


A sizeable number of K–12 districts are 
looking to transform teaching and learning 
by making education more personal, relevant, 
and deeply engaging for students through the 
use of technology. But leading such a large-
scale change involves significant challenges.

Whether they are acquiring digital devices 
and investing in software to help personalize 
instruction for students or buying digital 
curriculum solutions to implement blended 
learning, districts are actively implementing 
new teaching and learning strategies. And 
while their goals are achievable, integrating 
multiple initiatives and disparate resources 
into daily instruction isn’t easy.

Many school districts struggle because their 
leaders underestimate the challenges of 
designing, implementing, and managing 
change. This white paper describes eight 
key suggestions for helping to make K–12 
digital transformations successful as districts 
transition to new ways of teaching and 
learning.



A CLEAR VISION
Too often, school districts purchase 
technology without first establishing a 
clear vision for why they need it or how it 
will support their instruction. The vision 
for instruction should drive the use of 
technology, not the other way around. Some 
districts have invested in technology only 
to find that it merely automated parts of 
the process but did not change instructional 
practice or learning outcomes.

Begin at the beginning. What do you want instruction and learning to look 
like in your district? What do you want teachers and students to be able to 
do? What pedagogies, instructional strategies, and learning models do you 
want to support?

Most educators believe that personalized learning will increase student 
engagement and lead to better learning outcomes. We want to prepare our 
students to compete in a global world by developing their ability to direct 
and drive their own learning, problem solve, think critically, collaborate, and 
communicate with each other in meaningful ways.

To organize themselves to deliver new, 21st century outcomes, districts have 
to make a massive shift in systems, structures, and processes. In order for 
a technology initiative to be successful, district leaders need to create and 
share a compelling vision for the future.



A SYSTEMATIC PLAN 
Transforming K–12 instruction and learning 
is a monumental task. A strong district vision 
for what teaching and learning should look 
like is an essential start, but beyond the big 
picture, K–12 leaders need to clearly define 
steps and measurable goals for how to make 
the transition.

Virtually every district has a legacy of failed or partly successful technology 
initiatives. Champions who are no longer there, systems that don’t 
communicate with one another, and lack of enthusiasm are common reasons 
for disappointing results. Determining how to phase out legacy systems that 
no longer serve their purpose is one task district leaders must take on as 
they plan their transition.

One of the most common reasons projects fail is that they have inadequate 
scope and unclear objectives. It is vitally important to identify the 
technologies and teaching strategies that will help districts achieve their 
goals of creating more personalized learning experiences. And the best way 
to do this is to develop a comprehensive implementation plan with clearly 
defined goals, objectives, and actions.

An effective plan begins with a needs assessment and then maps goals, 
objectives, and actions to meet these needs. Actions should be defined for 
every employee, and leaders must make sure that each person understands 
his or her role in helping to achieve the transformation. The plan also should 
include a project timeline, milestones for measuring progress, and criteria 
for evaluating success.



CONTINUAL 
COMMUNICATION
If employees don’t understand the vision or 
the implementation plan, they are unlikely to 
get behind the instructional transformation. 
Ongoing and consistent communication is 
essential for developing this understanding.

According to Prosci, a business management consulting firm that has been 
studying why projects succeed or fail for nearly two decades, the greatest 
contributor to project success is “active and visible executive sponsorship.” 
The company defines this as leaders providing compelling justification for 
why the change is happening and communicating a clear understanding of 
the goals and objectives of the change, among other attributes.

Communication is essential not only among staff but among all stakeholders, 
including parents, board members, and the community at large. School 
districts need to communicate effectively their vision, goals, and the reasons 
behind these goals across all stakeholder groups. Transparency and being 
open about what is and is not working are also key.



BUY-IN FROM 
STAKEHOLDERS
Prosci has found that the top obstacle 
to change is employee resistance. While 
resistance often occurs because employees 
don’t understand the goals of the project 
or why it’s important to them, there can be 
other reasons as well, including fear of what 
it means for them as individuals.

Getting teachers to buy in to the district’s vision of instructional 
transformation is critical to success. Asking teachers to change 
how they’ve been teaching for dozens of years is difficult. 
Districts need to provide systematic and structured support 
that helps teachers establish small wins so that the bigger wins 
become possible.

For instance, teachers or other staff members might be apprehensive 
about the unknown; they might not support the plan because they did 
not have input into its creation; or they might believe the change involves 
too much complexity or gives them too much responsibility. Letting 
teachers collaborate, helping them to transition their practice and improve 
student outcomes, and providing them with something they haven’t had 
before—such as timely, actionable student performance data—can be very 
persuasive.

Parents can also help a district succeed or fail in new initiatives. Smart 
districts include parents and recruit their energy and enthusiasm to help 
improve their children’s learning experiences.



ADEQUATE TRAINING  
AND SUPPORT
Teachers need plenty of professional 
development and support to transform 
their instruction and learn new systems and 
processes They need time to learn, create, and 
explore new digital tools; they need hands-
on coaching and mentoring; and they need 
ongoing support from peer networks and 
just-in-time online training opportunities to 
sustain the transformation.

One leading superintendent says, “To get the kind of graduates we want, our 
teachers have to be different and our leadership style needs to be different.”
But, too often, the training and support teachers get from administrators 
is “erratic,” Education Week reports. Training often consists of single-event 
workshops, with no support or follow-through to build on or reinforce this 
instruction.

Shifting professional development from an ineffective workshop model to a 
program of ongoing and continuous professional learning—including training 
delivered through the same platform they’re using to teach their students—
creates a model for teachers to follow when providing instruction to their 
students. 



A COMMITMENT TO 
MAKING THE TIME
All of us want instant results, but managing 
change takes time. There is a high frequency 
of turnover for district superintendents: three 
to five years, on average. That’s not a lot of 
time to accomplish a major transformation. 
As a result, leaders are under pressure 
to make a big impact in a short space of 
time. The window they have to transform 
instructional practices is compressed, making 
it vital to choose solutions that can start 
paying off immediately.

In leading transformation, K–12 leaders should carve out time for teachers 
to learn new technologies and collaborate with colleagues, but they also 
should be sensitive to the fact that many teachers already feel overwhelmed 
with what they are currently asked to do.

In his book Leading Change in Your School, Douglas Reeves writes: “The 
process must be both additive and subtractive. … Leaders must identify 
what they can stop doing before asking their colleagues to take on a new 
change initiative.” In other words, adding new processes or systems without 
removing existing ones is not a realistic model for success.



EASY-TO-USE INTEGRATED 
TECHNOLOGY
The technology supporting your instructional 
transformation must be simple and intuitive, 
or your staff won’t use it. But it also should 
align with your needs. One key to success will 
be the relationship between the technology 
team and the instructional curriculum team. 
In the past, these areas have tended to be 
silos, each with their favorite programs, and 
there was little or no communication between 
them—much less interoperability

Ideally, the technology you choose should be easy to use and should make 
teachers’ jobs easier—while empowering them to teach (and students to 
learn) more effectively. Consider moving to a single system that can enable 
multiple initiatives. Streamlining the number of different programs and 
replacing siloed applications with an integrated system used for multiple 
purposes will help your teachers be more efficient and effective.



FOCUS AND FOLLOW-
THROUGH
Lack of follow-through is another common 
roadblock to instructional transformation. 
Other priorities too often get in the way, 
and the commitment to achieving the 
goals eventually fades. This happens a lot 
when there is a change in top-level district 
leadership.

Effective leadership involves sticking to your plan without distractions. Your 
actions, and not just your words, reflect your priorities—and how you focus 
your time and resources defines your district’s values. Every decision should 
be weighed against the district’s vision for how teachers should teach and 
students should learn

A widely held commitment to sharing and executing the district’s plan to 
improve teaching and learning will keep progress on track, even with a 
change in leadership. Keep the end in mind, continually work toward the 
goal, and celebrate the mileposts along the way. If you’ve communicated 
your vision successfully, shown teachers the benefits of the change, and 
made it simple for them by replacing multiple systems with a single digital 
platform, then sustaining the transformation will be much easier, because 
teachers won’t want to go back to their old way of doing things.



THE NEED FOR EFFECTIVE CHANGE 
MANAGEMENT

The lack of any one or more of these key strategies can 
lead to a failed instructional initiative. All of them are 
key components of effective leadership through change. 
Districts are asking their employees to explore new ways 
of doing things, and specifically they’re asking teachers 
to change instructional practices that have been in place 
for decades. It can be a daunting task, but managing 
the change process effectively is critical to creating new 
teaching and learning practices that will result in improved 
student outcomes.

A high-quality change management process involves 
establishing a vision and a plan, communicating these to 
all stakeholders and gaining their support, and creating the 
right environment for initiatives to succeed. Intentional 
leadership and ongoing support for all the stakeholders 
during the transition will help create the right kind of 
environment for success.

A key aspect of creating the right environment is having 
a platform that can tie together curriculum, instruction, 
personalized learning, professional development, and 
communication within a single, easy-to-use digital 
ecosystem where teachers can access everything they 
need to deliver differentiated and personalized instruction 
and where they can also find the support they need for 
themselves as professional learners.

 
The Bartholomew Consolidated School Corporation 
in Indiana, for example, has replaced several disparate 
technology systems with a single learning management 
system from itslearning, allowing teachers to plan and 
manage their instruction and assessment from one 
platform. Teachers have access to all of the district’s 
curriculum resources within a central library, and they can 
provide multiple ways for their students to access content 
and receive instruction.

Making the instructional process both easier and more 
powerful for teachers has resulted in near-universal 
adoption, allowing teachers to deliver more personalized 
learning to meet their students’ needs, says Director of 
Technology Mike Jamerson. “On any given week, you’ll see 
95 percent of our staff and students signed in and using 
the system,” he says.

To learn about the best practices Jamerson and other K–12 
leaders have used in approaching change management in 
their districts—including strategies that have been proven 
to work for building support among staff and helping 
teachers to take ownership of the transformation process—
download the ebook “How an Enterprise LMS Is the Key to 
Leading School Transformation Successfully.”
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