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2019-20 School Redesign Request for Information 
Deadline:  Tuesday 9/3 @ 5:00 pm 
 
Submission Questions 

I. Cover Page (see appendix) 
II. Narrative Responses 

Management Partner Category Submissions:  
 

1. Identify which of the following roles your organization can serve (list all that apply): 
1. Partial management: Turnaround leadership 
2.  Other: 
3.  

2. Is your organization’s primary interest and area of expertise in school-level management, district-
level management, or both?  

 
Some schools beat the odds by “doing school” in new ways. But for every school and every child to 
thrive, we need to change the odds by creating strategic school systems. Restructuring the use of 
people, time, and money makes this possible. 

 
Education Resource Strategies (ERS) is a national nonprofit that partners with district, school and 
state leaders to transform how they use resources (people, time and money) to create strategic 
school systems that enable every school to prepare every child for tomorrow, no matter their race 
or income. 

 
As our mission suggests, we take a system-level view of school improvement and turnaround. Our 
experience and research on national turnaround efforts emphasis the importance of system-level 
redesign in supporting sustainable school improvement. We believe that systems must be able to 
identify schools in need of support, sufficiently invest in their improvement, and empower high-
capacity school leaders with flexibilities and supports. But how systems do this, and what individual 
schools’ organize around, is highly dependent on the individual school and system context, which 
is why in our typical partnerships, we begin with a deep analysis of resource use and system-level 
enabling conditions, which helps to identify barriers to improve student outcomes. As we work at 
the district level to improve those conditions, we may also partner directly with a subset of schools 
to create proof-points within the district of what is possible for schools in reorganizing resources 
around strategic priorities. This dual approach enables us to identify and lift up additional 
challenges at the school level that the system must address in order to scale and sustainably 
support strategic school designs beyond just a few schools. 

 
We’ve also partnered with multiple districts as part of state redesign and improvement efforts, in 
cases where the state has articulated a common instructional or programmatic strategy for 
systems. In this type of engagement, we still start with diagnostics at the systems level to 
understand the unique context and challenges in each district, and then provide tailored 
implementation support to multiple schools across districts that are working toward a common goal. 
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3. How will you differentiate your services to meet the unique needs of schools and districts in 
Colorado, especially those with historically underserved students?  

 
Since 2004, ERS has worked hand-in-hand with the leaders of over 40 school systems across the 
country on strategic school and system design. These systems range from small, rural districts in 
Louisiana to large urban districts such as Denver, Palm Beach County, Memphis, Baltimore and 
Boston, to mid-sized districts such as Hartford, Cambridge, and South Bend.  
 
Our work starts with an analysis of existing strategy and resource allocation and enabling conditions in 
schools and systems mapped against best practice. This data-driven approach enables us to tailor our 
work to student and teacher needs, while marrying those needs with our deep understanding based on 
more than a decade of this work of what equitable resource use looks and what it takes to prioritize 
strategic investments within limited resource contexts to improve outcomes for students. As a result, 
our findings and guidance are highly customized to individual district contexts. 

 
We’ve also worked with individual schools to help them make strategic decisions about their resources 
through a similar approach. We support cohorts of schools through a school design planning process 
that starts with a needs assessment and identification of resource priorities. Once schools have a deep 
understanding of their needs, and identify the strategies that will best address them, we provide tools 
and resources to help schools design sustainable budget, staffing, and schedule plans to implement 
their designs. 

 
Our non-profit status enables a different kind of partnership with districts and schools: one where we 
participate in the transformation struggle, create insights together, and share lessons with others. 
 
4. When considering partnering with a school or district that you have not partnered with before, what 

would be the key aspects or conditions of an agreement you would need to have in place with the 
district (or authorizer) to make your school successful? 

  
When working with a new district, we must first develop a deep understanding of the district’s needs 
and priorities, often through a set of diagnostics and analyses of their resource use patterns. Once we 
identify the most critical enabling conditions for the district to support school-level transformation , we 
are most successful in supporting implementation when the district has committed investment from its 
leadership team (including chief and cabinet level staff across finance, human capital, academics and 
others) to deeply engage with us on the work, and has demonstrated a growth-orientation towards 
improving the role of the system as a service provider and strategy partner to schools. 

 
With individual school partnerships, we find the most impact in our work when schools (or the district) 
has articulated its theory of action of what effective teaching and learning looks like and has a 
partnership in place with a high-quality instructional provider (such as TNTP, SAP, Leading Educators, 
or others) to guide specific design decisions about how schools need to reorganize for improvement.  
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ERS has defined a set of “readiness conditions” for school-level engagements, which we use not as 
prerequisites, but as a way for us to understand the nature of the challenge in schools, so that we can 
tailor our work appropriately. These include districts and schools having access to high-quality 
curricular materials, a rigorous and consistently applied evaluation systems for teachers and 
administrators, and a minimum set of school-level flexibilities that allow school leaders to make 
decisions about their resources in service of student need.  
 
5. Describe your experience working with other third-party providers to support coherent school and 

district improvement. 
  

Collaboration with change agents in the field is a core component of ERS’ mission and strategy. We 
are proud that we have cultivated a reputation as a strong partner. For example, our Alliance for 
Resource Equity project, funded by the Raikes, Hewlett and Kellogg Foundations, is built on a 
foundation of close partnership with The Education Trust to improve resource use equity in districts 
across the country. We are partnering with Empower Schools to create governance models in South 
Bend, Indiana and then develop the enabling conditions to create strategic school designs within that 
environment. We have worked with TNTP to incorporate their metrics on school instructional climate 
into our strategic assessments and monitoring in every district where we both work. There are many 
other examples. 

 
Of particular relevance is that, as part of the Charles & Lynn Schusterman Family Foundation’s teacher 
professional learning PLC, we have partnered closely with Leading Educators, Instruction Partners and 
Student Achievement Partners to ensure the right set of conditions exist for professional learning for 
teachers and instructional improvement. Our approach to resource use strategy is an important 
complement to other third-party providers with specific design or instructional expertise. For example, 
in Tulsa Public Schools, we partner with Leading Educators to help schools implement rigorous 
content-based collaboration cycles. In that partnership, Leading Educators provides the instructional 
expertise and training for teachers and leaders, while we support schools in reorganizing their staffing 
plans, budgets, and schedules to enable 90 minutes of collaborative planning for content-based teams, 
and secure funding for teacher leader stipends in all participating schools. At the district level, we have 
helped Tulsa’s central office determine what types of district office roles need to exist to support 
different dimensions of school improvement based on their strategic priorities and how to reallocate 
resources to fund those roles. 
 
In another example, we partnered with Student Achievement Partners (SAP) in Shelby County Schools 
to implement cycles of continuous improvement in schools where we helped execute new instructional 
designs. As a leader in standards-based instruction, SAP was able to provide expert feedback to 
teachers and school leaders based on classroom observations, while ERS provided the structures and 
routines for systematically reflecting on classroom data and action planning for changes to improve 
implementation, as well as identifying  gaps in resource use to address in the next budgeting cycle. 

 
For schools and districts operating on short-term grants or temporary infusions of support and capital, 
ERS provides a unique expertise in ensuring durable designs and sustainable capacity in improvement 
work after start-up and transition funds go away. We are currently supporting several Networks for 
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School Improvement, including California Education Partners, CORE districts in California and High-
Tech High Graduate School of Education, through a Bill & Melinda Gates-funded project to map out 
sustainable paths for their school improvement efforts. 

 
In this sense, we are well positioned to partner with any third-party provider working with schools in 
turnaround environments to support coherent school and district improvement. 
 
6. Describe your experience, if any, working with Alternative Education Campuses (AECs) or 

alternative high schools. 
  

Through our district diagnostic and implementation work, we have analyzed resource contexts across 
all school types- including alternative schools- and have helped systems understand the unique needs 
of alternative schools with regard to funding and support structures.  

 
We have had limited direct school support for alternative schools. Recently in Tulsa, we worked with 
Tulsa Learning Academy, an alternative high school offering flexible, non-traditional, virtual learning 
experiences, to implement a project-based learning pilot for a subset of students to improve students’ 
feeling of belonging and deepen the virtual learning experience.  
 
7. Describe your experience, if any, working with online schools 

 
Similar to the response above, our district work cuts across all school types, including virtual and online 
schools. To date, we have not worked directly with a fully virtual or online school to support school 
improvement efforts. 
 

  
III. Capacity 

 
Does your organization currently have the capacity to serve additional schools and districts in 
Colorado? If yes, indicate how many new schools or districts your current capacity would allow for. If 
no, explain what additional capacity you would need to put in place, and any other constraints such as 
timelines or minimum participating schools or districts.  

  
ERS is the only organization with more than ten years of experience working with the leading school 
systems in the country on strategic resource allocation. We are staffed by approximately forty district 
and state technical assistance providers with a unique blend of strengths: we look for talented, 
motivated individuals with both analytic expertise and a deep understanding of public education. Many 
of our team members have been public school teachers or administrators. Team members also bring 
experience and education in public policy and research, both before ERS and at ERS. We regularly 
publish research and findings in order to inform the broader field. Our leadership team brings a blended 
background from the top private-sector strategy consulting firms (Bain, McKinsey, and Parthenon) and 
district leadership (Budget Director of DC Public Schools).  
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ERS has the capacity to serve districts and schools in Colorado across a range of supports and 
services. In a typical partnership, ERS works with a district to support a cohort of schools (typically 4-6 
schools) with direct school planning and redesign support, while simultaneously engaging district staff 
in the priorities for improvement at the system level.  As mentioned above, this hybrid approach allows 
us to use our direct school support to inform system-level enabling conditions that need to be 
addressed to support sustainable system-level improvements in student outcomes. Based on 
committed work for the 19-20 school year, ERS could reasonably support two districts with up to 10 
schools in direct school-facing support with district-level enabling conditions diagnostic and 
implementation work.  In future years, ERS could support 4 or more districts in a similar partnership, as 
long as there is sufficient notice (at least six months) of the intended partnership. 

  
While ERS has structured engagements in different ways- for example, we’ve also supported individual 
schools across multiple districts with lighter-touch school design support on a common set of design 
choices- it is more difficult to quantify our capacity for those types of engagements, as they vary greatly 
in the scope and depth of the proposed work. We benefit from economies of scale- and have the 
greatest impact - when our work is organized around a single district or around a common 
improvement strategy across districts and schools. We encourage schools and districts to contact us if 
they are interested in partnership and we are confident we can work to design a project scope that 
meets their unique needs.  

 
  

IV. Evidence of Track Record of Improved Student and School Outcomes 
 

Describe your organization’s track record in dramatically improving schools or districts and radically 
increasing outcomes for targeted groups of students. Include a description of the criteria and the data 
that you use to determine the impact of your work. Highlight the context and location of where this work 
has occurred. 

 
ERS believes that by transforming the way resources are used at the system and school level, schools 
will more effectively organize to improve instructional practice, which in turn will improve student 
outcomes for all students. We are committed to assessing our impact in these areas using both leading 
and lagging indicators and industry-standard metrics. 

 
To evaluate our success in advancing more strategically aligned resources in districts, ERS quantifies 
the percent of district budgets that are identified for savings and reallocation as a result of our work. 
ERS Strategic Resource Map analyses typically identify between 5%-10% of district budgets for 
savings or reallocation, which translates to $30 million and $70+ million. ERS data also helps districts 
advocate for crucial funding support. In Baltimore, our work was instrumental in making the case for a 
city and state deal that infused $180 million of funding over three years to offset the district’s significant 
budget gap and enable the district to make strategic investments. 

 
Another way we assess changes in resource use is through measures of increased equity and flexibility 
over school-level resources. In Cleveland, for example, we helped design and implement a student-
based budgeting model where dollars are allocated based on student enrollment and need. School 
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leaders now control 71% of their school budgets, vs. 2% previously, and have significantly more 
flexibility in how they use their resources. 

 
Through the use of our Strategic Snapshot assessment, ERS is able to collect and track improvements 
in system conditions and practice and resource use for over 20 districts for whom we’ve conducted the 
initial assessment. Out of the 150+ metrics in the assessment, which are based on industry research 
on the critical conditions for improving student learning in systems, ERS identifies and tracks a subset 
of metrics for each district based on the targeted areas of focus of our partnership with them. In a few 
districts- including Denver and Tulsa- we’ve recalculated all 150 metrics in order to help the district 
track its own continuous improvement efforts over time. 

 
When our work involves direct coaching and support to schools, we can track specific school-level 
changes to resource use that lead to changes in instructional practice. Indicators of student 
improvement can take several years to see, so in the meantime, we use a set of leading indicators, 
such as teacher retention and principal satisfaction, when possible. In Oakland, our analysis revealed 
in 2015 that half of the district’s high schools had schedules that prevented a typical student from 
taking the courses needed to graduate on time. We supported OUSD in changing the master schedule 
so that every student in Oakland today can access the courses required for graduation. The scheduling 
issue also catalyzed deeper school design work, such as staffing changes to support the new 
schedules. 

 
In Tulsa, we’ve been able to track progress on school-level resource use changes and collect 
preliminary data on improvements to instructional practice. As of 2019, 100% of cohort schools had 
reorganized schedules for 90-minutes of collaborative planning time for shared-content teams, 100% of 
those teams were supported by an instructional expert, and ~90% of those experts demonstrated 
sufficient expertise in the content and grade band. For those schools, Leading Educators’ observations 
have indicated that 70% of schools are on pace with instructional practice improvements. Teacher 
retention has also increased in those schools. Though it is too early to measure meaningful changes in 
student outcomes, those indicators suggest positive signs of future student learning improvements. 

 
Similarly, in Memphis, we’ve been able to track school-level resource improvements and are in the 
process of measuring instructional practice and other leading indicators of student improvement. As of 
2019, two-thirds of cohort schools secured 90 minutes of collaborative planning time in their schedule 
and have content experts supporting those teams, and 100% of schools secured an hour weekly for 
instructional experts to spend improving their own practice. 

 
We also believe partner satisfaction is an important measure of our impact and value. Since 2016, 75% 
of superintendents we partnered with and 68% of district leaders at all levels answered 9 or 10 on a 
scale of 10 in answer to the question “How likely are you to recommend ERS to a peer?” We also have 
high levels of continued engagement; 70% of ERS partners in the past three years have renewed an 
initial engagement to focus deeply in a specific area, demonstrating the value of an ERS partnership.  
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Self-assess the evidence base for the interventions your organization provides using the following 
Evidence-Based Intervention (EBI) tiers as outlined in ESSA. Which EBI tier best describes your work, and 
why? 
  
ERS’s theory of action focuses on defining the repeatable school-level systems, structures, and routines—
and the resource allocation decisions that follow them—that support delivery of high-quality and standards-
aligned teaching and learning. To implement these strategic school designs at scale, a district must create 
enabling structures, such as: funding systems that ensure schools receive appropriate resources based on 
student needs and have the flexibility to organize them to achieve an instructional vision; a planning and 
budgeting process that integrates academic and resource decisions and sequences them logically; and 
support for school leaders and supervisors to help them develop, implement, and evolve strategic school 
designs.  
 
Based on extensive review of research and more than a decade of ERS analysis we learned that high 
performing schools consistently address six key, interrelated resource strategies: 
 

1. High-quality teacher collaboration: Organize teachers and teams to maximize student and 
teacher learning 

2. Talent management and teacher leadership: Attract and retain the best teachers and design and 
assign roles and responsibilities to match skills to school and student need 

3. Personalized time and attention: Match student grouping, learning time, technology and program 
to individual student needs 

4. Whole child: Organize to ensure students are deeply known and integrate more intensive social 
and emotional support where necessary 

5. Growth-oriented adult culture: Grow a collaborative culture where teachers and leaders share 
ownership of a common instructional vision and student learning 

6. Instructional core: Rigorous, college-and-career-ready standards with effective curricula, 
instructional strategies, and assessments to achieve them 

 
ERS’ theory of action and project design is grounded in the existing research in two important ways. First, 
research demonstrates that each of the six essentials of school design have positive effects on student 
learning. It is more difficult to track the impact of system level interventions on individual students, but 
promising results are emerging. For example, in the District of Columbia Public Schools, a new evaluation 
system increased attrition of lower performing teachers and retention of higher performing teachers. Yet 
while each of these strategies yields improvements, none alone are sufficient to close achievement gaps 
and ensure that all students are college and career ready. 
 
The second way that research informs ERS’ theory of action is the mounting research showing the 
importance of coherency in design; that is, a comprehensive set of practices and conditions can lead to 
dramatic student achievement increases. While each of the approaches cited above have been 
demonstrated to be effective in individual studies, it has been more difficult to implement them successfully 
at scale across all teachers or schools in a district or across multiple districts. Why is this? Interventions are 
often undertaken in isolation, without fully understanding or accounting for the interdependencies among 
different pieces of the school ecosystems. For example, it is not enough to simply add learning time for 
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students or additional collaborative planning time for teachers. To make a difference, additional learning 
time must be accompanied by effective instructional practices, and collaborative planning time must be 
used effectively.  
 
Therefore, ERS supports schools and districts looking to dramatically improve persistently low-performing 
schools by focusing on the essentials we know are backed by research, rather than prescribing a specific 
model or intervention, and by ensuring systems and schools are focused on transforming resources in 
support of a coherent set of design choices.  
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