees.  
 

Don’t be afraid to involve some of the teachers and principals that you feel are kind of 
contentious people, those strong personalities that maybe drive some people crazy. We 
did that with the group of teacher leaders that work with the principals on evaluation. We 
were worried because they could be difficult. But in the same room and with a purpose, it 
was amazing how a lot of that went away. They knew what they were doing was 
important, and then they cooperated with the principals really well. People were saying, 
wow, are these the same people? Initially people were unsure. You have to take that risk 
and give them those opportunities. Maybe that is what they were after-they wanted the 
opportunity to be part of shaping it. They were less critical when they had a chance to be 
part of it. (Administrator) 

 
I would seek out the high-level informal leaders in the districts to help with the design. 
The kind of people who are reasonably effective but who say, “This too shall pass. It’s 
just more of the same.” We brought one of them on board for years 1 and 2, and it made 
a huge difference. We had the grouchy MS teacher, and he would say, “Hey you guys 
know, I am the stubborn old goat, but today we are going to try this, and I think you will 
like it.” Seek out those people.  Another quality I would seek out for the team would be 
someone you can see changing roles. It was important to include classified as well as 
certified staff members. It was really helpful because one member moved from being a 
secretary to being in the district office to being eventually a teacher. Having the different 
angles along the way was so valuable to the team. Classified staff often bring that. Get a 
first year teacher on board, who is like hot off their degree and has a lot of ideas on 
paper that they have never tried. We should embrace that. (Grant manager) 
 

One grant manager said in his district, they had often started to work first with the most 
enthusiastic teachers. That made it easier to get the professional learning work started, but he 
said once it was time to spread the work more broadly, it meant that there was no real progress. 
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In time, he too became convinced that it was important to reach out to the reluctant or resistant 
teachers and learn about their needs and concerns. 
 

Make it as purposeful as possible, to get rid of any and all barriers. Look for the barriers, 
find them out. Like the empathy data, you have to ask them, not guess. Ask teachers, 
Why? What is the worst that could happen if you collected some data and use that? 
What are you concerned about? Meet that stuff head on, don’t let it sit and fester. It will 
grow, even if you don’t want it to. Then the follow-up with teams, don’t let it go. If they 
say, that was good, ask what comes next. Don’t just let it sit. Keep the momentum. It 
takes 2, 3 4 times to do it well. Once they start doing it well, they will understand it is 
valuable. (Grant manager) 

 

Seek out those with time and energy 
Respondents from small districts, where individuals already fill multiple roles, said it can be 
difficult to find enough people who have the time and energy to take on the extra work of 
planning and implementing improvement. One grant manager said that early on, they had not 
paid enough attention to whether people genuinely had the bandwidth to take on additional 
work, and this meant that some meetings didn’t have enough participants show up. 
 

Finding people who are really committed to attending the meetings and taking on the 
issues and writing PDSAs and actually doing them [was hard]. We had a number of 
people who kind of said, okay, fine, design team meeting again. Once we actually got 
going this year we have had a very efficient team of people committed to doing things. In 
previous years, we didn’t always have that… As a design team coordinator, I wish early 
on we had been more selective about our design team. If someone doesn’t want to 
come, maybe we could have said, maybe this isn’t for you. We want someone who is 
truly committed and genuinely wants to work on change. (Grant manager) 
 

Fully embrace teacher leadership 
Some grant managers reported that administrators were not always comfortable, at least at first, 
with sharing decision-making with teachers. But in one district, grant managers reported that not 
only were their leadership and ideas welcomed from the beginning, but they were also offered 
support and coaching that enabled them to grow into stronger leaders. 

 
I’d recommend that districts embrace teacher leadership. I feel that in our district, our 
teacher leadership has been empowered, and we have been able to pass that to other 
teachers. Some other districts have not had that as much. And we have changed a lot 
from the first year in what we are capable of leading. We have been allowed to just lead 
and we are rarely told no. More it is like, have you thought about this? We are allowed to 
run with plans and try it. I think the work is going to be more impactful and powerful, if 
you allow teachers to lead at all levels. Some of it will be rough, but it builds the 
leadership capacity. Support them of course with training and debriefs. (Grant manager) 
 
For our district, I feel we have impacted by having had so many teachers in leadership 
roles. It has been career changing for them. Some of those who have been involved will 
now go for administrator roles. One teacher went to a training and told us she could not 
talk in front of adult groups and now she can take a microphone and lead groups. That 
comes from all the support from [our Chalkboard coach and our Teaching and Learning 
department in our districts]. (Grant manager) 
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Collaboration and Communication 
If the goal is to bring together people in diverse roles and with diverse perspectives, it is 
important to ensure that conversations are constructive and positive, and that information is 
widely shared. Respondents from five addressed collaboration and communication issues in 
their comments.  

Build good group norms and highlight shared beliefs 
It can be challenging for individuals who have sat across the bargaining table from one another 
to sit together and discuss issues related to teachers’ careers. Several individuals emphasized 
the importance of establishing group norms for their committees. 
 

Have solid norms and core beliefs to guide you. I think the reason we have come this far 
in the journey is that we have done some of those things. The norms have allowed us to 
have professional conversations that are sometimes missing in education. 
(Administrator) 
 
I think we were very strong in Years 1-2 with our meeting norms. It slipped some in Year 
3. I think it would have helped to develop maxims around identity, who are we in the 
Collaboration Grant, and what are we doing? We stand for x, y and z. If we could have 
put that up on the wall, and then when we go far from the mission and vision, we could 
point to that. (Administrator) 

 

Communicate broadly with people not on the planning committees 
Particularly in larger districts, it could be hard to ensure that teachers not directly involved in the 
planning (design) committees knew what was happening and what new opportunities were 
coming out of the SDCF work. Individuals from three medium to larger districts all had 
recommendations to share in this area. 
 

I recommend really thinking about the communication piece, like creating videos and 
having a newsletter, getting a lot of images out there for teachers and seeing who is 
involved and talking about the benefit. That was powerful, and I am hoping that moving 
forward that we will keep that. It is sort of advertising of what is going great in the district. 
In the past we had a lack of transparency, but as a way to share more involvement and 
increase the transparency about opportunities, that was important. And people saw they 
were invited to things all the time. Districtwide opportunities were advertised frequency. 
(Grant manager) 

 
Another big piece has been communication and engaging all stakeholders. The best we 
have done at that has been last year and the year before when we had teacher leaders 
[design committee members] go back to their buildings and share about it. And when we 
went to principal meetings and then they could share out about it. That is a way district 
can do it, if they have stakeholders go out and do it. Emails just don’t get read. People, 
even friends say, I didn’t know about this, and I think, “I sent you fricking five emails 
about it!” (Grant manager) 

 
An administrator noted that communication about the improvement work needs to reach a 
number of different audiences, in addition to teachers. 
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You need communication with the school board, the district administrators, the building 
administrators. Everyone knows what is going on all along the line. It is hard not to be 
successful with all that support. [And to inform teachers], we expected principals to 
report back to staff after there were updates. Also, grant team members were supposed 
to report out to staff. At first, we didn’t have every school represented on the design 
teams, but [later] we got all of [the buildings] involved. Before we had to send people out 
to other schools, and that was more difficult. (Administrator) 

 
Clarity about goals and responsibilities 
Grant managers and administrators from three districts spoke of the importance of being clear 
about the goals of the work. For example, one administrator who had previously been involved 
in SDCF work in another district said that creating a common vision allowed the work to move 
forward more effectively. 
 

I think the first piece of advice is to make sure you have the right people at the table, 
both administrators and teachers, and ensure all of them have a clear vision of what they 
are going after. When I managed the grant in another district, there was some 
disagreement between the administrators and teachers in what was supposed to 
happen. In [current district], it hasn’t been like that. It’s been amazing, because we have 
a shared vision. Just make sure you have a blended team and you know what your 
vision is before you start. (Grant manager) 

An administrator in another district—a small district, where staff already felt stretched to 
accomplish the various initiatives they had taken on—said that it was not only crucial to think 
about goals, but to align them to goals of the other initiatives. 
 

I think you really feel the impact in a small district where you have a very limited staff, to 
be able to engage in a design team leadership work, it is important to step back and 
think globally and align it with other things you have taken on, other grants or initiatives, 
so it doesn’t feel like extra work. (Administrator) 

Plan accountability and sustainability 
In a third district, where both the administrator and grant manager felt they had accomplished 
less than they’d hoped, the administrator said that the buy-in to a common goal mattered, and 
along with that, people needed to agree to make themselves accountable for working toward 
that goal.  
 

I guess for any grant opportunity, I would say, make sure there is a lot of clarity about 
how you will hold yourself accountable for doing the work, not  that you need a big 
accountability stick. But if we are going to invest the time and energy, we should think 
about how we will check on that along the way. I have seen districts wade into the grant 
water saying, “Let’s just get the resources and we’ll figure it out later.” I get that, but it’s a 
lot better for everyone involved if you check on the effectiveness of these efforts. 
(Administrator) 

 
On a somewhat related note, the grant manager said that design teams should think about each 
piece of work they identify, think about who would do it, and how it would continue beyond the 
grant funding.  
 

That is the other advice I would give. In everything you do, figure out who are the 
champions of any specific piece you undertake. If your job goes away tomorrow, how do 
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you think the work will keep on? The sustaining should happen all the time, every time 
we do something. I know, it’s hard to think ahead when still learning to do it. But if the 
work is worth doing today, then it is worth doing tomorrow. And if worth doing tomorrow, 
who is next in line to keep it going? It can’t be, “I’ll do it as long as someone pays me.” 
Stipends are nice but then the work can be lost when that goes away. I’m not saying 
people shouldn’t be compensated for work, but sometimes it goes beyond that. (Grant 
manager) 

 
Helpful mindsets and how to think about improvement work 
One of the other topics that respondents often brought up was the importance of maintaining a 
certain mindset—open, accepting, and non-judgmental—while doing this work.  

 
Have an open mind to try new things you didn’t even know existed. Grab the opportunity 
for all the new learning. At first I didn’t want to do the Coaching Academy. It seemed like 
one more thing I had to go out of town for. But I learned SO MUCH! So I would say take 
advantage of everything that is offered. (Grant manager) 
 
We have had some missteps, or maybe I should say some stepping and learning. I don’t 
know how to say this eloquently… you can’t, I think that sometimes even my teacher 
leaders, we just want to tell people what to do. You can’t solve all of people’s problems 
for them. I think we have made missteps several times doing that. We need to listen and 
ask questions artfully (not interrogating people to get to our own agenda through). 
(Administrator) 
 
Be compassionate with yourself and others when making mistakes. We sometimes think 
we aren’t supposed to make mistakes in education; we think we are supposed to know 
(Administrator) 

 
Continuous Improvement  
For respondents from three districts, using a continuous improvement approach and methods 
from improvement science were things they would recommend to anyone else undertaking 
similar work. 
 

I would say the investments in cycles of inquiry, having teachers understand how they 
work, good training in that, and then keeping each other accountable to short cycles of 
inquiry, it makes a huge difference. When practices change, then students learn better, 
and then teachers really buy in. (Grant manager) 
 
I would say totally to do improvement science around whatever you decide you want to 
work on.  (Grant manager) 

 
I think, the key is, the whole notion of empathy data around problems of practice, we 
have used that a lot… to understand the problem and then build cycles of improvement 
around understanding the problem. The other thing is… don’t just jump to solutions right 
away. Instead, start small. Educators, we see a problem, and we want to fix it, so 
starting small is hard. (Administrator) 

 
And I think you know, just the whole improvement science, start small, try it out and then 
ask is this something you will adapt or abandon or implement? That is a key decision-
making juncture, with data about how things have gone along the way. (Administrator) 
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Pace of the Work 
Grant managers from four districts provided advice about the pace of the improvement work and 
how fast it should get going. They didn’t all agree, however. One grant manager felt the work 
should have moved faster early on. 
  

I would say, don’t let it take 3-4 years. Get going in your first year. We got kind of caught 
up in the details and the language [or improvement science] and going to meetings far 
away. We were caught up in the business of being a design team, without actually doing 
the work. We feel like if we had known then what we know now, we would have said, we 
know what our school needs, and let’s work on that. We don’t need all the diagrams on 
the wall. We would have jumped in and got our hands dirty right away… We got caught 
up in the language of improvement science, and that became the goal, rather than 
remembering the goal was culture changes at our school. Once we figured that out, we 
did better. (Grant manager) 

 
In contrast, grant manager from three other districts said that in retrospect, they had rushed into 
things and could have taken more time to plan and hear from all the different stakeholders. 
 

You need to think about how it affects everyone before you move into something. 
Everyone sees a different part of the system, and they can see why that might now work, 
and adjust. I think that is hugely important. We got in trouble because we didn’t do a lot 
of that last year...  Spending more time planning helps you spend less time doing. If you 
take the time to plan and don’t rush into doing, you have more of a basis to build on. 
Things can still go wrong but less so… All the time that we took to get things created, it 
involved people at many levels. Just getting voices and having those meetings, and 
building that trust, it was the going slow in order to go fast. (Grant manager) 
 
Take it slow. Don’t try to change everything. Start with one small step, one subject, one 
area, even one grade in a bigger school. Otherwise people feel overloaded when they 
try to do eight different things. Starting slow and small. (Grant manager) 
 
The first thing I would tell them is “start small.” We tried to do some things big, and 
woah! There is a difference between swimming across the swimming pool and the 
ocean. (Grant manager) 

 
Additional advice 
In addition to the topics mentioned above, some grant managers had specific suggestions about 
how to increase teacher participation, how coaches or grant managers should work, and what 
funding levels should allow for. Each of the following suggestions came from one individual: 
 

x Schedule meetings so to minimize the time teachers need to be out of classrooms. Pay 
teachers to come in the evenings, and maybe start the year with an all-day meeting to 
get the work rolling. 

x Make sure a grant manager has enough time to accomplish the work. 
x Recognize that new grant managers do not have experience working with the whole 

system and support that person to learn the system. 
x Encourage coaches to be proactive and bring activities and tasks to teams, especially at 

the beginning. This promotes more effective meetings than leaving all the planning to a 
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grant manager or design team, who are all less experienced at getting groups to work 
well together.  

x Have coaches provide protocols for meetings that will ensure stakeholders all have a 
chance to share their perspectives.  

x Ensure access to highly trained coaches to support the work. 
x Realize this work takes substantial resources and keep funding levels for the future 

Networks sufficient for time and energy it requires. 
x Provide sufficient funding to small districts that this work does not become yet another 

hat for an overburdened rural administrator to wear. 
 
 
 
 


