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hen I first arrived at the Vista School District, it was
facing numerous challenges: declining enrollment,
financial difficulties, strained labor relations,
significant turnover, and unresolved lawsuits.
Tasked with the monumental challenge to better
serve the 25,000 students from linguistically,
culturally and economically diverse backgrounds, I led a strategic
planning initiative that engaged a broad group of district and community
stakeholders. Through collaborative and reflective change management,
the Vista School District became an award- winning district and a
model for educational excellence, innovation, and digital learning. Most
importantly, it resulted in major improvements across every academic
and behavioral metric, from college readiness to truancy.
Over the past two decades, I’ve had the privilege to be part of a number
of efforts to improve and transform schools and school districts. It’s a complex challenge. And yet the imperative
to evolve grows more pressing each day, as the world outside school continues to accelerate due to technological
improvements, globalization, and our collective shift into a post-industrial economy.
I’ve been fortunate to get to approach these problems wearing different hats to gain a unique purview. First, as a
teacher, school administrator and then, ultimately, a superintendent, I got to work “in the trenches” to understand both
the daily pleasures and pressures of providing a high-quality education.
More recently, in my role of Chief Impact Officer with Altitude Learning, I’ve had the opportunity to work side-by-side
with dozens of districts around the country, providing high level strategy and tactical counsel about how to best
approach district-wide transformation.
Every day, amazing educators are making change happen in their classrooms, and they can tell you about the
immense challenges of shifting practices. Change at the classroom level is difficult enough, but attempting to make
those changes across a school is even more complex. Educators have varied assignments—often by grade level,
subject area, or both—and schedules are typically not designed to promote cross-functional collaboration.
School leaders are often pulled in many directions and very frequently find themselves dealing with urgent situations
that make it difficult to focus on sustainable, future-oriented efforts. This has led to a perception amongst district
leaders that it is nearly impossible to transform a host of schools of varying complexions and configurations. In other
words, the further one zooms out from the classroom, the more overwhelming the change process can appear.
And yet, the greatest risk for our learners arises from an educational experience that was designed for an industrial
age that is long past. Teaching our kids to be compliant factory workers in an assembly-line model is not likely to
prepare them for future success. The next transformation in public education will be to shift from mass production to
mass personalization, and this new era will improve the quality and flexibility of experiences for all learners.
Making this shift is a very complex and dynamic process of district-wide transformation, but I would like to offer three
strategies that I found to be effective in approaching this monumental task.
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Preconditions for change
Listen to your learners:
Slow down, spend time with students, and truly listen to our learners.
If we truly want to be “student-centered” or “learner-centered,” we need to put students at the
center of decision-making within and beyond the classroom. Surveys can be helpful to get input,
however the most powerful approach is to create forums for conversation.
While superintendent for Vista Unified, I engaged in a listening tour that led to more than 60
such forums with students. Their comments and emotions inspired me to act with urgency and
to continually advocate on their behalf. Plus, I was far better informed about the realities of our
challenges as a result of the unexpected suggestions that surfaced through the process.
For example, we learned that restroom improvements were urgent. This likely would not have been
identified and escalated without open-ended opportunities to share their experiences.

Meaningfully engage all stakeholders:

Expand who you might normally include in your feedback cycle. Create
opportunities for all constituencies to come to the table and engage in the
development, implementation, monitoring, and adjustments of strategy.
That includes students, families, staff members, community partners and collaborators from early
education, higher education and the larger industry. Cross-stakeholder groups such as guiding
coalitions, steering committees, and advisory task-forces are powerful and necessary steps to
sustain change efforts.

Shift from challenge to possibility:

There are plenty of barriers and obstacles that can generate reluctance to begin
the improvement process. In spite of those challenges, there are also examples
of success for individual students, classrooms, schools and districts that show
potential and opportunity.
The role of the leader is to continuously focus on that potential. Engage the community in asking
“What is possible?” in a way that builds on the strengths, talents and assets that are present in
any situation. Then, using this frame, engage with others to generate a clear picture of the desired
future. This vision becomes the guiding reference for all that follows.
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Creating a strategy
Measure what matters:
Once you’ve established a vision, how would you describe the learner of the
future? Identifying a learner or graduate profile is essential to create clarity
around what needs to be accomplished. Working backwards from that
learner profile to identify metrics aligned with that holistic portrait creates an
opportunity to establish current reality, set improvement targets, understand
progress over time, and make adjustments.
This process was instrumental in Vista Unified where we worked with a High School
Transformation Committee to establish a graduate profile, which helped to establish a
foundation for our school to receive a $10 million XQ Super School prize.
Similarly, Altitude Learning has established a holistic model called the “Impact Framework”
that focuses on metrics tied to learner agency, collaboration and real-world problem-solving.
Odyssey STEM Academy in Paramount, California, is taking this approach to new heights using a
competency-based reporting system tied to academic and social-emotional learning milestones.
Knowing what is important and then measuring what matters is critical for success.

Define the learning model:
Once there is clarity around the desired learning results, the next logical
question is to ask, “What are the learning experiences that we believe will lead
to these outcomes?”
At Vista Unified, this process led us to work with our community and create a “personal
learning” star visual. Altitude Learning uses a learner promise, anchored on the Education
Reimagined model.
Each of these examples includes five components that describe similar constructs using
different terms. For example, Education Reimagined’s five-point model includes CompetencyBased; Learner Agency; Open Walled; Personalized, Relevant, and Contextualized; and SociallyEmbedded. Regardless of the specific terms, being clear about your learning model is necessary
to inform the improvement process.
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Creating a strategy
Align resources:
Involving stakeholders in a meaningful conversation about possibilities for the
future is a wonderful way to create inspiration and catalyze the transformation
process. Sustaining the effort is, in many ways, an even more daunting task that
requires careful attention. This is the phase where alignment of resources to
match needs is critical from a leadership perspective.
Resources are often construed to fit financial allocations, which are certainly an important
consideration. Resources such as facilities and materials are essential, as are human resources
such as time and expertise—particularly since education is such a people-centered enterprise.
The most frequently overlooked resource is social capital, which emerges through patterns of
interaction that help the physical and human resources flow where they can have the most impact.
Attending to the relationships that form the foundation for ongoing change is perhaps the most
significant resource consideration for those who seek transformation.
This part is far less glamorous and yet it has a huge impact on the likelihood of success. Roles and
responsibilities need to be reconsidered and re-aligned with whichever goals you establish.
A strategic plan with specific resource allocations should guide your efforts. Legacy systems must
be reconsidered if we are truly committed to a new vision for learners and learning.

A SUPERINTENDENT’S GUIDE:
3 Strategies for Leading Change in Your District or School Now

04

Accelerate progress
Engage in continuous learning:
The way forward is not a straight path. Making adjustments is inevitable. To
help, use a learning orientation to bring teams together to understand progress,
set plans, analyze impacts, and set next steps.
For example, Arcadia Unified School District uses an inspirational, voluntary model called
“SWAGs” (Small Working Arcadia Groups) where teachers focus on topics of their own interest
and share lessons learned along the way. This helps connect the dots for various teams
throughout the process.

Scale:
Finally, In order for these insights
to take root and grow, the process
and outcomes need to be shared
with great frequency and high
transparency.
Social media is an outstanding way to
connect and share, and it remains an
underutilized resource for most school
leaders. We also found that periodic
“roadshows” to bring updates to affected
communities are a great way to create
visibility into progress.
In the spirit of possibility and meaningful engagement, I invite you to engage others in
conversations about what is possible for the future of learning and to mindfully ensure that
resources are aligned to support those who are on the journey. Our learners are depending on us to
lead the way, and paradoxically, we are stronger when we include them as architects of their own
future. Imagine what we can do when all learners see themselves as full of possibility?
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everywhere can use to ensure each student gets a whole-child, personalized education.

ALTITUDE LEARNING PARTNERS WITH SCHOOLS AND DISTRICTS NATIONWIDE
TO CATALYZE AND ACCELERATE THEIR SHIFT TO LEARNER-CENTRIC EDUCATION.
With our Professional Learning Services and Platform, we focus on making learning: 1) competencybased, 2) personalized, relevant, and contextualized, 3) learner-owned and learner-driven, 4)
community-embedded and contextualized, and 5) anywhere, anytime. We meet educators where they
are and support their adaptive and technical change toward learner-centered. This occurs through
workshops, educator academies, and innovation zones, and is combined with a unique technology
platform that enables this learning pedagogy to be put into practice.
We are a partner in your journey with a multi-phase support approach customized around your
curriculum to build buy-in and engagement. We will work with you each step of the way as we know
that bringing about change is not easy. Learn more at: www.AltitudeLearning.com.

06

