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Helping Every School
Succeed for Every Student

A

nyone working to improve education knows that it is an immensely complicated
task. Today, public school systems are asked to reach ever-higher standards for

college and career readiness with limited resources, working with students with greater
needs. Often, they struggle to meet these 21st-century demands with structures and
practices left over from the 20th century. Some individual schools beat the odds,
but every child deserves the opportunity to attend an excellent school.

We believe that we can transform school systems so that every school
succeeds because of the system—not in spite of it. This new kind of school system
starts with student needs and allocates scarce resources like people, time, and money
to meet those needs in a sustainable way. That means setting up funding systems that
allocate dollars equitably, transparently, and flexibly to schools. It means hiring and
retaining great teachers and leaders who meet the district’s needs, and supporting
them professionally and through competitive compensation. It means redesigning
the school schedules and staffing models so that students receive more personalized
learning and teachers more time to collaborate. And it may mean many other
fundamental, structural changes.
It also means that districts have the right data and qualitative evidence to understand
the structures and policies that affect how schools support teachers and students, and
identify opportunities to shift resources to where they will have the most impact. Just
like in medicine, where doctors perform diagnostic tests to determine the appropriate
treatment, school system leaders need a meaningful set of questions and metrics to
guide them as they reconstruct their systems for the 21st century.
For the past 10 years, Education Resource Strategies (ERS) has partnered with nearly
30 districts to assess their challenges and devise solutions. We have seen the vast array
of challenges, as well as beacons of hope. Drawing lessons from this experience and
from our extensive data set, we created School System 20/20: a vision for school
system success, a series of assessments, and a review process that allows districts to
measure and monitor their structure and policy, as well their resource use—including
people, time, and money—to support excellent instruction.

What Is School System 20/20?
School System 20/20 is a framework for redesigning school systems so that every school succeeds
for every student. It is made up of three parts:
• A vision of school system success, comprising seven key areas of transformation
(as described on the following page)
• A diagnostic that includes qualitative and quantitative assessments to help districts
measure and track their progress in creating the conditions that promote practices
and resource use to support excellent instruction
•A
 process for reviewing those assessments and collaboratively identifying changes
to system conditions and practices that will lead to improved student performance

School System 20/20 is based on our years of experience working with a diverse array of school
systems, our extensive collection of data from those districts, and published research on what
works best for students.
It is not a one-size-fits-all recipe or another “magic bullet” initiative to layer on top of others.
It is a data-informed, holistic framework for strategic planning, one that helps districts rebuild
their school systems from the inside out. No two school systems that take the School System
20/20 approach will look alike. But each will be the kind of district that sets a clear strategy and
theory of action, is willing to transform “legacy” structures and policies, chooses strategies to
better align resources to student needs, and continuously evaluates and adjusts. We believe
this process will lead to improving outcomes for every child, in every school.
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The Vision
From this:
STANDARDS AND INTRUCTION

Inconsistent standards that
don’t prepare kids to think critically,
creatively, or collaboratively.
TEACHING

Isolated job, limited opportunities
for growth or teaming, and career
and compensation paths unconnected
to performance or contribution.
SCHOOL DESIGN

A one-size-fits-all learning
environment with rigid schedules
and class sizes that don’t
accommodate different learning needs.
LEADERSHIP

Limited autonomy, flexibility, and
support that do little to develop
and reward strong leadership.
SCHOOL SUPPORT

Central office focused on compliance
and oversight rather than productive
partnerships with schools.

FUNDING

Wide funding variances across
schools, even after adjusting for
differences in student needs.

PARTNERS

Schools struggling to provide
the full range of social, emotional,
health, and other services.

To this:

Rigorous, college-and-career-ready standards
with effective curricula, instructional
practices, and assessments to achieve them.

Selective hiring, development, and
strategic assignment to schools and
teams. Career path and compensation
enable growth and reward contribution.

Schools with restructured teams and
schedules; personalized learning and
support that responds to student needs
and promotes instructional collaboration.

Leadership roles with clear goals,
accountability and career paths, and the
flexibility and support to achieve results.

A central office that serves as a strategy
partner, leveraging data to increase
efficiency and identify best practices.

Systems that allocate resources—people,
time, and money—equitably, according
to student and school needs.

Partnering with families, community
institutions, youth service organizations,
and online instructors to serve
students’ needs.

The Diagnostic
The School System 20/20 diagnostic seeks to provide a meaningful picture of district structure and
policy, as well as resource allocation. It is composed of four assessments:
Landscape

System Structure
and Policy

Practice and
Resource Use

Impact

How hard is the
district’s challenge
relative to comparable
districts?

Has the district
created the
conditions for
change?

Are resources
actually used
strategically?

Are the district’s
efforts working?

t
Questions cover the seven areas of transformation:
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The System Structure and Policy assessment and the Practice and Resource Use assessment
include several key questions with qualitative and quantitative metrics for each question. The
metrics are completed through interviews with district leaders, analysis of key data, and some
contextual research. There is also a principal survey that allows the district to understand how
school leaders see similar questions and metrics. For example:
System Structure and Policy

Practice and Resource Use

Area

Teaching

Area

School Design

Principle

Hiring and Assignment

Principle

Instructional Time

Key Question

Does the hiring process and timeline
allow schools to attract top talent?

Key Question

Are master schedules aligned with
student learning needs?

Sample Metrics

• Qualitative: Does the district track the
quality of teacher candidate sources and
support hiring accordingly?

Sample Metrics

• Qualitative: Do below-proficient students
get additional time in math and ELA?

• Quantitative: Percent of teaching
vacancies that have been filled three
months prior to the start of the school year
• Principal Survey: Does the district’s
hiring timeline allow me to attract
top talent to my school?

• Quantitative: Percent of below-proficient
students with greater than average time
in math
• Principal Survey: Which of the following
practices around time are consistently
used in your school to provide additional
support to struggling students? (List of
practices, including intervention block,
double blocking, etc.)

While all of these measures are to some degree imprecise, simply asking the questions of key
leaders and principals can yield a “directionally correct” estimate of where the district stands that
can be further verified through more investigation.
To see the full set of questions and metrics, visit ERStrategies.org: Assessments and Metrics.

The Diagnostic CONTINUED
School System 20/20 Report Card: The output of the assessments is a School System 20/20
“report card” that summarizes the district’s strengths and areas for growth. It also allows district
leaders to see how their responses compare to peer districts in ERS’ database. The report card
is meant as a starting place for more investigation and discussion, not a premade solution set.
School System 20/20 Report Card
This chart summarizes progress made by Lawrence
between 2011 (pre-receivership) and 2014 as reflected
by the School System 20/20 assessment tools.

SYSTEM STRUCTURES
AND POLICIES
2011

STANDARDS AND
INSTRUCTION

2014

Curriculum

PRACTICE AND
RESOURCE USE
2011

2014

N/A

N/A

Formative Assessments
N/A

Instructional Practice

TEACHING

E
L
P

Defining/Measuring Effectiveness
Hiring & Assignment
Compensation & Career Path

M
A
S
Professional Growth

SCHOOL DESIGN

Capacity

N/A

N/A

N/A

N/A

N/A

N/A

Transparency

N/A

N/A

Portfolio

N/A

N/A

N/A

N/A

Flexibility

Instructional Time

Individual Attention

Teaching Effectiveness

N/A

N/A

Special Populations

LEADERSHIP

Defining/Measuring Effectiveness
Career Path & Compensation
Professional Growth

SCHOOL SUPPORT

School Evaluation & Support
Integrated Data

FUNDING

PARTNERS

Service Quality & Efficiency

N/A

N/A

Turnaround

N/A

N/A

Equity

Community Resources
Family Engagement

ERS used the School System 20/20 framework to assess progress in Lawrence Public Schools,
located outside Boston. Lawrence entered state receivership in 2011, and so for this analysis,
we compared its position before receivership with three years after.

The Process
ERS works with district leaders to conduct the School System 20/20 Diagnostic. The process includes:
Analysis:
• Review publicly available information to help us understand
the landscape (including political and labor factors and a
review of the district’s strategic plan)

The School System 20/20
Diagnostic was created to be an
expedited version of our yearlong
Strategic District Resource Map.

• Interview key stakeholders

It focuses on the key metrics we

• Request and analyze key data, including:

have seen drive change, and can

– Student: Demographics, enrollment, performance
– Financial: Expenditures/budget, payroll

be used as a starting point for a
comprehensive Resource Map
consulting project.

–H
 uman Resources: Demographics, experience, performance
–C
 ourse Schedule: Use of time for students and teachers
throughout the day
• Administer an optional principal survey
Insight and Recommendations:
• Present the district with the full results of the assessment and report card
• Facilitate up to two sessions with district leadership to interpret results of the assessments,
define priorities that the results suggest, and plan next steps to change system conditions
and practices to better align resources to student and teacher needs
Because every school system is unique, ERS does not present a predetermined set of
recommendations; we work with district leaders to truly understand the results and their
implications, and recommend key metrics for future tracking. Some examples of how we work
include guiding district leaders to where more data might be needed, better supporting school
leaders in reorganizing staff and schedules to meet student and teacher needs, or helping the
district identify key resource trade-offs, such as how small schools fit within their portfolio.
We expect this process to take 60–90 days, during which time ERS staff will need time with
members of the district leadership to conduct interviews and discuss results, and time with
data managers to answer data-related questions.

Contact Us
system2020@ERStrategies.org
617.607.8000
We welcome the opportunity to partner with your district and apply the School System 20/20
approach to better align resources and generate a significant impact for your students,
your schools, and your communities.

