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A

merica Succeeds works to ensure
public education systems prepare
every student to succeed in the
competitive global economy
and contribute to their local
community. Our mission is to improve
educational opportunities, outcomes, and
equity by harnessing the influence and
acumen of the business community in
accelerating systems change.

Core Beliefs:
n

E ducation is a critical influence on an individual
child’s success and our communities’ overall
health and vibrancy.

n

The most impactful changes in education are
occurring through policies adopted at the
state level.

n

B usiness leaders have a unique and valuable
perspective to bring to education policy
discussions. There are both economic
and moral imperatives to fight for kids and
strengthen our education system.

n

L asting systems-change requires many
stakeholders’ active engagement –
policymakers, educators, parents, students,
community members, and business leaders.

n

The long-term success of our economy,
our nation’s competitive advantage, and
our national security require improving
educational outcomes.

ABOUT THIS REPORT
In the fall of 2017, America Succeeds released Age of Agility:
Education Pathways for the Future of Work to call attention
to the seismic shifts underway in education-to-employment
pathways. The original report contends, “the bottom line is
straightforward: if students and workers must be agile and
adaptable to succeed in this new world, then the same holds
true for the education system that prepares them.” The new
world paradigm of ever-evolving technology and automation
continually redefine the future of work. Graduates need to
prepare for radical societal and workplace disruptions if they are
to have any shot at thriving personally or professionally.
The disruptive force of a global pandemic, however, was
beyond anything we could have imagined. In spring 2020,
schools, districts, parents, and students were forced to
abruptly adapt as shut-downs rolled across the country. Some
jurisdictions were able to salvage some time by getting online
instruction up and running, but for the vast majority of students
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and educators, the 2019-2020 school year simply ended.1
The consequences of this shift – and the further exacerbation
of existing inequities and educational challenges – continue
to dominate headlines, homes, and hearts. Addressing these
challenges remains a critical focus of America Succeeds’ work.
That is not what this report is about. Amidst incredible
uncertainty, emotional trauma, heavy pressures, and frustrating
missteps are stories of heroism, strength, and resilient
communities. There are thousands of school leaders and
educators, alongside countless parents and families, who rose
to face the many challenges of the pandemic. The brightest
among these embody organization-wide agility. This report is
about those stories, promising agile practices and innovations
that have emerged from a monumentally challenging time. It’s
some good news. Our goal is to inspire a collective sense of
hope that we can create a more prepared, more equitable, more
agile, and more resilient education system moving forward.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

I

t’s Friday, March 13, 2020. At IDEA Public Schools in
Louisiana, educators from across the district are gathered for
a professional development day. Around noon, they receive
news of statewide closures due to COVID-19. Students
are set to return to school, in whichever ways it might be
remotely delivered, by Tuesday morning. The IDEA Public
Schools team has just over 36 hours to respond. What follows
next is a story of incredible agility.

In a business context, agility is loosely defined as an
organization’s ability to sense changes and respond accordingly
to deliver value to customers.2 It’s not as much about a specific
methodology or framework as it is about harnessing an agile
mindset.3 According to Howard Sublett at Scrum Alliance, agile
is “a desire to constantly adapt rather than following a plan, to
deliver better quality, and delight customers, and is a supremely
human centric way of working. This isn’t something you can
simply ‘install’. It takes time to unlearn all the things you’ve learned
before. To trust in the ability of the human potential and be able
to prioritize what’s most important.”
Today, agile organizations and enterprises are far better
positioned to weather the uncertain and rapidly changing
environment of COVID-19. The challenge is becoming an agile
organization is not something that happens overnight. While
agility can be learned and developed, achieving organizationwide agility is a process, often with fits and starts of progress
along the way. McKinsey & Company describes this process
as the shift from understanding organizations as machines
to viewing them as living organisms – something that is
simultaneously stable and dynamic.4

“Nobody wants to show you the
hours and hours of becoming.
They’d rather show you the highlight
of what they’ve become.”
– Angela Duckworth, Grit: Passion,
Perseverance, and the Science of Success

Overcoming this seemingly impossible tension often means
deploying a set of replicable, agile practices within the
organization’s overall strategy, team structure, processes,
people/talent management approach, and technology.
When each of these trademark components is in place, and
continually cultivated by leadership, a company operates with
organization-wide agility.
America Succeeds embarked on this research to better
understand what organization-wide agility looks like applied
to an education context. Since 2017, we have been urging
education systems to embrace the adaptability and flexibility
needed to meet the demands of a rapidly evolving future of
work. Agile education systems are better positioned to serve
the unique needs of every student in normal times. In the
face of a major disruption, they could be positioned to greatly
outperform their more traditional peers.
The Center on Reinventing Public Education (CRPE) began
tracking publicly available information about school district
responses shortly after COVID-19 closures started.5
Within the CRPE database, it quickly became clear that
many school systems were overwhelmed with meeting
students’ basic needs – simply getting in touch with families,
coordinating meal deliveries, and providing access to devices
and hotspots. Successfully transitioning staff and students into
a remote learning environment was a tall order beyond this
critical work. Still, there were glimmers of hope; one of the
brightest was IDEA Public Schools.

Image source: McKinsey & Company
“Five Trademarks of Agile Organizations”

These systems were embracing organization-wide agility and
reinventing long-standing approaches to teaching and learning in
a rare, and necessary, moment of regulatory systemic flexibility.
EDUCATION ADAPTING IN A TIME OF DISRUPTION
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2x

Affluent schools are twice as likely
as their less resourced peers to
expect all teachers to teach.6

Only 27% of districts were
tracking attendance by May 7th.7

27%

Only half of districts nationally
expect their teachers to track
student engagement through
either attendance or one-on-one check-ins.8

1/2

It’s predicted that Black and Latinx
students could suffer nearly 2x the
learning loss compared to white students.9

2.5T

$

2x

4 months of COVID learning
loss is projected to cost the US
$2.5 trillion in future earnings.10

A survey found that 14% of
households earning less than
$25,000 a year did not have
reliable access to the internet.11

14%

Just 42% of districts expect
their teachers to collect student
work, grade it, and include it in
a final course grade.12

42%

In a survey, over half of
responding teachers were
worried that their students
would fall behind academically.13

90%

>1/2

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY continued
Through our research we found school systems more effectively
navigating the crisis by relying on clear visions and organizational
values, networks of empowered teams, continuous learning
mindsets, strong school community relationships, and quick
decisions to double-down on existing technology integrations.
COVID-19 has underscored the urgency of creating agile,
adaptable, flexible school systems that can serve the diverse
needs of families, put students at the center of their learning,
and offer multiple pathways into the future of work. At America
Succeeds, addressing the inequities and systemic challenges
amplified by this crisis remains central to our work.16 However,
this situation, while unprecedented, is likely not the only
disruption our education system will ever face.
Well into 2020, response and recovery remain a primary
focus for many school systems. Between accounting for
severe learning loss, particularly among students of color and
students with fewer resources at home; chaotic enrollment
transitions among traditional brick-and-mortar schools,
online programs, pods, homeschooling, and other options;
and an interruption in assessment data, it’s going to be a long
time before we truly understand the depth of change wreaked
by the pandemic.
While schools and districts are intensely focused on the
school year underway, state leaders should be looking around
the corner and determining which challenges can become
opportunities for their systems to become more resilient. This
is not an impossible task. There are lessons to be learned and
agile practices and structures that can be scaled from the
systems that were more effective in responding to this crisis.
n

district must have a strategy, mission, and values in place,
and a team that has bought into pursuing them.
n  Put decision-making where it belongs: States and

districts must empower schools with the flexibility and
autonomy to make the decisions needed to meet the
challenges faced in their communities.

In the spring, 90% of all states
waived graduation requirements.14
n

Only 27% of rural and smalltown districts expect teachers
to provide online instruction,
compared to over half of urban districts.15

27%
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Know who you are and why now: Every school and

Prioritize development and time for talent: States and
districts must coordinate the provision of professional
development resources and training opportunities.
Ensure every school has a professional development
plan in place and makes educator collaboration time a
paramount priority.

n

E mbrace technology and remove barriers early: States, districts, schools, and
community partners all have a role to play in ensuring that educators, students, and
families have the tools and training they need to remain connected and engaged in
teaching and learning through any disruption.

n

C
 ommit to transparency: School and district leaders should establish regular practices
for sharing data, soliciting feedback, and incorporating input from their teams and
stakeholders in order to cultivate buy-in, power agile decision-making, and ensure
lasting cohesion around the organizational strategy.

Angela Duckworth’s quote reflects our motivation for preparing and sharing this report,
“Nobody wants to show you the hours and hours of becoming. They want to show you
what they’ve become.” We know that highlighting these successful models helps to drive
conversation and culture change. We are also committed to scaling these models through
state-level policy to impact the greatest number of students so that our education system is
stable and dynamic enough to weather the next major disruption. That means talking about
their becoming. And we know, now more than ever, agility is the way.

EDUCATION ADAPTING IN A TIME OF DISRUPTION

We know that
highlighting these
successful models
helps to drive
conversation and
culture change...
And we know, now
more than ever,
agility is the way.
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The Age of Agility

W

hen America Succeeds
THE AGE OF AGILITY
first released the Age
of Agility: Education
Pathways for the Future
of Work report in 2017,
we interchangeably used agility with
adaptability and flexibility.17 If students
and workers would need to be agile to
succeed in this new world, then the education system preparing
them should follow suit. There is growing misalignment
between what is being taught in schools and the knowledge,
skills, and behaviors required by the modern workplace – which
continually evolves with advancements and disruptions in
technology, artificial intelligence, and automation.
EDUCATION PATHWAYS FOR THE FUTURE OF WORK

Next Industrial
Revolution

What some of America’s largest
companies have to say

Creating Agile
Students & Workers

Four profiles for the future

Where Do We
Go From Here?
Call to action

1

In addition to calling for a commitment to lifelong learning,
the report pledged to support local conversations about
what the Age of Agility means for restructuring the ways we
deliver education. Our team launched a national tour in 2018,
convening more than 1,200 business and education leaders in
states across the country. Since then, educational agility has
appeared in countless articles, conversations, and conferences
in the education sector. America Succeeds’ expanded the
audience to include partners across business, national
education advocacy groups, and governors’ offices alongside
our network of state partners.18
In nearly all of these forums, there is consensus around one big
idea. Over the past four decades, the primary purpose of schools
has been to maximize academic achievement. Yet in that time,
the world has greatly changed. What a student needs to thrive in
the world today is agency. It’s an idea well-summarized by Devin
Vodicka, Chief Impact Officer at Altitude Learning:19
In the Agency era, the purpose of school is to ensure
students can think critically and creatively, collaborate
effectively with others, apply skills and knowledge to solving
real problems, and find meaningful ways to contribute to
the world. While these are often referred to as “soft skills”
they are better framed as essential, foundational skills in this
new era. In an age of automation, these skills are the least
likely to be replaced by machines. In the context of rapid
change, they are already the ones giving individuals and
organizations the edge.
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In the Agency era, the purpose
of school is to ensure students
can think critically and creatively,
collaborate effectively with others,
apply skills and knowledge to solving
real problems, and find meaningful
ways to contribute to the world.
While these are often referred to as
“soft skills” they are better framed as
essential, foundational skills in this
new era. In an age of automation,
these skills are the least likely to be
replaced by machines. In the context
of rapid change, they are already
the ones giving individuals and
organizations the edge.
In other words, soft skills are an essential part of agility and
resilience. Beyond the technical demands of a given job, soft
skills – which we often refer to as the “Four C’s” of critical
thinking, communication, creativity, and collaboration – are the
most desired by employers. It is in our collective best interest to
help every student cultivate these skills before exiting the K-12
system, regardless of their future plans.
Meeting this new purpose for schools requires two other
steps forward:
1. Supporting the further development of agile educators;
2. Building more agility into the system itself.
In late February 2020, America Succeeds partnered with
Microsoft to convene a group of thought partners to meet

The Agile Educator

the first goal.20 Our focus was on a single question: how are agile educators building the
classrooms of tomorrow, today? A shared belief emerged that agile educators have a passion
for supporting each and every student’s unique development with an insatiable curiosity,
willingness to innovate, and the freedom to fail. It’s a task that not only requires the Four C’s,
but an incredible amount of flexibility, empathy, interdisciplinary knowledge, and autonomy.

Agile educators
have a passion
for supporting
each and every
student’s unique
development
with an insatiable
curiosity,
willingness to
innovate, and the
freedom to fail.

At a systems-level, we can best support agile educators by:
n

S caling student-centered design practices

n

C
 ultivating a “learning everywhere” mindset that shifts focus to competencies
and mastery

n

G
 iving school leaders autonomy in local decision-making

n

C
 reating a strong pipeline of professional and leadership development

n

B uilding deeper connections between K-12, higher education, and communities –
including business

EDUCATION ADAPTING IN A TIME OF DISRUPTION
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AGILITY EVOLVED continued
The event ended with excitement and momentum to explore
further questions: where are existing concentrations of
agile educators? Are these agile educators recognized and
rewarded, and would doing so encourage more of these
practices? How are state-level policies scaling or preventing
the spread of this work?
Two weeks later COVID-19 shutdowns rolled across the country.

A Story of Hope
Resilience is like a muscle. The capacity to recover quickly from
difficult situations can become stronger working through other
stressful times. These experiences have potential to propel us

Scrum Sprint Process
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into growth or shape new perspectives around change – ‘if
we can get through this, we can get through anything’. It
can strengthen our relationships, strengthen our trust, and
strengthen our ability to face a crisis or major disruption.
In southwest Phoenix sits Hope High School, a Blueprint
Education charter school which serves approximately 300 highrisk youth. In 2015, the network faced shutdown and embarked
on a redesign process using Scrum and agile business practices
to help turnaround outcomes and make students champions
of their own learning.21 By the end of 2015, student assessment
data had made significant shifts toward proficiency and
improvement and the graduation rate at Hope High School
increased by 10 percent.22

Image Source: Scrum Alliance video, “Overview: What is Scrum?”

The Scrum framework is the most widely-used and adopted business agility practice.23
Scrum divides large and complicated projects into smaller increments – called sprints. Each
sprint follows a repeated process of planning, taking action, checking in for alignment, testing,
and then reflecting on lessons learned to iterate toward greater success. Underpinning the
entire framework is transparency; everyone shares a clear view of a project’s state and a
common language to both celebrate wins and address the problems that remain in the way
of achieving goals.
According to Krissyn Sumare, then Principal of Hope High School, introducing radical
transparency is what truly sparked the school’s transformation and it wasn’t always easy
to embrace.

Building Educational
Agility
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Momentum continued across the network because system
leadership supported a holistic transformation. Individual
schools have autonomy in local decisions and budgets, while
sharing ideas and collaborating on solutions across school teams.
Educators are empowered to innovate new, improved ways of teaching,
and students are at the center of deciding what and how they are learning.

TEMS
SYS

Hope High School posted their product backlog in the middle
of the school for all staff, students, parents, and visitors to
see. They had open meetings to discuss the progress of
their sprints and invited students into the process – who
eventually created their own Scrum teams focused on
student experience, events, and activities. The switch to
Scrum and agile practices created a renewed sense of
community at Hope.

LE

Our first step was getting our staff on board with Agile and letting them tell me about the
problems with our school. As a person at the top who is holding it all together, it
was really hard hearing them tell me things that were broken in a school
that I had built my life around. Even harder than that was inviting in the
students, but having everything out there for everyone to see really
took the pressure off. Transparency fundamentally changed
everything about the way we operate.

Five years later, student outcomes have significantly improved and Krissyn Sumare is
director of agile in education for all of Blueprint Education. When COVID-19 shutdowns
began in March 2020, the entire network pivoted in a matter of days. Scrum teams set to
work ensuring all students had devices and internet access at home, adjusting schedules
and capacity to deliver an engaging fully-remote curriculum, launching ongoing surveys
to integrate family feedback, and planning new safety protocols. The district’s agility
enabled their responsiveness and resiliency. The network was positioned to not only
respond, but to take this time to further evolve their practice and approach. The crisis
spurred even greater innovation.
EDUCATION ADAPTING IN A TIME OF DISRUPTION
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AGILITY EVOLVED continued
Agile Education Systems
What does an agile education system look like?
n

Agile
 learners are equipped with the agency to succeed in
the competitive global economy and contribute to their
local community.

n

Agile
 educators are supported in continually iterating
effective ways to develop student competencies and
mastery relevant to the real world.

n

Finally,

agile systems offer a diverse array of opportunity
pathways which flex and adapt to evolving workforce needs.

Agility in the Face of Disruption
We believe every student deserves an excellent education
and opportunity to find a meaningful, fulfilling future. We
also believe there is more than one way to accomplish that
goal. Building agility for learners, educators, and systems will
vary greatly depending on your local community, state, and
region. You may get there implementing Scrum and agile
business practices or you may arrive there through a journey
wholly your own.
Regardless of the approach, it’s critical to invest in the push
toward education systems that are flexible, adaptable, and
resilient with students and equity at the center of the work. Agile
education systems are better positioned to serve the unique
needs of every student in normal times. In the face of a major
disruption, they have the ability to greatly outperform their
more traditional peers.
The Center on Reinventing Public Education (CRPE) began
tracking publicly available information about school district
responses shortly after COVID-19 closures started.24 In the first
few weeks of analysis, a handful of trends emerged. Some
big systems were moving to remote learning quickly, despite
common perception they could only act as slow-moving
bureaucracies. Also, advanced preparations for other learning
disruptions – weather and natural disasters – seemed to give
the Southeastern U.S. an edge. Although this success was more
likely the result of existing decision-making protocols and
robust internal communications possible in any geography,
rather than the advanced preparations themselves. Finally,
CRPE underscored the importance of balancing state and local
leadership. States could push districts toward action by setting
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clear expectations, but it was bold decisions by local leaders
setting the trajectories of each response.
Transcend, an education non-profit focused on school
design, took a more qualitative, conversational approach to
learning about what was working for educators, students,
supporters, and families in school communities around the
country. According to their findings, confronting the COVID-19
pandemic could be best tackled in three phases: responding,
recovering, and reinventing.25
What we’re observing is that a school community’s
readiness to respond is partly a function of all they are
doing now but even more a function of choices made
months and years ago about the foundational design of
their learning model. Those faring better have already
reimagined key aspects of the industrial [school] design
and built out the capabilities, community connections, and
practices that support students well.
Hours of research and conversations with partners across the
sector all led toward the same conclusion. The systems that had
moved toward agility prior to the crisis appeared to be more
effective in responding to the pandemic. These systems were
not only quick to do the critical work of meeting basic needs
– coordinating meal delivery, checking in and communicating
with families, and distributing devices and hotspots – but
transitioning to remote learning environments where they were
reinventing and reimagining how their students could learn.
Well into 2020, response and recovery remain a primary focus
for many school systems. Between accounting for severe
learning loss, particularly among students of color and students
with fewer resources at home; chaotic enrollment transitions
among traditional brick-and-mortar schools, online programs,
pods, homeschooling, and other options; and an interruption
in assessment data, it’s going to be a long time before we truly
understand the depth of change wreaked by COVID-19.
Decisions made now by school communities will reverberate
for years to come. Those who fail to reimagine the future
risk returning to a status quo that was failing to serve all
students or meeting the demands of our changing economy.
The education systems that take this opportunity to reinvent
themselves to become more flexible, more resilient, and more
agile will find themselves on a new path.

AGILITY IN PRACTICE
The Spectrum of Agility

T

hink of agility as a spectrum. On the left is a
more traditional, industrial model – a pyramid
with top-down management and siloed teams.
On the right is an agile organization. While this
organization maintains some top-level structure,
leadership has fully-embraced a mindset shift empowering
a network of teams with clear responsibility and authority
to take care of each other, find innovative solutions, and
deliver exceptional results. The agile organization is dynamic, action-oriented, and quick to adapt to changes in the
external environment.
The Business Agility Institute, an international consortium
of agile enterprises, business leaders, and practitioners,
frames agility in this way:26
Business Agility is a continuum, where the question is
not whether you have it, but rather how much you have
and is it enough. Achieving Business Agility is not simple.
There is no silver bullet or single framework, method,
or system that can implement business agility – and,
by definition, because an organization is a complex
adaptive system, there can never be one. Yet, while no
two organizations follow the same journey, common
patterns emerge.
The rapid spread of the pandemic and its incredible impact
on education increased the urgency of moving from big
ideas for learners, educators, and systems in the Age of
Agility into something far more nuanced and concrete.
America Succeeds embarked on this research to understand
the common patterns of educational agility as well as the
structures and practices which move a school system
further along the spectrum.
According to McKinsey & Company’s “The Five Trademarks
of Agile Organizations,” an organization’s journey along
the spectrum of agility can be measured.27 Agility occurs
across five elements: strategy, structure, process, people,
and technology. There are ideal states defined for each
one. There are also corresponding sets of agile indicators
– replicable practices that when combined lead to the
fundamental mindset shift needed for agility. While
implementing any of these practices or getting to an ideal

Business Agility is a continuum,
where the question is not whether
you have it,but rather how much
you have and is it enough.
Achieving Business Agility is not
simple. There is no silver bullet
or single framework, method,
or system that can implement
business agility – and, by definition,
because an organization is a
complex adaptive system, there
can never be one. Yet, while no
two organizations follow the same
journey, common patterns emerge.

state within one element has value, “experience and research
show that true agility only comes when all five are in place
and working together.”
America Succeeds adapted McKinsey & Company’s work to
reflect best practice in education and create a lens through
which we could evaluate school responses to COVID-19.
Leveraging the CRPE response database, a nationally
representative sample of publicly available information for
477 school systems, we set out to identify the most agile
responses across the country. Our hypothesis was that existing
organization-wide agility – achieving the ideal state across all
five elements prior to the pandemic – would be a common
theme across all effective responses.
EDUCATION PATHWAYS FOR THE FUTURE OF WORK
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AGILITY IN PRACTICE continued
Indicators of Agile Education Systems
Adapted from McKinsey & Company’s “The Five Trademarks of Agile Organizations”
Element

Strategy

Ideal State

Indicators

North Star designed
around equity and
embodied across the
organization

n

Coherent, articulated, shared vision with students at the center

n

Focus on equity and inclusion

n

n

n

Structure

Networks of empowered
teams at school and
system-level

n

Process

Active community partnership ecosystem

n

Robust internal communication systems

n

n

n

n

Technology

14

Technology integrations
unlock value for student
learning

AGILITY THRIVING

 ontinual systems of professional development for educators and school
C
leaders

n

n

People

 lear roles, teams, and decision-making protocols at school and
C
system-level

Dedicated time for collaboration and improvement

n

Dynamic culture that
ignites passion across the
school community

Aligned and flexible resource allocation

n

n

Rapid decision-making
and continuous learning
cycles among staff

 learly identifiable school culture that reflects the shared vision and
C
school’s values

n

n

Information and data transparency between staff, families, and governance
structures
 ontinuous learning mindset and structured feedback loops at school and
C
system-level
Small batch problem-solving approach; pilot solutions scaled upon success
 ohesive community and strong relationships among staff, families,
C
students, and other stakeholders
R egular, inclusive communications and updates to staff, family, students,
and other stakeholders
P sychologically “safe” and nurturing culture for students, families, and
educators including a focus on SEL
 igh-proportion of student broadband and device access (measured
H
pre- and post-COVID-19)
L MS/technology utilized by high-proportion of teachers, students,
and parents
 urriculum and instructional models that can be adapted, evolved, and
C
implemented effectively through technology; values personalized and
project-based learning

Systems Successfully Responding
After a thorough review of the CRPE response database, the data indicates that our hypothesis
was correct. School systems with a clear North Star, empowered teams, continuous learning
mindsets, strong school community relationships, and existing technology integrations were
more effective in responding to COVID-19. Prior investments in moving along the spectrum
of agility, and the thorough embrace of an agile mindset by system leadership, led to greater
resilience in the context of a once-in-a-generation disruption.
At the same time, the presence of even some agility has been a welcome discovery amidst
a barrage of bad news. There are thousands of school leaders and educators, alongside
countless parents and families, rising to face the many challenges of COVID-19 with little notice
and no precedent. Flickers of agility have appeared in education system responses all across
the country – large and small, urban and rural, charters and traditional public schools.
More than anything, those embers give us hope. Getting to an ideal agile state, an education
system designed to prepare all learners for the Age of Agility, is not some distant, impossible
dream. Education systems are moving down the spectrum and becoming more agile already.
Lessons learned from the systems demonstrating agility in facing this crisis can help us build
back better than before.

EDUCATION ADAPTING IN A TIME OF DISRUPTION

Getting to an
ideal agile state,
an education
system designed
to prepare all
learners for the
Age of Agility, is
not some distant,
impossible dream.
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AGILITY IN PRACTICE continued

Achievement First:
Leaning on Strong Values

W
“All the core values
were relevant to
Achievement First’s
efforts to create
quality remote
learning programs.
Times of crisis are
when you most
need your values.”
– Dacia Toll, CEO,
Achievement First

ith a majority of their students being of color and from low-income homes,
Achievement First’s mission has been to address the gaps in access and opportunity
that lead to the gaps in academic performance along lines of race and income.28
They provide all students with the academic and character skills needed to graduate from
top colleges, to succeed in a competitive world, and to serve as the next generation of
leaders in our communities.29
As COVID-19 forced school closures, Achievement First’s model allowed them to swiftly and
effectively transition to an online learning platform. They quickly became an exemplar for
success in a time when a majority of schools across the country were struggling to develop
plans or even continue the school year.30 Their capacity for an agile shift was no accident. While
their charter status is not the predominant driver of their overall response, the benefit of more
autonomy than traditional public schools enjoy has allowed them to create more agile systems.
First and foremost, Achievement First’s effective response is attributed to their strong mission
and set of core values: leading for racial equity, striving for excellence, embracing challenges,
caring for the whole person, and choosing joy.31 Achievement First CEO Dacia Toll is quoted as
saying, “All the core values were relevant to Achievement First’s efforts to create quality remote
learning programs. Times of crisis are when you most need your values.”32 Their action-oriented
set of values, which are the result of stakeholder-informed feedback from students, parents,
and staff, have served as the catalyst for their success in improving student outcomes and now,
facing COVID-19.
Next, Achievement First’s high-performing leadership and team structure, along with strong
alignment to their values and organizational roles allowed them to methodically develop
and implement curriculum and instructional plans across their schools. They have always
placed a heavy emphasis on team culture and their talent pipeline, so it’s no surprise
Achievement First prioritizes finding and retaining talent through development programs
and professional learning opportunities. These ongoing investments in their workforce
have resulted in strong organizational health that made them uniquely prepared to face the
challenges of the pandemic.
Another important factor that led to the successful response of Achievement First during
school closures is the relationship and feedback loop the school has created with its
students and their families. Family and student engagement was a vital element in the
creation of the network’s core values and has continued as the network implements those
values into their daily work. The network views teachers, students, and their families as a
team who work together to achieve the best results. Data collected through surveys and
town halls with parent input continues to help inform the school on the best way to move
forward during this tumultuous time.

16

AGILITY THRIVING

Mission
Mission,
Vision &
Values

Our mission is to deliver on the promise of equal educational opportunity for all of America’s children. We
know that every child – regardless of race, zip code, or economic status – deserves access to great schools. At
Achievement First, our students realize their potential and develop the skills they need to graduate from college,
succeed in a competitive world, and serve as the next generation of leaders in our community.

Core Values
Lead for racial equity
n Care for the whole person
n

Location

Strive for excellence
n Choose joy
n

Embrace challenge
n Go further together
n

New York, Connecticut, Rhode Island

Number of
Students

15,000 total students
n Primarily Black and Latinx students
n Majority of students from low-income households

Number of
Schools

37

Strategy
n

Core values to inform and guide all aspects of what they do in order to create a positive, achievement-

n

Network-wide shared beliefs and consistent practices centered around student learning

n

and achievement
High-performing leadership creating a culture of inclusiveness and excellence

oriented school culture

Structure
Invests extraordinary amount of resources into finding, developing, and retaining great teachers
and leaders
n Five weeks of summer PD for all new teachers, regular Friday PD sessions in which content teachers receive
training, and all teachers receive a coach who provides individualized feedback and support
n Partnerships between school and families designed to ensure the school’s efforts are part of a larger effort to
improve the communities in which they live and work
n Nationwide partnership with educators through AF Accelerate to improve outcomes for over 75,000 students
across the country
n

Agile
Indicators

Process
n

Data, reflection, research, and development are used for the continuous thoughtful improvement

n

Schools have effective feedback loop with families.

of the schools

People
n

Five-week summer professional development program for all teachers; two-year residency before leading

a school for all principals; a coach who provides individualized feedback and support for all teachers and
leaders (continued via Zoom once they transitioned online)
n Team approach for network to support each other in accomplishing ambitious goals set for students
n “Whole Person Approach” piloting SEL work to support students and adults in strengthening all aspects
of themselves
n Equity framework

Technology
n

Most students equipped with Chromebooks prior to COVID-19
EDUCATION ADAPTING IN A TIME OF DISRUPTION
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Milwaukee Public Schools:
Tech-Minded Approach

P

rior to the pandemic, Milwaukee Public Schools (MPS) was already a tech-minded district
where all students and staff had access to various types of learning devices, online
platforms, and interactive tech. Their Department of Technology ensures the ratio of
students to computer devices is less than 2:1 across the district and provides all students
with a Microsoft email address to give them access to email and curriculum documents.33
They also have the Instructional Technology Department that implements and supports
instructional technologies that engage students and transforms their learning experiences with
opportunities to learn, create, and collaborate in online environments.34

Milwaukee Public
Schools allotted
$30 million
for emerging
technology needs
for the 2020-2021
school year.
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Soon after school closures took place, the district began deploying surveys to families to
identify those in need of devices and internet access to finish the remaining semester. And,
then MPS quickly responded. Over the course of the summer of 2020, Milwaukee Public
Schools developed a comprehensive technology plan to account for ongoing technology
needs; help-desks for teachers, students, and their families; technology-related professional
development for educators; and new learning platforms.35 The MPS 2020-2021 budget
shows the district allotting a staggering $30 million for emerging technology needs,
reinforcing the district’s commitment to ensuring students are able and ready to learn during
a continuing disruption.36
By already having full-scale technology systems in place, Milwaukee Public Schools were
able to quickly move their learning online. Their systems were far more advanced than most
districts around the country, where the digital divide was coming to light and disproportionately
affecting the most vulnerable students.37, 38

Mission
MPS is a diverse district that welcomes all students and prepares them for success in higher education, posteducational opportunities, work, and citizenship

Core Values
Mission,
Vision &
Values

Students come first
Wherever students are learning is the most important place in the district
n Educators and school staff have high expectations for all students and provide the foundation for their
n
n

academic success
n

Leadership, educator development, and child-driven, data-informed decision-making are the keys to student

achievement
n Involved families are integral to increasing student achievement
n Student voice is encouraged and respected
n Quality community partnerships add value

Location

Milwaukee, Wisconsin

Number of
Students

75,000 students total
n 89% minority students, primarily Black and Latinx students
n 82% students from low-income households

Number of
Schools

154

Strategy
n

Clear vision and culture that promotes effective leaders, leading to collaborative teachers, empowered

n

Department that works to advance organizational culture through integrated collaborative systems to drive

families, supportive environments, and ambitious instruction
district initiatives to improve student outcomes

Structure
n

Professional development plan that engages all educators and leaders in continuous professional growth

n

leading to improved practice that results in increased achievement for all students
Active community partnerships that help improve student achievement, engage families, and develop staff

Process
Agile
Indicators

n

Department to ensure district effectively and efficiently implements continuous improvement systems that

support, measure, and inform the work in the areas of teaching and learning, professional development, and
educator effectiveness
n Collaborative approach across district to gather and analyze data for the improvement of schools

People
n

School culture and climate framework in place that promotes leadership, engagement, and supportive

n

ecosystems
School climate measures that promote social-emotional development

Technology
Multiple large technology-related departments funded and supported by the district
2:1 computer device presence across all schools pre-COVID-19
n Interactive tech in classrooms such as SMART boards and LCD projectors
n Telepresence program where students take classes through video conference with schools within the district
n
n

EDUCATION ADAPTING IN A TIME OF DISRUPTION
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Oakland Unified School District:
Activating Community Connections

O
Oakland Unified
School District
served 4,342,218
meals between
March 16, 2020
and July 30, 2020
in response to
the COVID-19
pandemic.
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akland Unified School District’s (OUSD) mission of “building a full-service community
district focused on high academic achievement while serving the whole child,
eliminating inequity, and providing each child with excellent teachers, every day”
directly influences their vision that each student will graduate with the competencies needed
to be prepared for college, career, and community success.39 As OUSD navigated their way
through sudden school closures and developing reopening plans for the fall term, the ability to
leverage strong existing community partnerships became a defining feature of their response.

The district immediately launched a food and basic needs distribution program alongside a
team of non-profit organizations and partners to ensure their students’ most essential needs
were being met, including providing free Uber and Lyft rides to grab-and-go locations.40 OUSD
also moved quickly to reopen their school-based health clinics to help ensure all students had
access to medical and behavioral health supports, launched a COVID-19 relief fund, and made
significant efforts to address the digital divide within their district. The #OaklandUndivided
campaign, in partnership with the Oakland Mayor’s Office of Education, the Oakland Public
Education Fund, Oakland Promise, and Tech Exchange, successfully raised $12.5 million to
provide 19,000 Chromebooks and 7,000 hotspots to OUSD students.41
Partnerships also played a role in OUSD’s ability to transition to remote learning beyond just
tech. For example, the career and technical education program expanded use of The MyersBriggs Company’s VitaNavis® platform to transition CTE classes and work-based learning
opportunities into virtual experiences when in-person learning and internships were no longer
possible over the summer. The district understands that strong community partnerships like
these play a big role in meeting their vision of equity and ensuring each and every student is
prepared for college and career.

Mission
We will build a Full Service Community District focused on high academic achievement while serving the whole
child, eliminating inequity, and providing each child with excellent teachers, every day.

Vision
Mission,
Vision &
Values

All OUSD students will find joy in their academic experience while graduating with the skills to ensure they
are caring, competent, fully-informed, critical thinkers who are prepared for college, career, and community
success.

Values
n
n

n

Location

Students First
Equity: We provide everyone access
to what they need to be successful
Excellence

Integrity
Cultural Responsiveness
n Joy
n
n

Oakland, California

Number of
Students

53,000 students total
n 90% minority students, primarily Latinx and Black students
n 71% students from low-income households

Number of
Schools

126

Strategy
n

Shared vision across all districts with equity promotion and serving the whole child at the center

Structure
 ategories of professional development opportunities, including teacher and staff collaboration and teacher
C
leadership centered around improving student achievement
n Intentional parent and community engagement standards
n Active and robust community partnerships with city government, community foundations, and corporate
partners
n

Agile
Indicators

Process
n
n

Data informs strategy implementation and alignment, as well as practices to address inequities
Feedback loops with parents and community through ongoing surveys

People
n
n

Comprehensive “culture guide” that promotes a safe and positive school climate and culture
Social-emotional learning practices implemented school-wide daily

Technology
n

“Equitable technology for all” program in place pre-COVID-19 that aimed for updated technology in every
classroom across the district

EDUCATION ADAPTING IN A TIME OF DISRUPTION
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Tulsa Public Schools:
Prioritizing People

D
Tulsa Public Schools
pushed their fall
2020 semester
reopening an extra
three weeks to give
teachers additional
professional
development time
to prepare for
online learning.

avid Fletcher, the Chief Academic Officer at Tulsa Public Schools, has been quoted as
saying, “There was very little professional development happening, and when it was, it
was happening in very large, unmanageable groups, in one-time doses that didn’t have
a connection to what’s happening in unique schools. Teachers weren’t excited about it.” 42 This
realization led to Tulsa Public Schools overhauling their professional development and teacher
training programs.
When done well, studies demonstrate the importance of professional development for
teachers and leaders, showing that professional development can create a culture of learning
throughout the school and promote student achievement.43 When given the opportunity to
grow their skillset, teachers exposed to quality development programs are more likely to be
satisfied and stay in the profession longer, possess a growth mindset, and above all, have
improved student outcomes.44, 45, 46
Tulsa Public schools have focused on teacher-leaders, where experienced teachers mentor
newer or novice teachers to help them to increase effectiveness in the classroom and
collaborate in meaningful ways through feedback and coaching.47 A recent study even found
that when teachers are in a high-quality mentor program and receive frequent feedback, their
students might receive the equivalent of up to five months of additional learning.48 They have
a similar pathway for their school principals with the goal of ongoing development to cultivate
talent and create positive school cultures for the students they serve.49

The sudden occurrence of COVID-19 left many teachers digitizing their classrooms for the
first time and restructuring their curriculum. The Center on Reinventing Public Education has
shown that only 48 percent of districts plan to increase time for professional development this
fall and 35 percent plan to provide coaching and mentoring during remote learning.50 Tulsa
Public Schools pushed their fall 2020 semester reopening an extra three weeks to give teachers
additional professional development time to prepare for online learning.51 This included extra
time to prepare for building class websites, creating online lesson plans, familiarizing with
online platforms, and receiving extra mentorship from their peers.
With a newfound focus on the quality of their professional development programs, Tulsa
Public Schools have created a network of empowered teams and leaders by investing in
their workforce. This network has allowed for support amongst each other and an ongoing
commitment from the district to offer continuous training and development to their teachers
and leaders during this unusual time.
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Mission
Inspire and prepare every student to love learning, achieve ambitious goals, and make positive contributions to
our world.

Mission,
Vision &
Values

Core Values

Location

Tulsa, Oklahoma

E quity
nC
 haracter
nT
 eam
nJ
 oy
n

Number of
Students

35,000 total students
n Primarily Black and Latinx students
n Majority of students from low-income households

Number of
Schools

83

Strategy
n

Strong core values embedded in all organizational structures with equity as the leading core value

Structure
R obust professional development support for teachers, school leaders, and principals
L eadership opportunities within mentorship and coaching programs
nS
 ignificant investments in professional development programs
n
n

Process
n

Agile
Indicators

n

Office devoted to data and analytics to drive program evaluation and the creation of data dashboards to

advance the district in their goals
Use of data and best practices by school teams to reflect, grow their expertise, and improve teaching and
learning

People
n
n

A ctively works to promote family engagement as equal partners in their student’s educational journey
P artnered with the Wallace Foundation to implement social-emotional learning standards

Technology
n
n

P rior to COVID, all-student access to devices, including Chromebooks and tablets
T echnology in classrooms that amplify the student experience, including use of drones, virtual reality, 3D
printing, and 3800 interactive displays in classrooms to support delivery of instruction

EDUCATION ADAPTING IN A TIME OF DISRUPTION
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IDEA Public Schools: Responding
with Organization-Wide Agility

I

DEA Public Schools was founded in 1998 as an after school
program to combat deficiencies in the education system
with the goal of expanding student achievement and college
readiness.52 College is a strong indicator of economic
mobility and, with 88 percent of students across the IDEA
network coming from disadvantaged households, their vision
to become the region’s largest creator of college graduates
has led IDEA to make a bold promise to every student and their
family: they will go to college. 53 They currently have a track
record of sending 100 percent of their graduates to college.54

Over the last few decades, IDEA has transformed into a large,
successful charter network serving 53,000 K-12 students across 96
schools in Texas and Louisiana and is rapidly expanding. They are
focused on bringing their college promise to as many communities
as they can and hope to reach 100,000 students by 2022.55
When IDEA Public Schools were forced to close throughout
Texas and Louisiana, the response was immediate. Their
success in bringing all students, ready-to-learn, onto an online
learning platform was driven by that same college promise.
Losing weeks or months of the school year to a pandemic
disruption wasn’t something IDEA was willing to accept. Instead,
they responded to COVID-19 with incredible, organizationwide agility. They had open lines of communication with staff,
clear and defined roles and management tiers, feedback loops
with families, and a commitment to safety for the entire school
community with students clearly at the center of their work.

This is the story of their success.
It’s Friday, March 13, 2020. At IDEA Public Schools in Louisiana,
educators and operations staff from across the district are
gathered together for a professional development day.
Around noon, they receive news of statewide closures due to
COVID-19. Students are set to return to school, in whichever
ways it might be remotely delivered, by Tuesday morning. They
have just over 36 hours to respond.
For Kenneth Campbell, executive director for IDEA Public
Schools in Southern Louisiana, the team’s mindset was laserfocused on continuing to deliver for students and families.

24

AGILITY THRIVING

These kids need as much regularity as they can get and we’re
a big part of that. I think we have always tried to ensure that
our team has that mindset - that’s our work and that’s what
we do. It’s not just coming to school every day and delivering
lessons. You are a critical part of a student’s life. You’re not
just a person that stands in front of them. They’ve developed
affection for you and affinity for you. You’ve become part
of their routine and you become part of what is sane in the
world for some of our kids.
No one was sure how long closures would last so they started
planning for two weeks of remote learning. Teachers and
academic services started pulling together interim instructional
materials. The local finance team coordinated an emergency
procurement order to get everything printed over the weekend,
and the rest of the staff focused on planning delivery of these
packets along with family meals.
Across state lines in Texas, the district office turned its focus
to streamlining internal communications. Updates all came
from a single contact: Irma Munoz, the Chief Operating Officer.
Through regular, transparent emails to the Executive Leadership
Council – which includes the principals, vice principals, and
senior leadership of every network school – the IDEA team
ensured that local leaders had the most-up-to-date information
they needed to make quick decisions and answer questions
from families as the situation changed.
Family engagement has always been a priority for IDEA.
Research has demonstrated that students are more successful
in school when their families are actively involved in their
education.56 According to Catharine Bellinger, Vice President
of Public Affairs and Advocacy at IDEA’s district office, keeping
families informed and feeling as safe as possible amidst the
uncertainty of a global pandemic, was a primary focus of the
initial response.
One of the very first things that our response working group
came up with was the plan for parent communication.
This has been one of the themes since March, since even
before we shut down all the way through now, is just really
constant, clear parent communication. It was always here’s
the current plan and as things change, we’ll reevaluate
here, and here are some of the things we are doing to keep
planning. You are always getting this clear communication
about what is happening.

When it became apparent closures would be lasting far longer
than two weeks – and that states would be waiving testing
and accountability – the network shifted from responding
and recovering, to improving the ways they could teach and
students could learn in a remote environment. IDEA Public
Schools were ahead of many because they were already
using some online academic tools for reading, math, and
other subjects. The educational platforms themselves weren’t
entirely new.
Unfortunately, many of their families were on the wrong side
of the digital divide. Device and home internet access were
urgent barriers to providing quality instruction throughout
school closures. Just a few days past the initial announcements,
the network started surveying families for connectivity and
distributing devices and hotspots to those in need. Soon after,
every pre-Kindergarten through twelfth grade student had the
appropriate device for their grade level.
The district launched a virtual help desk and ticket system to
handle the surge in technical support capacity as students
and families set up at home, freeing up educators to focus
on transitioning lesson plans and teaching online. IDEA
Public Schools created an adult learning platform to meet
this need. The pandemic prompted immediate, widespread
adoption of this additional support tool; the district remained
intentional about collecting user feedback, making rapid
improvements, and problem-solving throughout the rollout.
For leaders like Kenneth Campbell, these have been game
changing for coaching and supporting teachers.
I can at this moment pull up video archives from teachers at
any of our schools and see a lesson they delivered two days
ago. Then, I can offer coaching in terms of how to improve
what they’ve done. It’s just amazing. It’s removed travel as a
major barrier. I feel like it was just as effective as it would have
been if we had been there in-person because we got to see
the materials, we got to hear the instruction, we got to see how
much student wait time they have, and we got to see where
and how effective they were at engaging multiple students.
Having those supports in place allowed for teachers and
leaders to focus on student outcomes and ongoing changes
instead of wondering how, or if, they were going to be able to
teach. Combining these investments with the many lessons

One of the things I’m most optimistic
about getting through this crisis is
continuing to deliver for students,
continuing to deliver for families, and
continuing to deliver for teachers by
keeping them safe, keeping them
paid, and keeping them supported.

learned over the past few months have undoubtedly set the
network on a new trajectory, one where they are not only
more prepared for the next disruption but far more resilient
than before. Catharine Bellinger puts it this way:
One of the things I’m most optimistic about getting
through this crisis is continuing to deliver for students,
continuing to deliver for families, and continuing to
deliver for teachers by keeping them safe, keeping them
paid, and keeping them supported. I think that builds a lot
of trust. It’s like in a relationship, if you can get through a
really rocky time, the next time you hit a crisis you have
a feeling like we can weather this storm and we can get
through this together.
Subsequently, the school has executed a comprehensive
reopening plan, including social-emotional development
initiatives with counselors and social workers on staff,
additional supports for IDEA alumni navigating college
COVID-19 closures, and the integration of more collaborative
platforms. The Chief Schools Officer, Lisa Garza, affirms in the
reopening plan, “we are more prepared than ever to provide
the same commitment to our students through our dedicated
teachers, rigorous, challenging coursework, and our high
expectations for learning.”57
We have no doubt that IDEA Public Schools will meet that
charge. Over the course of the pandemic, they successfully
demonstrated their agility across all five organizational elements.
EDUCATION ADAPTING IN A TIME OF DISRUPTION
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Agility at IDEA Public Schools
Element

Strategy

Structure

IDEA maintained a
steadfast commitment to
their North Star, continuing
to deliver on their college
promise mission to families
and students.
There was a balanced
approach to problemsolving between the district
and regional leadership.
Clear roles and protocols
allowed for quick decisionmaking and action.

Process

IDEA embraced a “failing
fast” mindset. Throughout
the pandemic, they piloted
new solutions and the
district stayed focused
on collecting feedback
and making incremental
improvements.

People

Strong relationships
undoubtedly played a
role in their success.
From prioritizing family
communications, to
maintaining transparency
through regular network
updates, to cultivating a
collective staff mindset
of service, there is clearly
a culture of trust and
care across the school
community.

Technology

26

Demonstrated Ideal

While technology was
already being used to
facilitate some learning,
smart investments in new
platforms and supports
helped IDEA transition both
students and educators
into remote learning
quickly.
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Existing Indicators

COVID-19 Adaptations

n

 lear vision for every student
C
to attend college that network
has completely aligned to with
100% success
n Ensures each student has the
supports they need in order to
achieve mission

n

n

R obust professional development
opportunities and retention
bonuses to ensure top talent is
retained
n Actively engaged in school/
community partnerships in each
school location

n

n

 ata collection through parentD
engagement surveys
n Culture of continuous learning;
small-batch problem solving
approach at district and school
levels
n Data transparency across school
staff and board of directors

n

T eacher Career Pathway providing
teachers with increased PD,
influence, recognition, and
compensation as they are
promoted up the pathway
n Principal-in-Residence Program
aimed at preparing leaders to
run a school in underserved
communities within 2-3 years
n Social-emotional development
curriculum

n

 ses of academic technologies to
U
complete lessons across subjects

n

n

n

 ocument of commitment for each
D
student for them, their parents,
teachers, and administrators to sign that
they all fulfill their individual duties to
ensure that the student is prepared for
success and college

 evelopment of new operating
D
procedures, safety plans, and
communication schedules
n Extensive employee resources were
developed to guide educators and
leaders through their duties
n Additional professional development
opportunities provided
P arent feedback collected to inform
ongoing school-wide pandemic
response decisions
n Data transparency expanded across
school community to include parents
and families

R obust communication between all
school staff and leadership, students,
and families regarding reopening, dayto-day changes, and expectations of
each role
n Additional academic and socialemotional resources created for
students and families
n Launch of additional supports (including
microgrants) for IDEA alumni in college
programs facing COVID-19 closures
1 :1 technology plan implementation for
all students in need to access computer
and connectivity devices
n Expansion of ZenDesk to manage
additional technical support capacity
needed during COVID-19
n Rapid innovation of adult learning
platform

Getting to Scale
This research presents a new lens for educational agility – a
through line from the individual student in the classroom and
the practitioners supporting them, all the way up to the state
policy level. Our goal is to further unite our partners, build
greater momentum, and push the education system across the
agility spectrum in the years to come.
While schools and districts are intensely focused right
now on the school year underway, state leaders should be
looking around the corner. Determine which pain points in
the education system need to be reinvented for agility and
resilience. Future disruptions are a certainty, whether from
ongoing flare-ups of the current pandemic, or natural disasters,
or other crises that throw normal operations off course.
There is no way for schools to make disruptions obsolete.
However, they can be more ready and able to deal with
them – they can become more agile and more resilient through
a clear set of policy and practice priorities. Based on our
research of school responses to COVID-19, we have developed
five recommendations for moving forward: know who you are
and why now; put decision-making where it belongs; prioritize
development and time for talent; embrace technology and
remove barriers early; and commit to transparency.

Priorities for Action
Know who you are and why now.
Long before the coronavirus pandemic, founders and leaders
of great schools knew the critical importance of having
clarity in their mission, vision, and values. Just ask the folks
at Achievement First and IDEA Public Schools. A school
community must know who it is and what it’s about. The
North Star must be clearly defined, and then everything,
from the culture to the instructional model to the people
in the building, must be relentlessly focused on driving
toward that goal. In a crisis-level disruption, having that type
of coordinated and cohesive strategy in place can mean
the difference between success and failure – not because
the strategy will have predicted the disruption and what to
do about it. Rather, the strategy tells you how to make the
decisions you’ll have to make. A clear embrace of the ‘why’
and ‘how’ across your school community helps build trust

and buy-in from students and families, even when you are
drastically changing course.
Every school and district must have a strategy, mission, and
values in place, and a team that has bought into pursuing them.

Put decision-making where it belongs.
Agile organizations put a lot of effort into defining roles and
processes for decision-making, then empowering their teams
to carry out that work. It’s the only way to move quickly and
efficiently. That’s not to say there’s not a role for central
planning – leveraging the central strategy and charting the
directional course is a critical role for district leadership. It’s
the decisions on how to get there, how to use the resources
available, and the day-to-day navigation decisions – those
are best made at the school level. There are two policy
components to enable this:
n  Flexibility to meet challenges as they come:

States should remove categorical restrictions on funding
and ensure that school leaders are able to redirect
spending as priorities shift.

n  

Districts should cut out procurement red tape and
allow schools to decide which sourcing methods best
fit their needs.

n  

Where central purchasing helps provide cost-effective
options from which to choose, districts can be strong
partners to schools.

n  

And when schools find the services and programs they
need outside of the district, the central office should be
on standby to support or facilitate as needed.

n  

n  Autonomy at the school level:

Schools should have explicit permission on the frontend to work directly and quickly with community
partners – the ability to tap into community resources
is a key structural element and can be a force multiplier
during a crisis.

n  

Likewise, school leaders should not be hindered by
inflexible staffing requirements when they need to
redeploy talent to support students and each other.

n  

EDUCATION ADAPTING IN A TIME OF DISRUPTION
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Put these two together and states can ensure schools have the agile structure they need to
operate swiftly and effectively: flexibility so there aren’t hurdles to making the decisions leaders
need to make and autonomy to make those decisions at the school level, where they’re best able
to manage through the impact of a disruption. Instead of identifying a solution to a need and
being stymied by bureaucracy, schools could determine the right course of action and just...do it.
States and districts must empower schools with the flexibility and autonomy to make the
decisions needed to meet the challenges faced in their communities.

Prioritize development and time for talent.

States and districts
must empower
schools with the
flexibility and
autonomy to make
the decisions
needed to meet
the challenges
faced in their
communities.

Talent is what will get you through. Leaders who know this are apparent in every district and
school we looked at. Educators need meaningful feedback and opportunities for development
under normal circumstances, and this past year has only amplified that need. Certainly, in
some instances, educators were already familiar with teaching online or utilizing some of the
technology tools they would need for remote learning. But, nobody had a certification for
‘teaching in a pandemic’ in their portfolio.
Educators are being asked to teach and manage classrooms in ways they never expected, and
likely have never been trained. Even more difficult, many districts are taking a ‘hybrid’ approach
to reopening their schools that involves requiring teachers to teach live instruction both in the
classroom and online at the same time. It’s a herculean lift.
States can help by identifying and collecting the best professional development resources from
across the country. Districts can facilitate access to training opportunities, with a particular
focus on modifying instruction for remote learning. At the school level, educators should have
the opportunity to work in teams with solid peer coaching and mentoring. Above all, educators
must have time to collaborate to analyze student data, share pain points and solutions, and
review progress on an iterative basis. School and district leaders should ensure they have
policies in place to protect this critical collaboration time, even if it means adjusting hours
of instruction or the collective bargaining agreement. When circumstances are changing as
quickly as they are now, these practices help to assure your teams are on track and positioned
for ongoing success.
States and districts must coordinate the provision of professional development resources
and training opportunities, and ensure that every school has a professional development
plan in place and makes educator collaboration time a paramount priority.

Embrace technology and remove barriers early.
Schooling during the pandemic has exposed the inequities of the digital divide to a wider
audience than ever before. One third of K-12 students weren’t adequately connected for
remote learning; whether it was a lack of access to reliable broadband internet or a lack of a
device at home. Schools across the country have been forced to confront the challenge that
far too many of their families simply cannot engage in remote learning because they don’t have
access to the technology necessary.
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At this point, the solutions are straightforward (though complex in
implementation). First, access to technology should be universal.
n  Even without a pandemic, technology was increasingly

being used as an educational tool. When the school year was
disrupted last spring and schools were forced to close, it was
those schools that embraced technology the fastest that were
also able to resume instruction remotely in a matter of days.
n  Yet that still required most of those schools to solve for

access issues for their families in the moment; even the most
agile schools lost at least some time. Preparing for future
disruptions means addressing those issues now so that
access to the internet or a device isn’t a barrier to families.
n  Remote learning necessitates every student has access to

a computer, laptop, or tablet and reliable internet to stay
connected. Importantly, in nearly every school or district we
studied, community partners played a major role in assisting
schools with expanding access or distributing devices.
The second priority must be ensuring that technology is not a
barrier to staff, but rather an enabler.
n  This requires full integration of teaching and learning platforms

into instruction, development, evaluation, assessment,
feedback loops, workflow, and planning. The professional
development and team collaboration necessary to do this well
is substantial. And let’s be honest – students probably won’t be
the ones most challenged by whatever technology or platform
is used; adults will be the barrier to successful implementation
without training, practice, and support.
n  States can play a key role in facilitating access to resources

from around the country, as well as ensuring that
rules regarding seat time, evaluation, assessment, and
accountability are flexible enough to allow for schools to
make the adjustments they need without fearing they’ll be
out of compliance.
n  Districts should pay special attention to supporting schools

in mastering the instructional, classroom management,
and student engagement strategies that are different for
remote learning.
States, districts, schools, and community partners all have a
role to play in supporting educators, students, and families
with the tools and training they need to remain connected and
engaged in teaching and learning through any disruption.

Commit to transparency.
A frequent observation from review of the schools and districts
highlighted in this report is a demonstrable commitment to
transparency. From closing schools last spring to implementing
remote learning approaches to developing plans for the
20/21 school year, the systems who remained transparent
about decision-making and progress were better positioned
for success. This is intentional; agile leaders will tell you that
an embrace of transparency can be the difference maker
in whether the best teams, plans, and tools can effectively
combine. Transparency is the secret sauce.
Behind this commitment is a mix of policy and practice,
essentially a ‘way of doing business’ embedded across the
organization. On the front end, community engagement is
soliciting the best ideas and identifying potential barriers to
implementation that must be taken into account. Of course,
authentically engaging all stakeholders on the front end also
builds buy-in.
Importantly, community engagement shouldn’t be something
only done at the beginning before taking action. Regular
reporting-out is critical throughout – whether it’s stakeholder
survey feedback, benchmark and formative assessment data as
the year progresses, financial information, or challenges that
arise along the way. Putting out there what you’re doing well and
what you’re not, shows a willingness to be vulnerable and share
that further cultivates community trust. At the same, it provides
other people in your organization opportunities to help solve
problems and to lead – key components of fostering agility.
In short, leaders cannot put decision-making where it belongs,
develop talent, and empower their team with the information
they need to remain in alignment with the overall strategy without
real transparency. In the school context, parents empowered
with all of the information available can make the best decisions
for their students. School leaders also have the opportunity to
uncover and solve problems in an innovative and smart way
because they’re unlocking the full potential of their team.
School and district leaders should establish regular practices
for sharing data, soliciting feedback, and incorporating
input from their teams and stakeholders in order to cultivate
buy-in, power agile decision-making, and ensure lasting
cohesion around the organizational strategy.
EDUCATION ADAPTING IN A TIME OF DISRUPTION
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A

merica Succeeds’ vision is that every student
is prepared to succeed in a competitive global
economy and contribute to their local community.
Agile education systems have a critical role to play in
getting us there and so do we – our roles as business
leaders, policymakers, educators, community members, and
advocates are to support and scale the practices that allow
agility to thrive.
COVID-19 underscored the urgency of creating adaptable and
flexible school systems that can serve the diverse needs of
families, put students at the center of their learning, and offer
multiple pathways into the future of work. The pandemic also
exposed and further exacerbated many of the problems and
existing inequities within our schools.
Without thoughtful adaptations and an evolving approach,
remote learning is likely to be even more vulnerable to
the shortfalls that plague our traditional public education
system (lack of quality instruction, learning environments
not conducive to learning, etc.) for our most at-risk students
(students of color, low-income, and rural students).

An October 2020 survey conducted by Pew Research found
that 72 percent of K-12 parents from low-income households
are concerned about their children falling behind because
of the pandemic.58 Estimates suggest that while the average
learning loss may be around 7 months, it could be as great as
10 months for Black students and more than a year for lowincome students.59 High school stop-outs are far more likely to
become drop-outs. The impact of COVID-19-related learning
losses and higher drop-out rates will be felt in the United States
for decades.
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By 2040, most of the current K–12
cohort will be in the workforce and
estimates project learning loss to be
equal to a GDP loss of $173 billion to
$271 billion a year.

There is not only a strong moral imperative to rebound
from this crisis smarter and stronger than before, but also an
economic one. Prior to the pandemic, McKinsey estimated
the economic effects of the persistent achievement gap to
be equivalent to a permanent recession: ”By 2040, most of
the current K–12 cohort will be in the workforce. We estimate
a GDP loss of $173 billion to $271 billion a year – a 0.8 to 1.3
percent hit.”60
While the magnitude of what’s at stake can feel
overwhelming, we cannot let it stop us from taking action.
There is a proven, straightforward set of priorities for policy
and practice to push school systems further along the
spectrum of agility. There are also education leaders across
the country showing us the way. In the face of uncertainty,
incredible challenge, and heartbreak, is an opportunity to
propel us forward – an opportunity to build our resilience
muscle. And that opportunity should give us hope.
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