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In interviews with grant managers and administrators from the nine districts that received School
District Collaboration Fund (SDCF) grants in 2018/19, respondents talked extensively about
their many achievements from their work designed to improve teacher leadership, evaluation,
compensation and professional learning. Along the way, they also described challenges they
encountered. This memo briefly summarizes the primary challenges they noted.

Major findings

The most commonly cited challenges to implementation were the following:

Turnover—particularly of administrators—disrupts the flow of the work

Some administrators are uncomfortable with teacher leadership or specific proposed changes
Structural aspects of teacher and administrator jobs inhibit participation

Concerns about long-term funding availability raise questions about sustainability

New curriculum adoptions take time and attention away from grant-related work

The role of grant manager, with its steep learning curve

Union skepticism and district administrator lack of interest in changes to evaluation systems

In addition, some districts encountered district-specific challenges rooted in their history or geography.

Turnover disrupts the flow of the work

Concerns about the impact of turnover were mentioned by grant managers from four of the nine
districts. Two grant managers and one administrator particularly called out administrator
turnover as a concern.

I do believe this work takes years to make a change. | wish we could have seen it
through with the same team of administrators. We have had three principals... in four
years, and two superintendents. It is just really hard to have continuity in perspective on
this work. It can be hard to describe to administrators, when they come in late, what we
are doing. They can’t see how much went into the decision to do teacher-led
professional learning. They can’t see that we read 50 articles, looked at the TELL
survey, talked a lot just to get to that decision... (Grant manager)

Quite a few of our district office administrators are new, so our direct supervisor, this is
her first year. For our superintendent, it’s year two. For the HR director, it is her second
year. There is maybe one, maybe two in the district office who have been involved in the
grant work the whole time. But for the most part, they see a shift in the professional
learning here, and they support it, to a degree. Yet they also still have the stuff that they
want to do, that they feel they want to have control over. The top-powered staff in our
district, none of them were here in the design year. (Grant manager)
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[Improvement science] was a bit more of the focus in the first two years, compared to
this year. But we do have some buildings that use improvement science methods...
[which was] some of the best work that came out of the grant, for us... It has kept up to
some extent, but not systemwide. One elementary in particular has held fast to it, and
one of the two middle schools... For them, it has been a powerful tool. The high school
might use it some, but not schoolwide. And again, it's because we've a lot of turnover
from one year to the next. The class that graduated last year had a different principal all
four years. (Administrator)

In another district, the large number of new secondary teachers in their small district was
mentioned as a reason that the high school was much less active in grant-related work than was
the elementary school.

I think for some new teachers at the high school, it was because they were very new and
overwhelmed. With one teacher teaching multiple subjects and multiple grade levels, it
was overwhelming and too much work. For teachers who have been here longer, who
are mostly elementary, they were more established and more ready to try something
new. We had two out of four teachers at the high school who were new, and a returning
teacher left halfway through the year, so we had a long-term substitute. And | wasn't
ready to ask them for more when they are just trying to survive. (Grant manager)

Grant managers from two districts also said that a change in the coach assigned to their district
took time to adjust to, primarily because different coaches emphasized different aspects of the
work.

Some administrators slowed implementation

As discussed in a slideshow shared with Chalkboard coaches earlier in the year, not all
administrators were enthusiastic about the idea of sharing leadership with teachers. While in
some districts grant managers said administrator support varied by building, in three districts,
grant managers said that principals or district administrators actively slowed or blocked
implementation of the SDCF work at the district level. This could show up in the failure to help
work move forward, the use of designated meeting time for other purposes, or direct
admonitions to grant managers or teacher leaders not to spend time on grant-related work. Not
surprisingly, grant managers found this frustrating.

Right now we are supposed to be doing some collaboration with other districts, and [our
district is] not. ...My sup is telling me not to spend too much time on it. What am |
supposed to do? | have plenty on my plate already. That being said, we are doing a lot
of things we set out to do. (Grant manager)

The understanding in August was that all buildings would have at least monthly meetings
so teacher leaders could use their skills. Instead these meetings have just disappeared
into whatever... Not a single time has an administrator said yes, this is the time for
meetings to happen and to have some teacher-led work... It is disappointing because
this year’s team of [teacher leaders] is really strong, really on target, and I feel our
meetings don’t go as far as they could. (Grant manager)

Structural aspects of jobs can make it hard to participate in committee work

Grant managers from three districts spoke of challenges that teachers encountered that made it
hard for them to participate in the SDCF work. Often, this was a lack of time—a lack of shared

Memo: Obstacles to Implementation — SDCF 2018/19 - 2



time to come together and meet or a loss of time that had been allocated for collaborative
learning. Sometimes, even when substitute teachers were available for daytime meetings,
teachers felt reluctant to leave their classrooms to attend meetings.

At the middle school, | think it is hard to find time together, because, you know, it's a
small school and we all wear multiple hats. (Grant manager)

And at elementary, they have found it hard to find time for the whole staff to have
meetings. So we encourage them to start small, maybe not start with the whole school.
(Grant manager)

| think it is one of the obstacles too that teachers do not want to be out of the
classroom... Principals can meet during the day, but teachers don’t tend to want to do
that. (Grant manager)

Another grant manager said it was hard, at times, to get teachers to try out something new from
professional learning, again because of the sense of time constraints.

It is the common and understandable piece of feedback right now that “I don’t have the
time right now to talk about one student or one strategy.” It is very much our culture
here, the sense that people don’t have enough time. (Grant manager)

One of these same grant managers said that there were also things about principal contracts
that made it hard to keep them involved in the grant committees.

Administrator involvement has been hard. Part of it is their contract; we can’t pay them to
be there. We had five or six coming in the design year. But then one left the district, one
went on maternity leave, one other changed jobs, so that was hard. And asking them to
meet twice a month in the evenings, when they have so much to go to already! (Grant
manager)

Uncertainty about funding made it hard to plan for sustainability.
Grant managers and administrators from four districts spoke about the difficulty of knowing how
to sustain some of the work that had been created with grant funding.

With our PLCs, we didn’t bring them to the district for the first time, but people accept
them now, and so many more teachers are on board. Our gap has been the
administration knowing how to support them financially and making time for them in their
schedule... they are overall not against it, but they are concerned about how to pay for it.
(Grant manager)

In terms of compensating facilitators of PLCs, for us to continue that next year and test it
out with specific schools, we still need to find those dollars in the budget. | have been
going to HR and looking at our current models for compensating content coaches and
leaders of drama, for example. I'm not sure how we will do it for PLC facilitation. It’'s
hard. Remember, we work in Oregon, with chronically inadequate funding, so we have to
put in that caveat. (Administrator)

This year mostly we trained principals and teacher leaders [in the evaluation system],
then we want to expand next year. But we encountered some roadblocks and adjusted
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the timeline... It is the uncertainty around how the new regional networks will work. That
hampers us. It seems there will be a hiatus where they might not be fully running early
next year, maybe all year. We are concerned about keeping the momentum going
without the Collaboration and the Mentoring Grants. We are trying to put things into
place some supports, but we may not have the resources to take the time to do it.
(Administrator)

Another district had invested a substantial amount of its own funds to ensure that the new
professional learning model designed under the grant could exist at all schools. However, an
unanticipated drop in enrollment meant severe budget cuts for this district, and teachers lost the
instructional facilitators they had enjoyed for a year.

To get a taste of what it could look like to be well supported, and then to lose it, it's been
hard. People have been mourning that. It was a testament to what we could have, how
much collaboration matters, and the value it had for people. It has been hard to lose that
piece. We have tried to think about how we can capture the spirit of that and find smaller
ways to move forward; we won't be able to hire 15 instructional facilitators in the near
future. (Administrators)

The loss to this district had major repercussions for staff morale, something that other districts
concerned about sustainability feared might happen in their districts as well.

New curriculum adopts changed the plans of the design teams

Grant managers from two districts talked about the ways in which new adoptions affected the
grant work. In one case, it changed the focus of the work for all elementary teachers. In the
other, it undermined the culture of teacher voice and empowerment they were working to build.

In late August, after teachers got the training for the new reading program, they did not
feel prepared. Teachers were stressed. When | met with the elementary principals about
the original change idea, they pushed back and said it was too much to put on their
teachers. We needed to rein it in and only focus on reading. | get it and agreed. So late
September, we knew we had to change gears. We have focused only on the reading
[instead of on our original plans]. For the two teacher leaders per building, we gave them
intensive training... that took time, so it was November by the time it got rolling. It would
have been nice to have known that so we could have started a few months earlier. By
late November, early December, no one wants to start a new thing, but people have
been receptive because the training has been very good. (Grant manager)

We had a new adoption at K-2 in literacy, and that has impacted our work. The rollout of
that was very frustrating for a lot of teachers and administrators, and so | have seen
some go back to just complaining about what is happening. (Grant manager)

The grant manager role has a steep learning curve

This year it was less common than last year for grant managers to talk about the how
challenging their own job was, since for many of them, it was their third year in the role.
However, a new grant manager did talk about her own inexperience as an obstacle.

| think what is challenging is just being new to this. | am not completely aware of all of

the systems that are in place. | have ideas about how | might like changes to occur, but |
am not necessarily in the place to make all that happen yet. | think we are ready, and
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others are on board, but there are a lot of unknowns in terms of how it might all work and
what all it entails. There are issues about how all the parts of the district works and with
the state. | tend to get excited and think, let’s do this. Then I find out that it’s not how it
works. There are things to take into consideration. (Grant manager)

As noted in a memo last year about the challenges and needs of grant managers, the role
requires skills and knowledge outside the usual experience of a teacher. Last year several grant
managers spoke about the many new things they needed to learn to fulfill their role.

I don’t know how they would do it, but [we need] 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.

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.

Relationships and attitudes can block changes to the evaluation system

A separate memo about the work on the evaluation system under SDCF described in greater
detail the challenges involved in trying to change the way teachers were evaluated. Some of the
problems grant managers mentioned included:

e The desire of the union to be involved in any discussion of teacher evaluation, but the
lack of time and union members to take on the issue

e A tense history between the teachers’ union and the central office, which made it difficult
for union members to believe that changes would be beneficial to them

One administrator said he felt that in his district, which also had tense relations between the
union and the district office, the presence of many union members on the grant design team
brought a negative, suspicious energy to the work.

In a fourth district, where grant managers said the union-district relationship was improving after
many years of tension, it was not the union but rather the district that was seen as an obstacle
to changing the evaluation system.

We were just told [by district administrators] that evaluation doesn’t matter. It’s too
removed from student achievement, they think. We do have some people in the district
office with a broader view, who understand how teacher engagement and the teacher
feeling of being valued is connected to student learning. (Grant manager)

Even in that district, however, grant managers admitted that the district was not the entire block
to moving forward. They noted that teachers felt that evaluation ratings were often a reflection of
“how much a principal likes you,” and therefore teachers hesitated to put their trust in any
system.

Other obstacles were tied to unique district features

Other grant managers noted challenges to implementation that arose from characteristics
specific to their own districts. For example
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¢ In one district, the local School Board opposed changes to teacher leadership and
teacher professional learning. The grant manager explained that one particular
individual held an “anti-teacher perspective” and blocked the consideration of some
changes that had been tried under the grant. He was hopeful that new incoming Board
members might allow things to change more in the future.

¢ In another district, a history of tightly requiring all elementary schools to tightly follow the
same curriculum and instruction, followed by five years of allowing complete building-
level flexibility left their elementary schools disinclined to collaborate around problems of
practice.

e Severe budget cuts left one district with low morale, leading many teachers to
discontinue their participation in grant-related activities.

e The large geographic distances between schools in one district led them to experiment
with technology-based collaboration, rather than face-to-face meetings, which teacher
found unengaging.

While not all districts encountered the same types of challenges when undertaking collaborative
improvement work, many had similar difficulties. Familiarity with the types of challenges that
show up frequently may help future districts anticipate, and perhaps avoid, similar challenges of
their own.
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