WD schools on same page

District officials use successful business models for strategic plan

by EILEEN MOZINSKI 

Can a little piece of paper unite students, teachers and administrators scattered across the school district with the largest land mass in the state?

Are a few paragraphs enough to eliminate a long history of political strife?

Some in the Western Dubuque County Community School District are beginning to think so.

"It might not look like much, but a lot of time and effort went into this," said Superintendent Jeff Corkery at a board meeting this week about a one-page strategic plan crafted to unify the district.

The idea is to test the power of words and use a plan based on successful business models that outlines the goals of everyone in the Western Dubuque district, from administrators to employees to students. 

"Without a clear sense of direction, how do the other departments and schools know what they're shooting for? Really what we're doing is applying the latest research and best practices of other organizations and bringing them into the educational setting," said Jay Marino, an assistant superintendent in the Cedar Rapids Community School District, who is helping facilitate WD's strategic plan. 

Marino works as a consultant for the formation of strategic plans in school districts across Iowa, Illinois and California. The action plans he recommends differ depending on the district. 

Language was the issue in a diverse Silicon Valley, Calif., district. In Western Dubuque, with its small towns scattered across a large amount of space, the focus is on alignment.

The idea is to condense goals into an abbreviated format so all the schools are working with the same purpose in mind.

"In turn, we can get every classroom and then we can get every student," Marino said. 

Like any good business plan, results depend on getting "every employee and stakeholder connected" and are measured based on the increase in the bottom line, according to Marino. 

In Western Dubuque's case, that means increased student achievement. 

When officials first began working on the project this year, there were some skeptics, like Drexler Middle School Principal Tim Showalter.

"I just thought, 'We're all over the place here. The left hand didn't know what the right hand was doing,' " he said. He doubted that a one-page strategic plan could connect a district where regions were referred to as "up north" or "down south."

He was even more dubious when Marino arrived for a meeting with a diagram of arrows pointing in all different directions and then flipped to a slide of one arrow pointed in one direction, which Marino said was the objective. 

"I thought, 'How in the world is he going to do that?' " Showalter said. 

But as discussions progressed, Showalter said he became "a believer." 

"It's amazing. It's one of the best things in all my tenure here to bring a kind of cohesiveness to the administration and faculty," Showalter said. "This is about bus drivers and classroom teachers and kids. It's really about everybody."

Corkery sought input from everyone in the district, and various groups put together the plan based on those hopes and concerns. 

"By the nature of that, you create ownership," Marino said. 

He commended those in the district for their willingness to evaluate themselves, but said it could take several years before major changes are visible.

"Any significant change takes three to five years. It took us years to get into the situation we're in, and it will take time to get back out," he said.
