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Introduction:  

Why This  
Toolkit Exists 

Targeted Improvement

Typical change processes are often too slow to address 
the immediate, urgent challenges facing many school 
communities; leaders and their teams need a more 
flexible, real-time approach. Developed in partnership with 
schools seeking to manage meaningful change amidst the 
COVID-19 pandemic, our toolkit offers a realistic process 
for leaders who don’t have time to stop managing their 
important day-to-day work. 

Authentic Inclusivity

Inclusivity is at the heart of this toolkit. Each step of the 
process is informed by deep engagement with the people 
who are most negatively affected by the challenges 
in schools – people who are often kept out of typical 
decision-making processes. Problem-centered rather 
than solution-centered, it will lead you to understand 
the challenges in your schools from those who are 
experiencing them and then to design solutions with and 
for those same people. This flexible, small-scale process 
is not intended to replace a thorough, community-led 
strategic visioning process, but rather can inform and 
complement one by making small but impactful changes 
in real-time. 

We hope that you’ll view this toolkit as a way to build 
critical muscles for ongoing, real-time, and continuous 
improvement towards more equitable and resilient 
teaching and learning.

School and system leaders undoubtedly want to remove 
barriers to equity, but it can often feel difficult to find the 
right time to make these changes. However, we believe 
that school and system leaders can make meaningful 
positive change in their schools even under very 
challenging circumstances with the right team, tools, 
and process – without waiting for the perfect time to do 
so. Developed through support of school systems in their 
urgent response to the COVID-19 pandemic, this toolkit 
provides leaders with a realistic, inclusive, and rapid 
process for making targeted improvement toward more 
equitable and resilient teaching and learning – in any 
context – through a series of guided activities paired with 
examples from real schools.

This toolkit reflects ideas from a number of design 
processes (see Appendix: Gratitude), but the Real-Time 
Redesign process is unique in its focus on practical 
application of three key areas within a school context:

Equity & Resiliency

This toolkit seeks to help teams make meaningful change 
that results in more students, especially those furthest 
from opportunity, receiving what they need; it also focuses 
on developing systems for teaching and learning that are 
flexible enough to adapt over time to the changing needs 
of individual students and the world around them.

Real-Time Redesign   Introduction
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What This Toolkit Includes
This toolkit covers three major sections to complete. Each section includes step-by-step activities, 
examples from real schools and districts, and additional resources.

How to Use This Toolkit
While we encourage design teams to complete the process in its entirety, 
the Real-Time Redesign toolkit is built to be adaptable based on the 
individual needs of a school community. Here are two ways you can 
approach using the toolkit.

Step-by-Step

Each section of this toolkit includes the following components,  
which can be completed sequentially.

Context
Why this step is important and how it connects your work 
to equitable, resilient teaching and learning. Read this to 
get clear on why you’re doing the work.

Reflection
Three thought-provoking questions to consider before 
and during the activities. Use these to prepare for the 
work and ensure alignment with your team’s goals.

Activities
Clear step-by-step instructions with specific 
considerations for equity and resiliency and examples 
from real schools. Use these to guide your team’s 
implementation of the process.

Come Together 
Build an inclusive team, unearth 
challenges, and explore innovative 
practices.

Dream Big 
Clarify the targeted improvement you 
seek, and identify potential solutions.

Start Small 
Build a prototype of a solution, and 
then pilot it on a small scale.

Examples
Real-life examples of how schools and systems have 
done this work. Use these for learning and inspiration.

Apply an Equity Lens
Ongoing reflection on how equity shows up in process 
and design. Use this to square your intentions for 
equitable design with the reality of your work.

Real-Time Redesign   Introduction
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Choose-Your-Own Adventure

Each section in the toolkit is modular, allowing for design 
teams to build their own personalized experience. When 
adapting the process, there are three main ways that 
school and system leaders might use this: 

•  Lead your own design process: Follow this process 
end-to-end as you lead a design process in your own 
school system or school. If that is the case, you should 
follow the toolkit from start to finish, modifying steps 
based on your unique stakeholder needs.

•  Reference as a resource bank: If not ready for the 
whole design process, use a subset of the strategies 
as part of your day-to-day work. Pick and choose which 

sections of the toolkit are most interesting and helpful 
to you, while always remembering to center the needs 
of your most affected stakeholders. 

•  Explore as a case study of change in a school or 
system: If not in a place to take on a full change 
process, you may still appreciate insight about what this 
work looks like in a school system context. Pick one 
school system and follow their examples through the 
toolkit to learn about the full process in action.

Regardless of how you use this toolkit, we hope that the 
different type of content embedded is useful for your 
practice. 

Guiding Principles for the Process
Finally, given our shared goals for equity and resiliency, we suggest four principles to uphold throughout the process.

•  Be a leapfrog - Learn from those on the leading edge and set your sights on meaningful, substantial change.

•  Focus on students at the margins - Design better classrooms with and for students at the margins – not only to be 
more inclusive, but also to surface better solutions for all students.

•  Dream big but start small - Seek systemic, transformational change – but focus the process on small increments of 
that change.

•  Bias towards action - When in doubt, do. Don’t let perfection be the enemy of good. Talking is important, and it 
should move you toward action.

Design processes aren’t without their challenges. If interested, check out our blog post sharing six key common pitfalls 
in the strategy process and antidotes districts can use to avoid them .

Real-Time Redesign   Introduction
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Section 1:  

Come Together
Bring people together and learn 

about what’s possible
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Key Objectives
•  Learn how to bring a team of students, families, 

teachers, staff, and leaders together to tackle an 
urgent issue to make your school(s) more equitable 
and resilient.

•  Collect and apply qualitative and quantitative data 
from a range of sources (e.g., interviews, student 
assessments) to identify strengths and challenges in 
your school(s).

•  Study and explore schools with bold visions for 
teaching and learning, and use their examples to 
inform your work.

In this first section, you will establish your team 

and start to imagine change through step-by-step 

activities and specific examples from real schools.

Step 1: Organize an Inclusive Team

Step 2: Look Backward Before Going Forward

Step 3: Stand on the Shoulders of Giants

Step 4: Apply an Equity Lens

Overview
Making rapid, targeted, meaningful improvement to 
teaching and learning in your school(s) starts with 
thoughtfully bringing people together and learning about 
what’s possible.

To move towards equity (where each student receives 

what they need – academically and beyond) and 
resiliency (where the system for teaching and learning 

is flexible enough to adapt to the changing needs of 

individual students and the world around them) requires a 
process that reflects these very values, as well:

•  An equitable process ensures that those people most 
impacted by the teaching and learning (students, 
families, teachers, and staff) – especially those at the 
margins – play a major role in the design. 

•  A resilient process is one that allows you to 
stay present to meet the needs of today while 
simultaneously designing a better tomorrow.

7This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License
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Implement
Complete the following activities:

Activity: Build a Diverse Design Team

Activity: Identity Reflection

Activity: Build a Shared Commitment to Change

Reflect
As you start these activities, ask yourself: 

•  Who is typically 
included when 
decisions are made 
in our school(s)? Who 
isn’t? Why?

•  How do our different 
roles and experiences 
influence our work 
together?

•  What do we hope 
to improve through 
this process?

Step 1: Organize an Inclusive Team
Who is deciding what more equitable, resilient teaching and learning looks like, and why? An essential 
first step to design work is bringing a diversity of perspectives, ideas, and experiences to the table. In 
this step, you will build your design team, reflect on who is – and is not – part of the team and what that 
implies for your work, and align on a purpose for embarking on this process.

Explore

Here are a few highlighted examples 

of equity and resiliency in action from 

school systems who have completed 

the activities. To see these examples 

and more, explore the case studies in 

the Appendix. 

Mastery Charter Schools:  Including a 

Diverse Array of Voices

Cedar Rapids: Defining a Commitment 

to Equity and Resiliency

Mastery Charter Schools: Vision for 

Personalized, Blended, and Culturally 

Responsive Teaching

Monterey Peninsula: Vision for Mastery 

Learning at Scale
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Ensuring Equity & Resiliency

 Equity looks like including team members who may have 
historically been or felt ignored, unseen, or underserved 
by the school system. For example, if you know that a 
major challenge in your district is the percentage of Black 
and Latino/a/x high schoolers graduating each year, it 
could be powerful to include those constituents in your 
design team. If you are unsure about who to include, look 
at your district’s data and ask: who do our measures of 
success indicate has been served poorly by our system? 

Activity: Build a 
Diverse Design Team
Bring a diverse group of stakeholders together 
who will help design the future of teaching 
and learning

Framing

Perspectives on what teaching and learning should 
look like are informed by our individual identities and 
experiences. Bringing the right people together – with 
different roles, vantage points, priorities, and levels of 
positional power – for a design team will make you most 
effective in actually addressing the problems facing  
your district. 

It’s good to include “usual suspects” in design teams 
– a superintendent, chief academic officer, or director 
of technology, etc. – because of the power they have 
to enact change. However, consider also involving 
people most impacted by teaching and learning, such as 
students, families, teachers, and classified staff. This is 
a valuable way to learn from those closest to the “day-
to-day,” benefit from diverse ideas, and build a broader 
community of champions for this work. Diversity has been 
linked to enhanced team effectiveness and innovation, 
and it is especially important to ensure that those most 
impacted by your problem help to develop the solution.

 Resiliency looks like being intentional about the design 
team’s structure and dynamic by collaboratively setting 
expectations and building overall team culture to progress 
forward and work through internal disagreements that 
arise. Resiliency may also look like being willing to forgo 
existing “traditional” planning methods by adapting ways 
of working and ceding some control over the process to 
achieve a better outcome (which can be uncomfortable!). 
For example, your district may be used to assigning 
one “owner” to a process and completing design work 
without much input from students, families, teachers, and 
classified staff; your team may need to embrace more 
group collaboration and inclusive processes.

A
ctivity: B

uild a D
iverse D

esign Team
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Steps to Implementation
Suggested time: 2 hours

1.  Review the spectrum of design power dynamics (see Additional Resources below) and select your district’s model 
for this particular design work (user-centered, co-designed, or user-created design).

2.  Based on your decision, identify five to eight people to invite to your design team; consider the prompts below 
before deciding on your final list of invitees:

Discussion Question Notes

Which stakeholder groups are not traditionally 
represented in our decision-making processes? 

Whose experiences are especially valuable for 
understanding the challenges our district faces and 
the change needed?

Whose expertise is valuable for our design work? 
Consider expertise both inside the classroom with 
teaching and learning, and outside the classroom (for 
example, facilitating, building relationships, managing 
resources).

How diverse are the experiences, roles, and identities 
of the group members?

Which 5-8 people will we invite to be part of the 
design team for this work?

3.  Invite individuals to join the design team. Provide clarity on the goals of the process, your expectations for their 
involvement, and why their voice is important to the work. 

4.  Next, you will bring the group together to reflect on who is – and is not – part of the design team and what 
implications that has for the process you are starting.

A
ctivity: B

uild a D
iverse D

esign Team
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Additional Resources

• equityxdesign Spectrum of Design Power Dynamics 

A
ctivity: B

uild a D
iverse D

esign Team

Cedar Rapids started with leaders from their Teaching and 
Learning team who then engaged a much larger, more diverse 
set of students and teachers in the design process. 

Mastery began with a team of academic executives and took steps 
to include the voices of staff with vantage into the lives of students – 
especially those most marginalized, in alignment with their commitment to 
anti-racism. 

Monterey began with the superintendent and a diverse group of cabinet 
members, and they invited teachers and students to more directly 
participate through a teacher- and student-centered design session. 

See Case Studies in Appendix for more
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Activity: Identity 
Reflection Through 
Noticing
Notice the experiences, identities, and values 
that each person brings to a team 

Framing

Each individual on a design team brings a specific set of 
talents, values, experiences, identities, motivations, and 
even biases. Inevitably, these individual characteristics 
impact the design process and outcomes; for example, 
someone who loves personal technology may be a strong 
voice in support of increasing the use of technology in a 
district’s approach to teaching and learning. 

Individual and collective self-awareness ensures you are 
clear-eyed about whose perspectives are represented 
and whose are not. As you dive deeper into the design 
process, it will be important for your team to consider the 
impact of and seek to include any missing perspectives 
and biases; this will help ensure that your design solution 
is not just right for some students but for each student – 
especially those with the most to gain from a new design. 

Ensuring Equity & Resiliency

 Equity looks like honest reflection about what you do – 
and do not – bring to the design process, and then using 
that awareness to proactively include and empathize with 
those who do not look and feel like you. Equity also looks 
like creating opportunities to help team members identify 
strengths, commonalities, biases, and blind spots, allowing 
team members to see how their individual attributes 
influence the larger team dynamic.

A
ctivity: Identity Reflection Through N

oticing

 Resiliency looks like being open and seeking to 
understand others’ perspectives. Resiliency also looks 
like revisiting this step often so that individuals on your 
design team continue to deepen their awareness and 
to invite other perspectives into the conversation. It is 
important to regularly reflect on the current environment 
and how your identities, experiences, and motivations 
impact how you show up.
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Steps to Implementation 
Suggested time: 1 hour

1. Gather your team in a room (in person or virtually). 

2.  Have each individual make a personal, private copy (digital or paper) of the Design Team Noticing Activity (see 

Appendix: Workpages). Consider offering this as pre-work for those who may need more processing time.

3.   Introduce the activity to the team and explain its purpose. 
Note: Acknowledge varying feelings that people may have in doing this activity (e.g., unease, frustration, “ah-hah,” 

joy). Ensure them that this is a personal exercise and that their work will be private to them.

4.  Ask each individual to open the Design Team Noticing Activity. Allot about ten minutes for each individual to follow 
the directions and jot down their answers for each category.

5.  Take about 40 minutes for group reflection and discussion about the identities around the table and their 
implications. 

Discussion Question Notes

How does this team show up in terms of…

Identity: Who am I/we? Who are the people we’re 
designing for (i.e., students, teachers)? 

Power: What access to opportunity and positional/ 
institutional power do we each have?  

Context: What is our situation - what are our 
challenges to equitably serving our students and 
community?

Partnership: Given the above, how can our design 
team operate in a way that benefits everyone?

What did you learn from this process? What made you 
feel uncomfortable? Why?

How did this activity make you think about 
empathizing with others through this process?

How might one of your biases get in the way of your 
ability to empathize and design equitably?

A
ctivity: Identity Reflection Through N

oticing
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6.  Close out the activity by offering each individual about five minutes of quiet reflection about how today’s activity and 
discussion will inform the way they approach this work. 

7.  Finally, bring the group together to develop a shared commitment to this work by defining your “why” or rationale 
for engaging in this process at this time.

This activity was inspired by the ‘Notice’ stage of Stanford d.school - Liberatory Design Cards.

A
ctivity: Identity Reflection Through N

oticing
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Activity: Build a 
Shared Commitment  
to Change
Clarify your purpose for embarking on  
design work

Framing

Competing priorities and the day-to-day realities of 
schools can push design work to the back burner. To 
ensure the process gains momentum and stays focused, 
your design team should: 

•  Define a clear, compelling reason for change; 

•  Clarify a shared language for your work together (e.g., 
what do we mean by equity?); and 

•  Start to imagine the possibilities for the future of 
teaching and learning in your district. 

Refer to and update this shared commitment and 
early vision often throughout the process to keep you 
grounded and motivated. 

Ensuring Equity & Resiliency

 Equity looks like starting with a recognition that not 
every student is equally successful in the current system 
and beginning to imagine a world where that reality is 
different. It also means evolving your “why” and early 
hunches as you hear directly from students, families, 
teachers, and classified staff. This means your design 
process must explicitly include ongoing opportunities to 
hear from stakeholders.

 Resiliency looks like imagining a more adaptable and 
flexible model for teaching and learning. Consider 
what the system might look like if it were better able to 
withstand natural disasters or pandemics and deliver 
an excellent education for each student, no matter the 
circumstances. 

A
ctivity: B

uild a S
hared C

om
m

itm
ent to C

hange
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Steps to Implementation
Suggested time: 1 hour

1.  If your district has a stated vision for teaching and learning, make it available for your team to review in advance. 
Consider sharing inspirational articles or videos about what the future of education could look like ahead of time 
(consider jumping ahead to explore innovative schools).

2.  Gather your team in a room (in-person or virtual) with access to sticky notes or a digital alternative, such as Google 
Jamboard; make sure your team has reflected on who is at the table.

3.  Have each person answer some or all of the following prompts individually and silently, putting one thought per 
sticky note. Provide about 15 minutes for thinking and writing: 

a. What changes are needed in our district’s model for teaching and learning?

b. Why are you motivated by and committed to this process now?

c.  Imagine walking into a typical classroom in your district in 2025. What do you hope to see? What do you hope to 
hear?

d.  Consider a student who does not feel supported in our current system. What would a day in their life or their 
experience in this new future state look like? What would they feel? How would their experience be different?

4. As a group, read each other’s sticky notes. Invite participants to add a “+1,” dot, or checkmark to indicate agreement. 

5. Take time for group reflection and discussion:

Discussion Question Notes

What trends and differences do we notice in each 
other’s responses, and what does that mean for 
potential challenges we are trying to address?

What key words came up in our responses (e.g., 
equity, access, engagement, success, etc.), and how 
might we collectively define those words?

Given the topics and themes that have come up in 
this group, what additional stakeholders (students, 
families, teachers) might it be most important to hear 
from?

A
ctivity: B

uild a S
hared C

om
m

itm
ent to C

hange
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6.  Together, craft a short “why” statement outlining the themes of your discussion and their implications. Try to write 
the statement in such a way that all stakeholders (e.g., students, families, community members) can understand and 
be motivated by it by avoiding education-specific terms and framing positively.

Our “Why” Statement: Why We’re Making Improvements in Teaching and Learning 

7.  Next, you will bring the group together to reflect on your district’s strengths and challenges; this will help you 
identify opportunities for improvement.

This activity was inspired by the “Frame Your Design Challenge” and “Extremes and Mainstreams” Method Cards in the 

IDEO Field Guide to Human-Centered Design.

Additional Resources

•  Resource/ Supplemental Activity: Co-Designing Schools Toolkit: Define Your Equity 
Aspiration

•  The Learning Accelerator: Insight: Step One: Craft a compelling why

•  equityXdesign: Designing for Race Equity: Now Is the Time

A
ctivity: B

uild a S
hared C

om
m

itm
ent to C

hange

Cedar Rapids used its existing district vision for teaching and 
learning as an important anchor for its process to design near-
term change.

In describing their ideal future, Mastery envisioned confident, 
independent learners supported with personalized, blended, and 
culturally responsive teaching and authentic relationships with adults.

In describing their ideal future, Monterey envisioned mastery learning 
across every classroom in the district – one where students are 
empowered, engaged critical thinkers with mastery of knowledge  
and skills.

See Appendix: Case Studies for more details
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Reflect
As you start these activities, ask yourself: 

Implement 
Complete the following activities:

Activity: District Self-Assessment

Activity: Empathize with Stakeholders

Explore

Here are a few highlighted examples 

of equity and resiliency in action from 

school systems who have completed 

the activities. To see these examples 

and more, explore the case studies in 

the Appendix.  

Mastery Charter Schools: Empathy 

Interviews on Blended Learning and 

Culturally-Responsive Teaching

Monterey Peninsula: Elevating Student, 

Parent, and Teacher Voice Through 

Empathy Interviews

Cedar Rapids: Centering Student 

and Teacher Voice Through Empathy 

Interviews

Step 2: Look Backward Before 
Going Forward
Who benefits from the way our classes and schools are designed today? Who doesn’t? Ensuring all 
students are supported begins by taking an honest look at why some are having trouble finding support. 
In this phase, you will assess your school’s current strengths and challenges using historical data and 
real-time feedback from students, families, teachers, and classified staff.

•  How has the history 
of our school(s) and 
community influenced 
the challenges we 
face today?

•  Who benefits 
from the way our 
school(s) function? 
Who doesn’t? Why?

•  Whose voices 
should be 
prioritized in this 
redesign?
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Activity: District Self-
Assessment
Use current data and historical narratives to 
better understand inequities

Ensuring Equity & Resiliency

 Equity looks like humbly listening and learning about 
ways that your district perpetuated inequity in the past 
and the impact that those actions had on particular 
groups (e.g., families of color, non-native English speakers, 
families living in situations of poverty). It also looks like 
dissecting and disaggregating data to identify predictable 
outcomes among student subgroups as well as those 
groups of students “falling through the cracks.” 

Framing

Every district has much to celebrate in their unique history 
and community context, but it’s important to acknowledge 
and explore injustices from the past. Regardless of 
their intention, these hard-to-swallow realities are often 
the source of today’s inequalities, and they must be 
understood before they can be addressed. To design 
classrooms that work for all students, we must honestly 
look at who our classrooms do not work for and how they 
became that way. 

In addition to studying your community’s history, current 
student data is essential to understanding strengths 
and challenges in teaching and learning. Shining a light 
on outcome gaps (i.e., certain subgroups performing 
differently than their peers) can help focus the design 
team’s work. Be specific and honest in identifying and 
discussing which groups of students benefit from and 
which are disadvantaged by the current system.

Each of these efforts individually – understanding 
community history and analyzing current data and our 
beliefs about that data – is equally important. Looking at 
how these dynamics interact and influence one another, 
however, is also vital to leading you to effecting  
lasting change.

A
ctivity: D
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 Resiliency looks like seeking to truly understand the 
dynamics that led to historical and current inequities 
and being open to the uncomfortable realities that are 
uncovered (especially those that may conflict with what 
we tell ourselves about our community); in order to build 
a system that can recover from a painful past, it’s first 
important to comprehend the complexity of the cause of 
the inequities. 
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Steps to Implementation
Suggested time: 2-4 hours

1.  Prior to your design team meeting, collect a range of data sources and document your findings in the Know Your 
District protocol (see Appendix: Workpages)

a. Learn about your district and community history:

i.  Identify sources that shed light on your district’s history (e.g., tenured staff, community members and leaders, 
local newspaper and library archives).

ii.  Consult these sources using the first tab of the protocol, answering key questions and documenting  
what you hear.

b. Review your district’s current student data:

i.  Collect relevant data (e.g., state assessments, surveys, grades, attendance, discipline records, citations, 
complaints, budgets). Enlist the support of data management personnel in your district as needed.

ii. Review this data using the second tab of the protocol and document your insights.

c. Self-assess your district’s current approach to teaching and learning:

i. After collecting data, share the third tab of the protocol with your design team. 

ii. Have each individual rate your district’s current effectiveness against various aspects of teaching and learning.

2.  Gather your team in a room (in-person or virtual) with access to the Know Your District protocol; make sure your 
team has done the work to define your shared commitment to doing this work.

3. As a group, take time for a one-hour reflection and discussion. Take notes using the discussion question template.

Discussion Question

What major strengths did we notice in our district 
history, community, current data, and current 
approach to teaching and learning?

What major challenges did we notice in our district 
history, community, current data, and current 
approach to teaching and learning?

A
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Discussion Question

Which students or groups of students have 
benefited most from our historical and current 
approach to teaching and learning? Which students 
or groups of students have benefited least? (Get 
specific and point to data when possible.)

How does what we have learned inform…

•  What specific challenges we might want to 
address via this design process?

•  Which people (students, families, teachers) it will 
be most important to include in this process so that 
we don’t recreate inequities from our past?

4.  Document the group’s conversation and summarize answers back to the group. Use learnings and reflection to 
inform design work moving forward. Refer back to this information collected periodically.

5.   Next, you will seek out the perspectives of students, families, teachers, and classified staff who can help expand and 
deepen your understanding of your district’s strengths and challenges.

Additional Resources

• The Learning Accelerator: Collecting Data in Pursuit of Equity

• Getting Smart: Building the Car While We’re Driving It: Lessons Learned and Back-to-School Priorities in Four Districts
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Activity: Conduct 
Empathy Interviews 
with Stakeholders
Seek to understand the experiences of people 
in your district through personal interviews

Framing

For your design process to address the most pressing 
challenges that are holding you back from equity and 
resiliency, it is important to speak with students, families, 
teachers, and classified staff who are not typically 
asked for their opinions, especially those who do not 
feel supported or seen in the current system. Ideally, 
individuals are already included on your design team, 
and empathy interviews will add important data to the 
conversation. 

Empathy interviews can be challenging for some. 
The process is slower and narrower than surveying 
or conducting listening circles, and the conversations 
can feel uncomfortable – especially when interviewing 
someone you’ve never met. However, they are a powerful 
tool to unearthing the root causes of gnarly problems 
when used in conjunction with other strategies. 

Reflecting on your personal identity and the potential 
power dynamics at play before jumping into empathy 
interviews is critical. 

Ensuring Equity & Resiliency

 Equity looks like recognizing that you don’t necessarily 
know the realities of your students’, families’, teachers’, or 
classified staff members’ experiences. Prioritize hearing 
the perspectives of those who may be or feel ignored, 
under-represented, or misunderstood by the existing 
system, especially students and families of color, those 
living in situations of poverty or houselessness, and those 
for whom the system simply hasn’t worked. For example, 
instead of interviewing members of the Parent Teacher 
Organization, seek out the perspective of those families 
who are not as connected to the school. If you are unsure 
who to include, look at your district’s data and ask: who is 
least academically or socially “successful” in our system 
today according to our measures of success? 

A
ctivity: C

onduct Em
pathy Interview

s w
ith Stakeholders

 Resiliency looks like conducting empathy interviews 
regularly throughout a design process, especially as 
new challenges arise and you gain new information, 
to continue to evolve your understanding from the 
perspective of others. 
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Steps to Implementation
Suggested time: 1 hour to identify stakeholders, 20-30 minutes per interview

1.  Gather your team in a room (in-person or virtual); make sure your team has done the work to review your district’s 
historical context and current data. 

2. Identify and interview five to ten people each. 
Note: Consider your district data to determine whom it is most important to hear from. Seek a diverse mix of perspectives, ensuring that 

individuals from traditionally underrepresented groups are prioritized.

3.  Update the empathy interview protocol (see Appendix: Workpages) to ask a mix of broad questions and inquiries 
that follow-up on hunches your design team wants to explore (based on your district data review).

4.  Review Stanford d.School’s “Interview for Empathy” one-pager together (see Appendix: Workpages). 

5.  Define your tactical plan and deadline for conducting empathy interviews using the empathy interview planner. (see 

Appendix: Workpages) 

•  Have a plan to interview in pairs or record the interview, if possible. 

•  Consider reaching out to individuals who have existing relationships with interviewees to participate in the 
interviews as well, to establish rapport and mitigate against power dynamics.

6.  Before each interview, make a copy of your updated empathy interview protocol  
and highlight the questions you will ask to personalize the experience. 

7.  During interviews, seek a deep understanding of each stakeholder’s thoughts and feelings. You can do this by 
remaining neutral, exploring emotions, and asking questions that encourage storytelling (review Interview for 
Empathy as needed).

8.  After completing the interviews, collect all notes in your empathy interview planner so that the data is accessible 
across your design team; in the next step, you will reflect on this data and look for trends.

This activity was inspired by the “Build a Question Guide” stage of the IDEO Design Thinking for Educators Toolkit.  
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To explore the root causes of academic equity gaps, Cedar 
Rapids conducted interviews with students and teachers to 
evoke stories and emotion from those whom the system was not 
working well for.

Mastery conducted multiple rounds of interviews with teachers and 
students to better understand the challenges they’re facing.

Monterey interviewed a diverse array of stakeholders, including 
students, parents, and teachers, emphasizing inclusion for historically 
underrepresented groups like Spanish-speaking families – and even 
conducting a whole board meeting through empathy interviews.

See Appendix: Case Studies for more details

Additional Resources

•  Resource/ Supplemental Activity: Co-Designing Schools Toolkit: Get to Know Your Students

• Community Forums: Listening Circle instructions 

• Stanford d.school - Interview for Empathy
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Step 3: Stand on the  
Shoulders of Giants
Who is leading the field in designing more equitable and resilient teaching and learning, and what can we learn 
from them? Look to those communities across the country who have already made changes – both big and small 
– to redesign schools to work for all students so that you can better understand what’s possible in your own 
context. In this step, you will explore the visions, practices, and research behind innovative schools across the 
country, like CICS West Belden in Chicago or Lindsay High School, to find inspiration for your work. 

Reflect
 As you start this activity, ask yourself: 

Implement
Complete the following activity:

Activity: Get Inspired! Explore 
Innovative Schools

Explore

Here are a few highlighted examples 

of equity and resiliency in action from 

school systems who have completed 

the activities. To see these examples 

and more, explore the case studies in 

the Appendix.  

Cedar Rapids: Getting Inspired by 

Standards-Based Grading

Cedar Rapids: Getting Inspired by Real-

World Relevance in Learning

Mastery Charter Schools: Getting 

Inspired by Blended Learning and 

Digital Literacy

Mastery Charter Schools: Getting 

Inspired by Culturally Relevant and 

Sustaining Pedagogy

Monterey Peninsula: Getting Inspired 

by Relationships Between Students  

and Adults

•  What lessons can 
we learn from others 
who have trailblazed 
before us?

•  What shifts would 
I need to make to 
ensure an idea works 
in our school(s)? Am I 
open to possibility?

•  How do our 
expectations of 
students differ 
from innovative 
schools?
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Activity: Get Inspired! 
Explore Innovative 
Schools
Explore districts and schools that are on  
the “leading edge” of equitable, resilient 
teaching and learning

Framing

Trying to imagine a future that does not yet exist can be 
challenging. The adage “you don’t know what you don’t 
know” is especially true in school redesign; breaking 
ourselves from traditional concepts of schooling requires 
us to be exposed to different ideas and new concepts. 

While each district context is unique, there are many 
schools and districts that have developed strategies and 
piloted innovations that can be adapted to your own. 
Reflecting on the work that other districts and schools 
have taken on can help your community envision what’s 
possible, broaden your perspectives of what the work 
looks like, and inspire you for the journey ahead. 

Ensuring Equity & Resiliency

 Equity looks like considering what teaching and 
learning looks like for those in our country who have 
the abundance of resources, opportunities, and 
support needed to fulfill their potential, as well as 
what it looks like in the most innovative environments 
where students of color, students with exceptionalities, 
emerging multilinguists, and students living in situations 
of poverty thrive. Taking those examples, equity then 
requires expecting and working toward that same bar for 
excellence for every student. It also looks like questioning 
assumptions of what excellence looks like; as you review 
other districts’ and schools’ approaches, it’s important to 
ask: is this system working and for whom? 

A
ctivity: G

et Inspired! Explore Innovative S
chools

 Resiliency looks like being open to the possibility of 
new ideas even when they seem daunting. It also means 
adapting your research as you get deeper into the design 
process. For example, you may start the design-thinking 
process assuming your district has work to do related to 
curriculum, leading you to seek out innovative exemplars 
in that area; however, as you hear from your stakeholders, 
you may identify a new, more pressing challenge, such as 
student engagement. This should inspire you to seek out 
new, additional exemplars! 
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Steps to Implementation
Suggested time: 1-2 hours

1.  Gather your team in a room (in-person or virtual); make sure your team has reflected on your district’s historical 
context and current data and has spoken with students, families, teachers, and classified staff. This will help you 
focus your research in this activity.

2. Preview the activity and reflection questions below. 

•  Encourage team members to look for possibilities in each example rather than focusing on why a particular idea 
may not work in your context. 

3.  Have each individual spend about 30 to 60 minutes reviewing the starting set of exemplar schools and districts 
below; listen to the discussions, read the stories, and review the websites to better understand each school’s 
approach to teaching and learning. Encourage team members to not only look at what examples draw their 
personal attention but also those that align with what you heard from your empathy interviews. As you review, have 
individuals document reflections, takeaways, or “ah-has” in terms of your district’s work; write one reflection per 
sticky note.

Exemplar School Profiles to Explore

 >  TLA Blended & Personalized Learning At Work: School Examples: Profiles of schools that have navigated shifts toward 
blended and personalized learning models.

 >  TLA Strategy Lab Expert Talks: A series of expert panel discussions aimed at districts considering equity and resiliency 
in teaching and learning.

 >   Next Gen Learning Challenges: A community of educators and school communities working toward innovative, next 
generation school design.

 >  Silicon Schools: A Bay Area-based community of schools pursuing equitable, innovative, and personalized learning.

 >  Canopy Project: School profiles from across the country organized by Transcend Education and the Christensen 
Institute. 

 >  Liberatory Design Hub: In-depth profiles of schools using liberatory design by Transcend Education.

A
ctivity: G
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4. As a group, take approximately 30 minutes for group reflection and discussion:

Discussion Question Notes

What did we learn from these districts and schools 
about what a bold vision for equitable, resilient 
teaching and learning looks like?

What did we learn from these districts and schools 
about what equitable, resilient teaching and learning 
look like in practice? 

What specific strategies or practices from these 
districts and schools inspired us? Which might be 
applicable in our context?

How might other districts address the challenges we 
have identified?

5.  Based on your discussion, take about 10-15 minutes to identify additional research to conduct, including learning 
more about particular schools and exploring specific strategies more deeply. Use your research to influence your 
future visioning work as you imagine a better future. 

Additional research ideas

A
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6.  Next, you will step back and reflect on your work for this section with a special focus on the ways that your process 
is – or is not – promoting equity in your district.

This activity was inspired by the Secondary Research Method Card of the IDEO Design Kit. 

Note: Conducting in-person school visits is an ideal way to learn from others. When safe and possible to do so,  
reach out to innovative schools in your region to schedule visits – you’d be surprised at how open and welcoming  
so many of them are!

Cedar Rapids researched other communities that have 
demonstrated success in building a system and culture for 
standards-based grading, as well as those who have had success 
in providing relevant, real-world learning experieneces for 
students.

Mastery researched approaches to embedding blended learning in every 
classroom as well as culturally relevant and sustaining pedagogy as a 
way to personalize learning to student needs, close the digital divide, and 
prepare students for life after graduation.

Monterey conducted research to better understand the equity 
implications of personal relationships and students’ sense of belonging.

See Appendix: Case Studies for more details

Additional Resources

IDEO Field Guide: 

• Expert Interviews; 

• Secondary Research; 

• Analogous Settings

A
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Step 4: Apply an Equity Lens
How has equity shown up in your launch of the design process? This requires a look back at who has been included in 
the design team, how your design team has functioned, who has been interviewed, and what data you’ve researched. In 
this phase, you will reflect on the ways that your design team has – or has not – lived out your commitment to equity 
in your early activities to learn about your school(s) from your stakeholders’ perspectives.

Activity: Reflect on 
Equity in Your Process
Take time to step back and reflect on how 
equitable your design process has been

Framing

In the beginning of the redesign process, you will have 
closely examined the history and current state of your 
district in terms of equity and resiliency in teaching and 
learning. You’ve looked at internal and external data, 
heard from stakeholders, and sought inspiration from 
outside your community, all while approaching the work 
with equity at the forefront. 

Now, it is time to step back and honestly reflect on the 
ways in which equity has – and has not – been part 
of your process to date. If your process itself is not as 
equitable as it should be, it is unlikely that you will achieve 
your desired outcomes of a more equitable approach to 
teaching and learning.

Ensuring Equity & Resiliency

 Equity looks like honestly reflecting on who has – and has 
not – been included in the design process and the impact 
of this on the direction your team is headed in, and being 
willing to make changes to the process based on your 
reflection. It looks like collectively re-examining your “why” 
in light of the information you now have, considering if and 
how your team’s discussion of equity has evolved. Lastly, 
it looks like considering what it will take for your team 
to stay focused on excellence for every child, especially 
those at the margins, as the work becomes more difficult 
or there is pushback.

A
ctivity: A

pply an Equity Lens

 Resiliency looks like doing this step frequently so that 
you keep equity in sharp focus; it also means including 
others in the team and/or changing how the team works 
together to address any identified challenges to equity in 
your process. 
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Steps to Implementation
Suggested time: 30-60 minutes

1. Gather your team in a room (in-person or virtual).

2. As a design team, consider the following questions:

Topic Question Notes

Our core 
understandings

How do we define equity?

What are the general narratives 
and beliefs about equity in our 
district?

Our design team Given our identities, what 
perspectives are most likely to 
be well represented? Which 
perspectives are least likely?

How can we incorporate 
perspectives that are not well-
represented on the planning team?

How have our perspectives or 
biases shown up in this process 
thus far?

What communication issues may 
exist in our design process? What 
agreements can we reach about 
addressing them?

A
ctivity: A

pply an Equity Lens
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Topic Question Notes

Our design efforts Who are the people we most want 
to benefit from our work? Get 
specific, e.g., high school seniors, 
especially students of color.

How do we know who they are? 

How are they impacted by our 
current system of teaching and 
learning? 

How are they included in our 
process?

What assumptions did our design 
team have that were confirmed 
by our Section 1 activities? What 
assumptions were proven false?

3. Revisit the work you’ve done in this section. If necessary, repeat activities to improve the equity of your process.

4.  Next, you will start an exciting new phase of this work: defining your problem of practice (based on all the inputs 
from this phase!) and envisioning a solution.

A
ctivity: A

pply an Equity Lens
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Section 2:  

Dream Big
Clarify the problem to solve 

and solution to try

33This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License



Key Objectives
•  Define a clear problem to address with your design 

work, based on a range of data sources, including 
the perspectives of students, families, teachers, and 
classified staff – with a special focus on those at the 
margins.

•  Brainstorm a wide variety of potential solutions to 
your problem that advance equity and resiliency.

•  Select one solution to start with that is most aligned 
to your vision for the future, stakeholder priorities, 
and problem of practice.

In this section, you will translate the data and insights from 

the first section, Come Together, to define the problem to 

solve and brainstorm solutions, with the hope of identifying 

one solution to try through:

Step 1: Clearly Define the Problem You Seek to Change

Step 2: Brainstorm and Pick a Solution

Step 3: Apply an Equity Lens

Overview
With lots of input and ideas in hand, it is now time to think 
about what challenges exist and what you can do about 
them. Keeping equity and resiliency in clear focus is 
essential. 

•  For purposes of equity, it’s important to pick a solution 
that will meaningfully address inequity in your school(s) 
and that will support each student academically and 
beyond. 

•  For purposes of resiliency, it’s also critical that your 
solution is one that can flex and adapt over time to 
meet the changing needs in the school system overall 
and of individual students.
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Implement
Complete the following activities:

Activity: Activity: Making Sense of 
Empathy Interviews

Activity: Define a Problem of Practice

Reflect
As you start these activities, ask yourself: 

•  What did students, 
families, teachers, 
and classified staff 
tell us about their 
experiences and about 
what needs to change? 

•  What connections do 
we see between what 
our stakeholders are 
telling us and what 
we learned from other 
innovative schools?

•  How can we 
clearly frame our 
challenge to build 
buy-in among 
others?

Step 1: Clearly Define the Problem 
You Seek to Change
What did you learn from empathy interviews and your self-assessment? The perspectives of your 
stakeholders are at the heart of thoughtful design work. In this step, you will deeply reflect on the 
feedback you have received about your existing model for teaching and learning and how it could work 
better for more students.

Explore

Here are a few highlighted examples 

of equity and resiliency in action from 

school systems who have completed 

the activities. To see these examples 

and more, explore the case studies in 

the Appendix.  

Cedar Rapids: Connecting Empathy 

Interviews and Standards-Based 

Learning

Mastery Charter Schools: Connecting 

Empathy Interviews and Blended 

Learning

Monterey Peninsula: Connecting 

Empathy Interviews and School Culture

Cedar Rapids: Problem of Practice on 

Standards-Aligned Feedback

Mastery Charter Schools: Problem 

of Practice on a Culturally Relevant 

Blended Learning Model

Monterey Peninsula: Problem of 

Practice on Belonging and Connection
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Ensuring Equity & Resiliency

 Equity looks like taking the time to reflect on and 
empathize with interviewees’ messages, especially from 
students, families, teachers, and classified staff who may 
not typically be asked for their perspectives. This may 
mean putting more weight on the comments of someone 
who is not well-served by today’s system for teaching and 
learning – after all, that is the person you seek to serve 
better in designing for the future.

Activity: Making 
Sense of Empathy 
Interviews
Tell stories and find themes from 
empathy interviews

Framing

After interviewing students, families, teachers, and 
classified staff, you likely have lots of ideas about what 
changes can make classes more equitable and resilient, 
to work for more students. It can be tempting to jump 
right into problem-solving and design work. However, it’s 
critical to spend time deeply considering the stories and 
ideas you heard before moving to action. 

In unpacking interviewees’ comments, identify themes 
and patterns. For instance, if multiple students spoke 
about feeling disengaged in their classes, this can be a 
good indication of a particularly acute pain point that you 
might address. However, it is also important to consider 
any voices of dissent or people with unique perspectives 
to share; these people may have particular vantage 
points and prior experiences that shine light on often 
overlooked needs in your district.

Resiliency looks like being willing to go do more empathy 
interviews as the process continues to evolve your 
understanding. For example, if students frequently point 
to feeling disconnected with their learning experiences 
but you’re not sure what makes them feel engaged, that 
is a good sign that you need to have more conversations. 
If no themes or patterns stand out, or if you’re not getting 
to the issues your data identified, you may also need 
to adapt who you are interviewing and/or what you are 
asking. Resiliency also looks like your design team being 
willing to expand your initial visions for the future and flex 
your initial hunches about what changes need to be made. 
The input you have received is valuable new insight – and 
your team should adapt your thinking accordingly!
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Steps to Implementation
Suggested time: 2 hours

1.  Gather your team in a room (in-person or virtual) with access to sticky notes or a digital alternative, such as Google 
Jamboard. Make sure your team has conducted a range of empathy interviews with students, families, teachers, and 
classified staff, and ask participants to share their interview notes ahead of time via the Empathy Interview Planner 
(see Appendix: Workpages). 

2.  Have each person take ten minutes to review their notes and identify stories, quotes, or anecdotes from interviews 
to share with the group. Alternatively, you could ask team members to do this reflection in advance.

3.  Give each team member about five minutes (feel free to adjust, depending on group size) to share their stories. 
While speaking, try to be specific and focus on what was literally said by the interviewee; avoid editorializing or 
jumping to conclusions (what we call, “staying low on the inference scale”). 

4. While listening, other team members should write notes on stickies, including one thought per note.

a. Consider the sentence starter: “This makes me think…”

b. Keep the language simple.

c. Add initials to each sticky note.

5. Post the sticky notes where everyone in the group can see them and take five minutes for the team to silently 
review. Invite participants to add a “+1,” dot, or check mark to indicate that something resonates. 

6. Cluster sticky notes by theme. Draw a circle around each theme and name it as best as you can.

7. Discuss the themes as a team. Questions for discussion might include:

Discussion Question Notes

What did we learn about our stakeholders’ 
experiences?  

Where did people seem to disagree? Why do we 
think that is?
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Discussion Question Notes

What confirmed or challenged an assumption  
you held?

What surprised you?

What connections do you see between what we’re 
hearing from our community and what we learned 
about from other innovative schools?

8. Close by summarizing key takeaways from the interviews.

Key Takeaways

9.  Next, you will define a specific problem of practice to address via your design work, based on the interview themes 
you identified in this activity and the prior research you have done.

This activity was inspired by the Share Inspiring Stories and Find Themes Method Cards in the IDEO Design Kit.
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Additional Resources

Design Thinking: How to Create Your POV (Part 4) - Perficient Blogs

Cedar Rapids surfaced themes about opportunities to build relationships, 
to create more personalized and authentic learning experiences, and to 
reconsider effective feedback for students. 

Themes from Mastery’s empathy interviews fell into several categories: supporting 
students and teachers with technology, fostering digital access, and creating 
independent learners.

Themes from Monterey’s empathy interviews fall into multiple categories: 
developing stronger connections between and amongst students and teachers, 
and personalizing support for students’ academic development.

See Appendix: Case Studies for more details
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Activity: Define a 
Problem of Practice
Translate feedback into a clear problem 
statement that your design team will address 

Framing

As you reflect on stakeholder feedback, your design 
team will need to select the one problem you will address 
via this process out of the many that have been raised. 
That requires you to think about what is most important 

to address, as well as what is most feasible to address. 
Remember that the design process focuses on one area 
for improvement at a time (though as you build your 
muscles with this process, you may be inclined to run 
multiple design cycles concurrently).

Framing the problem as an opportunity is key to garnering 
support and building buy-in for the work. Creating a “How 
might we?” statement is common in design thinking, 
as it helps to highlight the possibility in the change you 
seek. For example, framing a problem about student 
apathy and disengagement as, “How might we increase 
high schoolers’ engagement in core classes like math 
and literature?” is a simple way to turn a problem into an 
opportunity. This will help your team continue to prioritize 
creativity and to stay open to multiple potential solutions, 
while also garnering support for the project (as the old 
adage goes, you’ll catch more flies with honey). 

Ensuring Equity & Resiliency

 Equity looks like ensuring that the problem you choose to 
address is a meaningful barrier to equity in teaching and 
learning today, such that addressing it will lead to more 
students receiving what they need. For example, using the 
problem above (“How might we increase high schoolers’ 
engagement in core classes like math and literature?”), the 
design team would need to explore (via data, feedback, 
etc.) whether the lack of student engagement is a root 
cause of performance gaps between students of color and 
their peers.

Resiliency looks like choosing a problem that will help 
your district be more adaptable to the changing needs 
of students, such as new expectations for “college and 
career ready” or disruptions in learning that result from 
natural disasters. The problem you choose should also 
help your district better adapt to the unique needs of 
each student. For example, using the problem above 
(“How might we increase high schoolers’ engagement in 
core classes like math and literature?”), the design team 
would want to explore (via data, feedback, etc.) how 
student engagement will lead to a more personalized and 
flexible approach to supporting each student.
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Steps to Implementation 
Suggested time: 1-2 hours

1.  Gather your team in a room (in-person or virtual) with access to sticky notes or a digital alternative, such as Google 
Jamboard.

a.  Make sure your team has reflected on your district’s historical context and current data and has spoken with 
students, families, teachers, and classified staff. This will help you define a strong problem of practice.

2.  Review the key stories and themes your team identified from empathy interviews with stakeholders, and revisit the 
headlines from your research into your district’s historical context and current data.

3.  Discuss which themes are best to tackle through this design process, and choose one particular theme to focus on 
when designing a problem statement. Consider the following as you review each theme: 

a. Would solving this problem lead to greater equity and resiliency? 

b. Does it reflect what we have heard from our stakeholders?

c. Is the problem the right size? That is, is it something ambitious, but that we can feasibly address?

4. Ask each member of your design team to generate 2-3 problem statements based on the theme(s) identified.  

a. Start each question with, “How might we…?”

b. Use clear, concise language.

5.  As a team, review, refine, and discuss your problem statements. A well-defined statement should consider the 
following:

a. Are there many (10+) possible solutions?

b.  Is there a solution embedded in the question? Consider rewriting questions in a way that leaves them open to 
multiple possible solutions.

c.  Does the question use oppressive or deficit-based language? Consider rewriting questions to state the problem 
in empowering, asset-based language.

d. Is the solution the right size? Try to avoid the bathtub (too small) and the ocean (too big).

e. Can we remix or combine different “How might we?” statements to make a better one?
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6. Select the most compelling “How might we?” question as your chosen problem statement to guide further design 
work. To choose among the options, consider:

a.  Bringing draft problem statements to students, families, teachers, and classified staff to get their feedback and 
perspectives on which problems are most urgent and important to address. 

b.  Use prioritization methods (like voting dots or allowing each team member to put a “+1” on the two problem 
statements they like most) to narrow the options with your team. 

7. Document your final problem statement.

How might we:

8. Next, you will brainstorm solutions to your problem of practice.

This activity was inspired by the How Might We…? method card from Stanford d.school. 
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Cedar Rapids’ Problem of Practice on Standards-Aligned Feedback: 
 “How might we provide relevant, standards-aligned feedback to students 
so that every student reaches mastery?”

Mastery’s Problem of Practice on a Culturally Relevant Blended Learning Model:  
“How might we build a blended learning model that fosters achievement and 
independence in our high school students?

 Monterey’s Problem of Practice on Belonging and Connection: 
“How might we increase flexibility and personalization to build a sense of 
belonging and connection within the context of our labor and policy constraints?”

See Appendix: Case Studies for more details

Additional Resources

• Stanford d.School - How Might We Questions 

42This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License

Real-Time Redesign   Section 2: Dream Big Step 1: Clearly Define the Problem You Seek to Change

https://www.designkit.org/methods/3
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1hdIs9Ey0ROvs6L0C5MxFRkKSGYRgJkHi/


Reflect
As you start these activities, ask yourself: 

Implement 
Complete the following activities:

Activity: Brainstorm Solutions and 
Refine Ideas

Activity: Match the Right Solution to 
Your Problem

Explore

Here are a few highlighted examples 

of equity and resiliency in action from 

school systems who have completed 

the activities. To see these examples 

and more, explore the case studies in 

the Appendix.  

Cedar Rapids: Brainstorming Ideas for 

Student Goal-Setting and Feedback

Mastery Charter Schools: Brainstorming 

Ideas for Blended Learning that Foster 

Independence

Monterey Peninsula: Brainstorming 

Ideas for Flexibility, Personalization, and 

Student Sense of Belonging

Step 2: Brainstorm and Pick a Solution
How do we find the right solution to our problem? If the problem was easy to solve, your team would likely have done 
so already! In this step, you will get creative by brainstorming several possibilities and then narrowing them down to 
one solution that is feasible and lines up best with what you heard from students, families, teachers, and classified staff.

•  Are our solutions 
outside of the 
status quo?

•  Are we open to 
ideas that may 
seem wild or 
unrealistic?

•  Do our solutions 
solve the 
problem that our 
stakeholders are 
describing?

43This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License

Real-Time Redesign   Section 2: Dream Big Step 2: Brainstorm and Pick a Solution



Activity: Brainstorm 
Solutions and  
Refine Ideas
Ideate a range of potential solutions  
to your problem

Ensuring Equity & Resiliency

 Equity looks like bringing a diverse group together for 
brainstorming, including people whose perspectives 
and identities differ from members of your design team 
(alternatively, you could brainstorm with your design team 
and then get feedback from students, families teachers, 
and classified staff). Equity in this activity also looks 
like intentionally brainstorming solutions that address 
the barriers to equity that your team has identified. For 
example, for a problem of practice related to increasing 
student engagement, revisiting your data – say, a major 
trend showing that Black and Latino/a/x students were 
less likely to see connections between what they are 
learning and their real-world experiences and goals – 
should lead you to brainstorm ways to make learning 
more relevant, especially for these student groups. 

Framing

Once you have defined an important problem to address, 
it’s time for your design team to creatively brainstorm 
tons of potential solutions – including the innovative, 
nontraditional ideas that are especially important for 
districts trying to approach teaching and learning 
differently. A brainstorm’s success is judged by the 
quantity and range of the solutions generated. 

As you brainstorm potential solutions, consider the 
range of teaching and learning-related “levers” you can 
push and pull on (in other words, the parts of a school 
system that you can change). Our Innovative Learning 
Implementation Framework may help you spark thinking 
about the various places within your district where you 
can push and pull. For example, to increase student 
engagement, one district might consider exploring 
changes in their “community and culture,” another might 
revisit their use of “learning materials and tools,” and 
still another might play around with use of “time” in their 
district.

Resiliency looks like intentionally brainstorming solutions 
that fall outside the bounds of your district’s current 
constraints. Ditch the assumptions you have about what 
“cannot change” about school schedules, the role of the 
teacher and the student, and others. Consider pain points 
to address as well as successes to build on. The more 
wildly creative your ideas are, the more likely your solution 
will improve your ability to respond and adapt to changes 
in the environment and/or to individual student’s needs. 
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Steps to Implementation
Suggested time: 1-2 hours

1.  Before coming together, conduct external research around your problem of practice. Consider promising strategies 
you might draw upon from other districts or disciplines. 
Note: See TLA’s Getting Started Guides for inspiration related to some common problems of practice. (see 

Appendix: Resources)

2.  Gather your team in a room (in-person or virtual) with access to sticky notes or a digital alternative, such as  
Google Jamboard; make sure your team has defined a clear problem of practice aligned to your district’s  
most pressing needs.

3. Review IDEO’s 7 Simple Rules of Brainstorming to set the stage.

4.  Reground your team in your problem statement (i.e., your “how might we?” question). This is the question for which 
you’ll be brainstorming solutions.

5.  Have each member of your design team spend about 5 minutes individually putting as many potential solutions as 
possible on the Jamboard; put one solution per sticky note and encourage quantity over quality.

6. Come back together as a group, read through each sticky note, and cluster together similar solutions. 

7.  Give members of your team a chance to explain their ideas so that everyone is on the same page about what each 
set of solutions means. Document explanations to come back to when you select from your list. 

8. Summarize your brainstorm by documenting the list of potential solutions your team has developed.

Potential solutions

9. Next, you will narrow down the options to one solution.

This activity was inspired by IDEO’s Brainstorm Rules. 

Note: Some teams may choose to replace this activity or supplement it with alternative exercises;  

see below for examples. 
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Additional Resources

• The Learning Accelerator: Getting Started Guides 

• IDEO U: 7 Simple Rules of Brainstorming 

• I am Not My Pixels: How to Run a Crazy Eights exercise

• IDEO Design Kit: Get Visual
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Cedar Rapids: Brainstorming Ideas for Student Goal-Setting  
and Feedback 
Cedar Rapids identified four categories of solutions: Connecting 
feedback and grades explicitly to profile of a graduate; Get 
community involved in assessing students’ progress towards profile 

of a graduate; Building space and structures for students to reflect; Explore 
other ways to gauge student progress. 

Mastery Charter Schools: Brainstorming Ideas for Blended Learning that 
Foster Independence 
Mastery Charter identified three categories of solutions, to adopt practices that 
focus on:  teacher moves; systems and processes; students.

Monterey Peninsula: Brainstorming Ideas for Flexibility, Personalization, and 
Student Sense of Belonging  
Monterey Peninsula identified six categories of solutions: Engage students 
and teachers to design new systems; Revise policies; Focus on staff members’ 
sense of belonging; Revise grading to be mastery-based; Regroup students by 
academic need and/or interest; Build social-emotional activities into academic 
courses and set aside time for intentional community building.

See Appendix: Case Studies for more details
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Activity: Match 
the Right Solution 
to Your Problem
Narrow your set of potential solutions 
to one aligned idea

Framing

When brainstorming solutions to a problem, you hopefully 
came up with a long list of potential ideas. So, where do 
you start, and how do you prioritize these ideas? Choosing 
among your options should be driven by the insights 
gleaned from your empathy interviews with students, 
families, teachers, and classified staff, and the insights 
gained about the root cause of the problem you’re 
addressing. It can be helpful to ask: Which of the solutions 
that has been brainstormed is likely to be most impactful? 
Which of the solutions is most feasible to test?

It is worth remembering that the design process is flexible; 
if your chosen solution turns out to be a flop, you can 
always return to your list and choose a different solution 
to pilot.

 

Ensuring Equity & Resiliency

Equity looks like using input (either through the empathy 
interviews or by asking students, families, teachers, 
and classified staff for feedback on your brainstormed 
solutions) to select among the potential solutions. An idea 
that sounds most impactful to your design team may not 
be the same one that students, families, and teachers 
would prioritize. 
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Resiliency looks like considering feasibility when 
selecting an idea, but not letting current district context 
overly constrain your design. You will pilot your selected 
idea in a small scale test to start, so use this as an 
opportunity to try something that you might otherwise 
consider too challenging or drastic to implement at scale 
in your district. 
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Steps to Implementation
Suggested time: 1 hour

1. Gather your team in a room (in-person or virtual); make sure your team has brainstormed a wide range of potential 
solutions to your problem of practice.

2. Revisit the themes you developed in the brainstorming exercise.

3. Discuss the themes as a team:

Discussion Question Notes

What solutions do we think would be most impactful, 
such that they would most directly and significantly 
address our students’ needs?

What solutions do we think would be most impactful, 
such that they would promote equity and resiliency 
in teaching and learning?

What solutions do we think would be most feasible, 
such that we could pilot them in the near term?

4. After the discussion, it’s time to decide on a solution. Consider the following methods for prioritizing a solution:

a.  Bring the draft solutions to students, families, teachers, and classified staff to get their perspectives on which are 
most urgent and important to implement. 

b.  Have each team member choose their top 3 solutions with a “+1,” checkmark, or dot; then, select the solution with 
the most votes. 

c.  Map solutions in a two-by-two graph of impact and feasibility. Select the solution that ranks highest on both axes 
(i.e., highest impact and highest feasibility).

5. Document your selected solution.

Our solution
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6.   Next, you will reflect on how equity has (or has not) appeared in your process thus far, as well as whether your 
selected solution aligns to your equity goals.

This activity was inspired by the Ways to Grow Framework from IDEO and the Find Opportunities step of the Design 

Thinking for Educators Toolkit.
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Cedar Rapids: Building Space and Structures for Student 
Reflection 
Cedar Rapids decided on a solution that would give students 
space and structures to reflect on their own learning. 

Mastery Charter School: Student Independence Through Blended 
Learning 
Mastery Charter decided on a solution that would focus on supporting 
students to effectively engage as independent learners in a blended 
model.

Monterey Peninsula: Students and Teachers Co-Designing Strategies 
for Belonging  
Monterey Peninsula decided on a solution that would engage 
students and teachers in a design process to design new systems for 
personalization, flexibility, connection, and belonging.

See Appendix: Case Studies for more details
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Step 3: Apply an Equity Lens
How has equity shown up in this part of the process, and how is equity prioritized in our solution? This requires 
deep analysis of who has been engaged and how; it also requires an honest assessment of who is set to benefit 
from the proposed solution – and who might not. In this step, you will reflect on the ways that your design team 
has – or has not – lived out your commitment to equity in defining your solution. 

Activity: Reflect 
on Equity in Your 
Solution
Take time to step back and ensure that your 
proposed solution is an equitable one

Framing

By now, you have defined a specific, important problem 
of practice to solve in order to move your district toward 
more equitable, resilient teaching and learning, and you’ve 
ideated and selected a specific solution to pilot. 

As highlighted in earlier activities, it remains essential to 
both embed equity in your process and to plan periodic 
stepbacks to reflect on whether you are on track to 
increase equity in your district. This is an important 
checkpoint, before you start to pilot your solution, to 
reflect on whether your selected solution aligns with your 
equity vision and goals.

Ensuring Equity & Resiliency

Equity looks like honestly reflecting on who has – and has 
not – informed your selected solution and who will – and 
will not – benefit from your selected solution.   

Resiliency looks like doing this step frequently so that you 
keep equity in sharp focus; it also means being willing to 
go back to the drawing board if you find that your selected 
solution is not stakeholder-informed or well-positioned to 
address your district’s most acute equity issues. 
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Steps to Implementation
Suggested time: 30-60 minutes

1.  Gather your team in a room (in-person or virtual) with access to sticky notes or a digital alternative, such as Google 
Jamboard.

2. As a design team, consider the following questions:

Discussion Question Notes

Does the solution truly address the needs of the 
students we most seek to benefit? Does it respond to 
what they’ve told us in empathy interviews?

Does it address the needs we uncovered in looking 
at our district’s history and data?

Does the solution prioritize the needs of our students 
furthest from opportunity?

Have we sought ideas from a diverse group of 
students, families, teachers, and classified staff? Who 
else might have valuable insights that we haven’t 
considered?

What barriers to equity do we need to keep in mind 
as we continue our work into the pilot phase?

3.  Revisit the work you’ve done in this unit. If necessary, repeat steps to improve the equity of your process.

4. Next, you will start an exciting new phase of this work: building out and piloting your solution.
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Section 3:  

Start Small
Turn your idea into reality 

by piloting a solution
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Key Objectives
•  Turn your solution into a prototype that you can 

pilot on a small scale to test its effectiveness. 

•  Reflect on data and observations from your pilot 
to learn more about your problem and determine if 
and how your solution should be scaled across your 
district.

This section will help you turn a great idea into 

a concrete, tested solution to learn from and 

potentially scale:

Step 1: Design and Run a Pilot 

Step 2: Reflect and Plan Ahead 

Step 3: Apply an Equity Lens

Overview
It’s time to turn your idea into reality and see what kind of 
impact it can have. 

As you test and evaluate your solution, it will be important 
to ask whether your solution:

•  Advances equity, such that more students receive what 
they need to achieve their potential. 

•  Advances resiliency, such that your system is better 
able to adapt to the changing needs of individual 
students and the world around them.
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Implement
Complete the following activities:

Activity: Visualize and Build a Prototype

Activity: Plan and Run a Pilot

Reflect
As you start these activities, ask yourself: 

•  In what ways does 
our prototype align 
(or not align) with our 
stakeholders’ needs?

•  How can we describe 
our solution so that 
it’s clear for others to 
implement it? 

•  How can we test 
our solution on 
a small scale to 
see if it actually 
advances equity 
and resiliency?

Step 1: Design and Run a Pilot
What does your idea look like “in action,” and how will you test it? In this step, you will 
turn your idea into a prototype (or testable solution). You’ll then plan and execute a 
pilot to understand the prototype’s impact with a small group of students and teachers.

Explore

Here are a few highlighted examples 

of equity and resiliency in action from 

school systems who have completed 

the activities. To see these examples 

and more, explore the case studies in 

the Appendix.  

Cedar Rapids: Student Reflection and 

Goal-Setting Pilot

Mastery Charter Schools: Integrating 

Blended Learning and Culturally 

Responsive Teaching Pilot

Monterey Peninsula: Students and 

Teachers Co-Design Process Pilot
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Ensuring Equity & Resiliency

Equity looks like building your prototype with a focus 
on how your model will better meet the needs of each 
student in your system, especially those included 
in the empathy interview process. Equity also looks 
like sharing your prototype with students, families, 
teachers, and classified staff for feedback – and then 
implementing changes based on that feedback. To 
maximize stakeholder input, co-design the prototype with 
the students, families, teachers, and classified staff you 
interview.

Activity: Visualize 
and Build a 
Prototype
Create a small-scale version of your 
solution

Framing

Now that you’ve selected a solution to solve your 
problem of practice, it’s time to build out the details by 
creating a prototype, or testable model of your solution. 
The prototype will allow you to get feedback on the 
idea and pilot it with a small group of stakeholders (e.g., 
students, teachers, parents, and/or classified staff). For 
instance, if your solution was a new system for student-
led conferences, your prototype could be an agenda for 
what those conferences might look like.

It can be tempting to build out a complete, complex 
prototype, but it is important to keep it simple. A simpler 
prototype is more conducive to getting quick stakeholder 
feedback and to actually testing the concept in a “bite-
sized” way, allowing you to learn what is and is not 
effective in the prototype to iterate as needed.

Resiliency looks like building a prototype that is clear and 
simple enough to be replicated and changed - especially 
based on quick stakeholder feedback. You may even look 
for ways to explicitly build flexibility and adaptability into 
your prototype (for example, through student choice).
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Steps to Implementation
Suggested time: 2 hours

1.  Gather your team in a room (in-person or virtual) with access to a chalkboard or a digital alternative, such as Google 
Jamboard; make sure your team has selected a solution to your problem of practice.

2. Given your solution, decide as a group what your prototype could look like or include.

•  For example, if your solution is about standards-based grading, you may choose to prototype a new grading 
rubric. 

•  For example, if your solution is about a new classroom schedule for more individualized student support, you may 
choose to prototype a new lesson plan. 

3.  Next, brainstorm a definition of success for your prototype. Ask, “What do we believe will lead to our prototype 
design and content being most successful?” Document ideas on a chalkboard or Jamboard. 

•  For example, if you are designing a new grading rubric, you might define success for your prototype as being 
standards-aligned, using student-friendly language, and allowing for flexibility for teachers.

4.  Then, build the prototype. Your team may work as a full group or you can break into small groups to design several 
prototypes. Use the templates below for building a prototype; choose the template that aligns best with the format 
of what you are trying to create (e.g., a visual of a new grading rubric is likely obvious, but a storyboard might also 
help demonstrate how students experience using it).

• Storyboard

• Rapid Prototyping

• Get Visual 

• Roleplay

5.  If you break into small groups to create several prototypes, you will need to decide between the options (or take the 
best aspects of each option to create a final version). One way to do this is to: 

• Have each individual read each prototype and add a “+1” to indicate aspects that they like.  

• Take time for group discussion; make real-time updates to the prototype(s) as you discuss:
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Discussion Question Notes

What parts of each prototype did we like?  

Was there one prototype that was a clear winner? 
How could we combine the best parts of each 
prototype into a new version?

How well does the prototype align to our definition of 
success?

Where can we make final improvements or updates?

6. If you created one prototype as a group, take time for group discussion; make real-time updates as you discuss: 

Discussion Question Notes

How well does the prototype align to our definition of 
success?  

How well does the prototype align with our original 
problem statement?

Where can we make final improvements or updates?

7. Together, finalize your prototype. 

•  Consider getting interim feedback on this prototype by picking a handful of people to share the prototype with, 
and prioritize getting feedback from the stakeholders you included earlier in this process. As a team, commit to 
how you will collect and incorporate additional feedback. 

8. Next, you will plan and execute a pilot test to put your prototype in action.

This activity was inspired by the Create a Prototype step of IDEO’s Design Thinking for Educators. The specific protocols 

for building a prototype (Storyboard, Rapid Prototyping, Get Visual, Role Play) are IDEO’s method cards.
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Activity: Plan and 
Run a Pilot
Plan to pilot your prototype and measure 
results on a small scale 

Framing

Once you have a prototype developed, it is time to 
see how it works in the real world by running a pilot, 
or a small test.

Pilots should be small and fast enough to ensure that 
any negative outcome is minimally felt. This means 
picking one school, a few classrooms, or even a small 
group of students to try the prototype. Even a small 
test requires planning, though – consider all of the 
prep work, materials, and communication required.

Pilots are only successful if you learn from them. 
Planning to assess impact against clear goals is vital. 
This can include standard measures (e.g., student 
proficiency on an exit ticket, a student engagement 
survey), though you may also find it powerful to look 
for what IDEO calls “uncommon measures.” Consider, 
for example, measuring increases in classroom noise 
level or student tardiness to a next class as positive 
indicators of student engagement in a class. 

Ensuring Equity & Resiliency

 Equity looks like testing your prototype with the students 
you most seek to benefit through your design work so that 
you can get direct feedback. It also looks like ensuring 
that your measurements accurately assess changes (for 
example, shifts in student behavior) that will lead towards 
more equitable outcomes.

Resiliency looks like testing your prototype in a few 
different contexts (remembering to keep it small!). This 
will help you assess whether the prototype is flexible 
enough to work with different teachers, students, or even 
grades and subjects.
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Steps to Implementation 
Suggested time: 2 hours

Prepare to Pilot

1.  Gather your team in a room (in-person or virtual) with access to the Plan to Pilot template (see Appendix: 

Workpages) and the Project Plan template (see Appendix: Workpages); make sure your team has built a clear 
prototype for the pilot.

a. Discuss and document the following questions in the “Plan” section of the Plan to Pilot template.

2.  Once you have aligned on the high-level plan to pilot, get tactical. Use the project planning template to identify 
specific activities, owners, and timelines for the next steps to prepare for and conduct your pilot.

3.  Once your plan to pilot (and associated project plan) are fully drafted, determine as a team what meeting and/or 
communications structure you will use to keep the plan in motion. 

a.  For example, many teams like to schedule a weekly check-in to ensure that the work to prepare for and conduct 
the pilot is “on track” and that all people involved in the work collaborate closely. 

Run Pilot

4.  When the time comes to launch your pilot, be sure to collect data aligned to your Plan to Pilot. Use the “Document” 
section to record this data, including any benchmark or pre-pilot data you wish to collect to compare.

5.  After the pilot, ask teachers and students to provide feedback using the Question Guide from your Plan to Pilot 
and taking detailed notes. Be mindful of power dynamics that might be in the room (e.g., students may feel nervous 
talking to a district administrator). Create an open environment for feedback by:

a. Reminding participants that the pilot is designed to be improved

b. Indicating that student and teacher feedback is critical to that improvement process 

c. Requesting honest feedback

d. Staying neutral and resisting any temptation to defend the pilot 

e. Making real-time adaptations to dig deeper into topics and/or accommodate the group

6.  Collect data from across your design team to keep all of the information in one place (consider using the space 
provided in the “Plan to Pilot” document). You will need it for the next step: reflecting on your pilot.

This activity was inspired by the “Get Feedback” step of IDEO’s Design Thinking for Educators Toolkit.
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Cedar Rapids: Student Reflection and Goal-Setting Pilot 
To solve their problem, “How might we provide relevant, 
standards-aligned feedback to students so that every student 
reaches mastery,” the Cedar Rapids team decided to pilot a 
reflection and goal-setting process with students.

Mastery Charter Schools: Blended, Culturally Responsive Teaching Pilot 
To solve their problem, “How might we build a blended learning model 
that fosters achievement and independence in our high school students,” 
Mastery decided to pilot the integration of ISTE Standards for Students 
into high school lesson plans.

Monterey Peninsula: Students and Teachers Co-Design Process Pilot 
To solve their problem, “How might we increase flexibility and 
personalization to build a sense of belonging and connection within the 
context of our labor and policy constraints.” Monterey decided to pilot 
a process to engage students and teachers to design new systems for 
personalization and connection.

See Appendix: Case Studies for more details
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Reflect
As you start these activities, ask yourself: 

Implement 
Complete the following activities:

Activity: Reflect on the Pilot

Activity: Pilot Next Steps: Ditch, Iterate, or Scale

Step 2: Reflect and Plan Ahead
How did your pilot go, and what did you learn from it? It’s finally time to determine whether your solution addressed 
your problem and led to more equitable, resilient teaching and learning. In this step, you will evaluate your pilot and 
plan to iterate based on what you’ve learned.

•  What went well in our pilot, and 
what didn’t go as well? How do we 
know?

•  Should our solution be 
implemented more broadly? How 
do we know?

•  What have we learned through 
this design process that should 
inform how we work in the future?
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Activity: Reflect  
on the Pilot
Use a range of data sources to determine 
whether your pilot met its goals

Ensuring Equity & Resiliency

Equity looks like heavily weighting teacher and student 
feedback to determine whether your pilot met your goals. 
Equity also looks like disaggregating measures of your 
pilot’s effectiveness so that you can spot whether the 
prototype benefits all students or differentially benefits 
only certain groups. Equity may also mean recognizing 
how insights gained from your pilot can illuminate 
inequities in other areas.

Framing

After you’ve conducted your pilot, it’s time to assess 
whether it achieved its goals. Design teams use a range of 
sources to come to this conclusion: 

•  Feedback from the teachers and students engaged  
in the pilot

• Data you collect about student learning and experience

• Your own observations and reflections 

It can be disappointing to determine that a pilot did not 
produce your desired results, but do not be afraid to do 
so – that is the purpose of these bite-sized prototypes and 
pilots! Figuring out what didn’t work (and why) can help 
you redesign a better prototype as needed and ultimately 
helps you avoid scaling something that does not have a 
positive impact. Remember: pilots are only successful if 
you learn from them.

Resiliency looks like analyzing your data to assess 
whether the prototype is one that can be successfully 
adapted to different contexts and different students, or 
whether it is so rigid that it would only be successful under 
limited conditions. 
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Steps to Implementation
Suggested time: 1 hour

1.  Make the data from your pilot available to team members, and ask people to review the findings in advance of your 
meeting.

2.  Gather your team in a room (in-person or virtual) with access to the Plan to Pilot template (see Appendix: 

Workpages).

3.  Remind team members about the purpose/goal of your pilot and how the pilot connects to your broader vision and 
problem of practice. Indicate that today’s discussion is a chance to evaluate the pilot’s effectiveness in achieving 
your desired outcomes and to make improvements. 

4. First, review headlines from the student and teacher feedback collected at the end of your pilot. Discuss as a team:

Discussion Question Notes

What parts of the prototype 
resonated most with 
participants? What were they 
drawn to?

Which parts resonated least? 
What made them difficult or 
confusing?

What should be explored 
more deeply?

Was the feedback unanimous 
across participants, or did 
certain people or groups 
of people have different 
experiences with and 
perspectives on the pilot?
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5.  Then, review headlines from data produced during the pilot (e.g., observations, a student exit ticket, and/or 
engagement survey) and discuss your findings as a team.

Discussion Question Notes

What went well in the pilot? How do we know?

What did not go well in the pilot? How do we know?

Were the pilot outcomes better or worse than current 
state or baseline? How do we know?

Was the pilot experience consistently good, or was 
there meaningful variation in the experience or data 
(e.g., did all students – especially those we most 
want to benefit – succeed equally on the student exit 
ticket, or were there gaps across student groups)?

Were there any unexpected consequences, positive 
or negative?
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A
ctivity: Reflect on the P

ilot

6.  As a team, summarize your discussion by identifying the top three to five successes and the top three to five 
challenges of the pilot. You will use this summary perspective in your next step: improving the strategy and building 
on momentum.

Top 3-5 Strengths of the Pilot

•

•

•

•

•

Top 3-5 Challenges of the Pilot

•

•

•

•

•

7. Next, you will plan to improve your solution and build on the momentum of your pilot based on your reflections here.

This activity was inspired by the “Get Feedback” step of IDEO’s Design Thinking for Educators Toolkit.
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Activity: Pilot 
Next Steps - Ditch, 
Iterate, or Scale
Reflect on your pilot and choose  
your next steps

Framing

Now that you have reflected on your pilot, it is time to 
decide whether your prototype should be scaled.

•  If the pilot did not meet its goals, there are still 
important steps you can take to learn from the 
experience. 

•  If the pilot partially met its goals, you can use feedback 
to improve the prototype, run additional pilots, and 
continue to seek feedback from a broader range of 
students, families, teachers, and classified staff. 

•  If the pilot met its goals, you can scale your prototype 
for even greater impact. This requires you to think 
about a range of updates necessary to support 
scale. For instance, a plan to launch a new grading 
system likely impacts the way you think about family 
communications, data systems, teacher professional 
development, and more.

Ensuring Equity & Resiliency

Equity looks like dedicating sufficient resources to 
set your solution up for success. Equity also looks like 
thoughtfully planning change management activities 
amid scale-up so that all stakeholders understand what 
changes to expect, the rationale for these changes, and 
the venues available to provide feedback. Just because 
you’ve done empathy interviews and conducted a pilot 
does not mean that your work engaging students, families, 
teachers, and classified staff has ended!

Resiliency looks like clarifying for students and teachers 
what flexibility exists in implementation of the solution. 
Resiliency also looks like including, as part of your plans 
for scale, regular step-backs to review data on the 
ongoing effectiveness of your solution in meeting its goals 
and then making adjustments as needed. 
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Steps to Implementation
Suggested time: 1 hour

1.  Gather your team in a room (in-person or virtual); make sure your team has reflected on the successes and 
challenges of your pilot.

2.  Remind team members about the goal of your pilot and how the pilot connects to your vision and problem of 
practice. Indicate that today’s discussion is a chance to decide whether to scale, revise, or stop the pilot. 

3. Review headlines from your session to reflect on the pilot; reiterate the successes and challenges. 

4.  As a team, discuss whether the pilot met its goals, such that it should be scaled. Refer back to your vision, problem 
of practice, and pilot data as you make this determination. (see Appendix: Workpages)

• If your pilot did NOT meet its goals and should be finished, jump to “Learn From & Ditch It.”

•  If your pilot partially met or only met some of its goals and you believe it could be updated,  
jump to “Iterate & Try Again.”

• If your pilot DID meet goals, jump to “Scale Up.”

5.  Regardless of whether your pilot met its goals, your team should celebrate the work you’ve done throughout this 
process. Consider ending your meeting by sharing gratitude across the team. 

6.  Next, you will step back to reflect on how equity has been incorporated and advanced throughout your entire 
design process.

Learn From & Ditch It

If your pilot did NOT meet its goals and should be stopped, don’t be discouraged! All pilots give us important information 
on the path forward. 

•  Take time as a team to document your learning from this experience. Give every person 10-15 minutes to collect their 
individual thoughts, then discuss as a team:

Discussion Question Example Notes

What did we learn? For example, students who 
participated in project-based 
learning did not report higher 
levels of engagement and/or 
increased progress as compared 
to baseline.
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Discussion Question Example Notes

What might it mean? For example, teachers may need 
additional training on how to 
effectively lead project-based 
learning. Alternatively, perhaps a 
different model for project-based 
learning would be a better fit for 
our organization.

Where could we go 
next?

For example, consider exploring 
other models for project-based 
learning to integrate into our 
curriculum.

Be sure to document your learnings, as hopefully your design team will be motivated to repeat the design process to 
tackle another problem of practice or explore another solution. 

Iterate & Try Again

If your pilot partially met or only met some of its goals, but you believe it could be updated, it is important to align on what 
did (and did not) go well. This will help you determine which parts of the prototype and pilot to redo versus maintain. 

•  Take time as a team to reflect on what you learned from this experience. Give every person 10-15 minutes to collect 
their individual thoughts, then discuss as a team: 

Discussion Questions Notes

How do we know this pilot did 
not meet its goals?

What aspects of the 
prototype/pilot kept it from 
meeting its goals, and how 
can we address them?
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Discussion Questions Notes

What aspects of the 
prototype/pilot contributed to 
it partially meeting or meeting 
some goals, such that we 
should keep them?

Scale Up

If your pilot met its goals, congratulations! It’s time to consider how to build on your momentum. 

7.  Oftentimes, teams decide to run one or more pilots to continue testing your prototype. If your team decides to go 
this route, go back to prior activities to create a new plan to pilot and to conduct your additional pilots. 

8.  Once you’ve fully tested the solution, you are in the exciting position of being able to scale your solution. To do 
this, you will need to consider what changes are required across your system (e.g., in learning materials and tools, 
teacher professional development). You will also need to develop a concrete, step-by-step plan to implement this 
solution more broadly. As a team, complete the following Plan to Scale template, which asks you to: 

•  Set the Vision for Success: In this step, your team will articulate what it will look like to succeed in scaling your 
pilot.

•  Align the Systems and Structures Needed to Scale: Next, your team will consider what organizational shifts will 
need to occur in order to support the scaling of the pilot.

•  Plan for Action: After identifying the necessary organizational shifts, your team will create a detailed 
implementation plan to support moving to action.

•  Design to Collaborate: Throughout this process, your team will need to think intentionally about when, who, and 
how you engage the broader community in order to ensure an equitable and inclusive process as you scale your 
solution.

9.  Once your plan to scale is fully drafted, align as a team on what meeting and/or communications structure you will 
use to keep the plan in motion. For example, many teams like to schedule a weekly check-in to ensure that the work 
to prepare for and conduct the pilot is “on track” and that all people involved in the work collaborate closely.
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Step 3: Apply an Equity Lens
How has equity shown up in this section, and is your solution actually leading to more equitable outcomes? To 
understand whether your solution met its goals, it is vital to analyze it based on the original problem as identified 
by the stakeholders who experience it. Often, ideas have unintentional outcomes and consequences; looking 
critically at these will help us understand whether our solution reinforces existing or creates new inequities, 
as well. In this step, you will reflect on the ways that your design team has – or has not – lived out your 
commitment to equity through the real work completed in your pilot. 

Activity: Reflect on 
Equity in Your Pilot
Take time to step back and ensure that your 
solution has the desired impact

Framing

When you have completed a pilot and are considering 
scaling up your solution to impact more students, it is 
especially important to ensure your idea aligns with and 
actually advances your goals for equity. Additionally, 
reflecting back on the path you took to get to this point 
before you invest in scaling a solution and exposing more 
students and teachers to it will help to prevent you from 
repeating mistakes or furthering unintentional side effects.

Ensuring Equity & Resiliency

Equity looks like honestly reflecting on who has – and 
has not – helped shape and evaluate your selected 
solution as well as who did – and did not – benefit from 
your selected solution.

Resiliency looks like continuing to tweak your prototype 
based on lessons learned from this equity pause. 
Resiliency also looks like stopping any plans for scale 
until your design team can confidently say that your 
process and your early outcome measures meet a high 
bar for equity. 
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Steps to Implementation
Suggested time: 30-60 minutes

1.  Gather your team in a room (in-person or virtual) with access to sticky notes or a digital alternative,  
such as Google Jamboard.

2. As a design team, consider the following questions:

Discussion Question Notes

Did our pilot positively impact students and teachers 
– especially those whom we’ve sought to design for?

Will our pilot advance equity in our district (ensuring 
that each student has what he or she needs in 
order to succeed academically and beyond)? What 
evidence do we have for this?

How has our process continued to prioritize equity in 
terms of who we have engaged, what work we have 
done, and what decisions we have made? Where 
could we have done better?

As we prepare to scale our solutions, what barriers to 
equity do we need to keep in mind? What will it take 
to address those barriers?
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3. Revisit the work you’ve done in this unit. If necessary, repeat steps to improve the equity of your process.

Additional research ideas

4.  Next, you will step back and reflect on your work for this section with a special focus on the ways that your process 
is – or is not – promoting equity in your district.
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Closing:  

Do More
Celebrate progress and keep going
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What’s Next?
Congratulations! You’ve just completed an important process to move your school system toward 
more equitable and resilient teaching and learning. At the same time, you’ve probably also just 
begun to realize the range of possibilities for what work you could do next. 

As you wrap up your design process, consider four final activities: 

1. Celebrate progress. 
The work of transforming teaching and learning is difficult and long, so it’s important that you 
celebrate your wins along the way. Hopefully your team has seen the powerful impact of your 
pilot. Consider ways that you can share those outcomes so that students, families, teachers, and 
classified staff feel heard, see the impact, and get excited to join in. 

Just as important as celebrating the outcomes, however, is to celebrate the process. Hopefully, 
your team has gained new insights, tools, and resources related to running an inclusive design 
process. Take time to reflect on what you’ve learned and what aspects of the process you hope to 
use in the future. Consider sharing these lessons learned more broadly, too. See the “Showcase” 
step of IDEO’s Co-Designing Schools Toolkit for an example of how to celebrate your progress.

2. Commemorate the process. 
The work you have just completed – a meaningful effort to promote equity and resiliency – is an 
important part of your school system’s history. Too often, these efforts can go unnoticed or be 
forgotten amid challenging day-to-day work of running schools. It is important that community 
members can access this transparent work in the future to learn from and build upon it –  
including those who were and were not involved in this process. Make sure your work is well 
codified, communicated out to people across your school system, and stored in an accessible  
place to prevent your community from starting from scratch with each attempt to increase equity 
and resiliency.

3. Plan for broader change. 
Through the design process, your team gathered several ideas for improving teaching and 
learning in your schools. You’ve hopefully built new knowledge and skills about how to make 
those improvements. Consider as a team what your next steps might be to build upon existing 
momentum and address the next round of needs in your school(s), such as scheduling recurring 
meetings to continue the work. 
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You may choose to take on broader change through continued cycles of the Real-Time Redesign 
process focused on targeted improvements; or, you may use this design process to inform a larger-
scale, longer-term, end-to-end strategic planning process (see Appendix for infographic). Both 
approaches can lead to long-term change, and many effective school systems pursue both pathways 
for change. Regardless of the path you choose for your immediate next steps, get specific on what 
the timeline and major activities look like to keep your school system moving in the direction of your 
vision. Use the Path Forward Planner (see Appendix) to plot out your school system’s next steps 
toward more equitable, resilient teaching and learning.

4. Share with others. 
The Real-Time Redesign toolkit’s inclusive, targeted design process can be used to move towards 
more equitable and resilient teaching and learning. However, the fundamentals of the toolkit are 
applicable beyond this particular context. Share this toolkit so that others in your school system 
and community can make meaningful progress in solving gnarly problems. Invite others to use 
this toolkit in their work with specific stakeholder groups (e.g., students, families, teachers, classified 
staff) or in specific areas of the school system (e.g., an individual school, grade level, department,  
or classroom). 

Additionally, part of the power of this toolkit comes from the embedded examples of real school 
systems that have implemented the design process to advance equity and resiliency. Consider how 
you can “pay it forward” by sharing your own examples and experiences. If you would like your 
school or school system’s work to be featured in this toolkit, contact info@learningaccelerator.org.
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Resources 
Go deeper by exploring resources from our work with real school systems across the country.

Case Studies
Explore how school systems used the Real-Time Redesign process to move towards more equitable 
and resilient teaching and learning in the wake of COVID-19. For additional problems of practice and 
solutions from more districts, see information in the About section below. 

• Cedar Rapids Community School District (p.84)

• Mastery Charter Schools (p.90)

• Monterey Peninsula Unified School District (p.95)

Getting Started Guides
Explore topics and concrete resources that school systems used in their own journeys to design 
more equitable and resilient teaching and learning environments. Find definitions of these terms and 
others used in the toolkit on our definitions page.

• Standards-Based Grading

• Culturally Relevant & Sustaining Pedagogy

• Real-World Relevance in Learning

• Competency-Based Teacher Professional Development

• Relationships Between Students & Adults

• Blended Learning & Digital Literacy

Blog Posts
Learn from our experience leading districts through the Real-Time Redesign process.

• Advice: Common Pitfalls & Tips for Success in Design Work

• Questions for the Field on School & System Redesign
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About
This toolkit was developed as we supported seven districts through the process as part of our networked learning 
community called the Strategy Lab. Learn more about how we built the toolkit and what we learned along the way:

• Where Real-Time Redesign Originated: Always Ready for Learning Strategy Lab

• What We Learned from the Strategy Lab

• Key Terms & Definitions for Redesign

Gratitude
The Learning Accelerator is grateful for the many organizations and individuals whose contributions made  
this project possible. 

School System Leaders

We owe immense gratitude to the leaders of seven school systems who invited us in to learn alongside them in the most 
challenging school year of their lives. We are witnesses to the resolve you showed through the pandemic, and it has been 
humbling to learn alongside you. Thank you to:

• Suzanne Newell, Erin Bown-Anderson, David Reihert, and Ty Davidson at Austin Independent School District; 

• John Rice, Sean Neilly, Nicole Kooiker, and Adam Zimmerman at Cedar Rapids Community School District;

•  Dr. Warren Morgan, Jessica Dunn, Jennifer O’Shea, Cortnei Flucas, Emily Sholtis, Kassi Hall, Amanda Koth, Denise 
Wilson, and Abbie Mccafferty at Indianapolis Public Schools;

• Kevin Zimmer, Jessica Varevice, Jonas Crenshaw, and Sara Vasquez at Mastery Charter Schools;

• PK Diffenbaugh, Cresta McIntosh, Manny Nunez, and Denise Munoz at Monterey Peninsula Unified School District;

• Dixie Bacallao and Valerie Taubes at Phoenix Charter Academy; and

•  Ellen Dorr, Bob Ettinger, Damien Pattenaude, Vickie Damon, Jon Stadler, and Shannon Harvey  
at Renton School District.
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Partner Organizations

This project would not have been possible without the incredible work of Bellwether Education Partners, TLA’s partner 
throughout the Strategy Lab and design of this toolkit. Thank you to Lauren Schwartze, Gwen Baker, Mike Boone, and 
Stephanie Spangler, especially!

We were fortunate to partner with many additional organizations over the course of this project. Many thanks to Epoch 
Education’s Deraan Washington and Kelly Cole for their thoughtful guidance and support in helping us strive for equity 
and inclusivity in our work. Thank you also to Jessica Schlusser and Mason Pashia at Getting Smart for telling the stories 
of the school systems involved in the Strategy Lab. 

Thank you to school and system leaders who shared their experience with our cohort: Nyree White at Achievement 
First; Kristen Watkins at Dallas Independent School District; Amalia Lopez at Lindsay Unified School District; and Colleen 
Meaney at Francis W. Parker Charter Essential School.

Thank you to the many professional services organizations and individuals who coached and shared their expertise with 
our school systems as they responded to the pandemic: independent consultants Kristi Ransick and Rebecca Kockler; 
Asaf Bitton of Ariadne Labs; Ben Rayer and Kelly Ocasio of 2Revolutions; Christina Pate of WestEd; Cindi Williams, Erica 
Gray, and Cornelia Calliste of Learning Heroes; Molly Depasquale and Lindsey Hoy of Achievement Network; Sujata Bhatt 
of Transcend; Malika Ali of Highlander Institute; Jason Green, Cassondra Corbin-Thaddies, and Dee Lanier of LINC; Virgel 
Hammonds, Lauren McCauley, and Abbie Everett of KnowledgeWorks; and Sarah Johnson of Teaching Lab.

Trailblazers

While this toolkit is unique in its application and real examples, the essential concepts presented are not original. Many 
before us have blazed a path for design thinking processes that center equity and liberatory design. We owe a great deal 
of gratitude to the following organizations and the people behind them, and we encourage you to explore their work, as 
well:

•  equityXdesign: Michelle Molitor, Caroline Hill, & Christine Ortiz; check out their organizations, 228 Accelerator, The 
Equity Lab, and Equity Meets Design, as well as their writing, Racism and inequity are products of design. They can be 
redesigned.

• IDEO: Codesigning Schools Toolkit, Design Kit, Design Thinking for Educators toolkit

• Stanford d.School: K-12 Lab, Liberatory Design
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https://dschool.stanford.edu/resources-collections/liberatory-design
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Cedar Rapids Community 
School District
Real-Time Redesign Case Study

Overview

Cedar Rapids Community School District (CRSCD) is Iowa’s second-largest district, serving over 
16,000 students, 56 percent of whom qualify for free or reduced lunch and 39 percent of whom 
identify as students of color.

Through stakeholder engagement, external inspiration, and critical internal research, Cedar Rapids 
identified a central problem of practice connected to their long-term vision for competency-based 
learning: “How might we provide relevant, standards-aligned feedback to students so that every 
student reaches mastery?”

To address their problem of practice, Cedar Rapids piloted a student reflection and goal-setting 
process with a middle school social studies class.

This process highlighted for us that bringing in more voices to a problem of practice 

widens the considerations and potential solutions, especially for those who are 

directly affected by the problem. Pausing our problem-solving long enough to conduct 

empathy interviews has helped bring better solutions to several other projects since 

work on this pilot and it’s something we need to work at institutionalizing as we face 

future problems.” 

-  John Rice, Executive Director of Teaching and Learning, Cedar Rapids Community School District

Introduction 
In summer 2020, leaders at Cedar Rapids Community School District (CRCSD) were in the 
challenging position of preparing to reopen school amid the COVID-19 pandemic; at the same time, 
leaders wanted to continue progress toward their district’s long-term vision of preparing all learners 
for the future. 

They joined the Always Ready for Learning Strategy Lab, a nine-month, pro bono, cohort-based 
learning experience. The Strategy Lab supported CRCSD and six other districts to launch the new 
school year with a strong start and to implement a real-time, targeted improvement process that 
would accelerate progress toward a more equitable, resilient system for teaching and learning.

As part of the Strategy Lab, CRCSD used the Real-Time Redesign process to make progress on their 
vision – even amid a challenging year.

“
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Come Together
Step 1: Organize an Inclusive Team

Cedar Rapids built a design team of leaders from its central office Learning and Leadership team but 
eventually broadened the group of stakeholders involved in the process. 

•  CRCSD leaders are all strongly committed to the district’s vision for equity – to “develop a system 
that assures all students have equity of voices, resources, opportunities, and expectations.” 
However, as team members reflected on their identities, they realized they would need to include 
other voices at the table, especially given the incomplete set of perspectives represented by their 
predominantly white, male group of district-level administrators. 

•  This led the group to engage a larger set of students and teachers, which elevated more diverse 
voices and helped the team better understand the day-to-day realities of teaching and learning from 
those who live that reality every day.

The design team built a shared commitment to change based on the district’s existing vision for 
teaching and learning. 

•  CRCSD has a well-defined vision and strategy for competency-based learning. The vision 
includes equity as a core belief. Other core beliefs, such as student ownership and student learning, 
emphasize student empowerment and focus on ALL students’ needs. The vision also paints a 
picture of what resiliency looks like in practice; the core belief around innovation challenges the 
district to be creative, to continuously evolve to stay relevant in the context of the broader world, 
and to adapt to different students’ needs and interests. 

•  The district already had several years of progress working towards this vision. However, the 
design team knew that the work was not yet finished and that the Strategy Lab presented a great 
opportunity to continue the work. Specifically, the original strategic focus of the 2020-21 school year 
was supposed to be standards-based grading. While the COVID crisis meant that near-term district 
priorities had changed, the design team still sought to make progress in that area during the school 
year. And, the challenge of managing remote learning made the team feel that standards-based 
grading was even more important than ever in that it gave students clear, flexible pathways to 
mastery.

Step 2: Look Backward Before Going Forward

The design team reviewed district data and sought input from a broad set of stakeholders to know how 
to focus its design work. 

•  Examining student data, the design team saw that there were stark academic outcome gaps across 
demographic groups. Reviewing this data underscored the district’s continued focus on equity. 

•  To explore the root causes of these outcomes, CRCSD interviewed students and teachers for whom 
the system is not working and designed an interview guide that would evoke stories and feelings.
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•  In addition to general questions about students’ and teachers’ experiences, the team also 
included targeted questions about standards, assessment, and grading since the team 
hypothesized it would need to focus on these areas. With this thoughtful set of questions, the 
conversations not only helped shed light on the problem but also surfaced specific ideas about 
what it would take to close gaps. 

Step 3: Stand on the Shoulders of Giants

To build on what they were learning internally, CRCSD looked to outside research and examples.

•  With its emerging focus, Cedar Rapids decided to research other communities with standards-
based grading systems. From this research, the team learned new approaches to track individual 
students’ mastery of standards over time versus having grades that reflect mastery at one, 
stagnant point in time. These approaches struck the team as potentially powerful ways to close 
persistent achievement gaps. 

•  Cedar Rapids also researched districts that made assessments and grading relevant to 
students’ real-world experiences and future aspirations. From this research, the team sought to 
include multiple dimensions of relevance in learning - personal, academic, real-world, and cultural 
- in their designs. Such an approach helps teachers adapt the learning to different students’ 
needs, identities, and interests.

Dream Big
Step 1: Clearly Define the Problem You Seek to Change

Cedar Rapids drew out clear themes from their empathy interviews. 

Student and teacher input provided helpful direction for the design team. Interviewees identified the 
need to build stronger relationships across students and teachers, create more personalized and 
authentic learning experiences, and reconsider effective feedback for students. These themes 
affirmed the team’s hunch that work related to standards-based grading would be highly valuable, 
and it provided specific ideas about how to implement that work.

Insights from Empathy Interviews

Based on these themes, the team identified their problem of practice: “How might we provide 
relevant, standards-aligned feedback to students so that every student reaches mastery?”

This problem statement challenged the team to find solutions that help each and every student 
deepen their learning through opportunities for ownership and personalized feedback (including 
feedback relevant to the student’s goals and aspirations). The problem statement also required the 
team to think about more individualized and flexible systems than traditional grading structures, 
which apply a “one-size-fits-all” approach to assessing learning at a single point in time. Such 
traditional systems do not always include personalized feedback or give students additional 
opportunities to improve their mastery. 
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Step 2: Brainstorm & Pick a Solution

In brainstorming solutions to the problem they had identified, the team identified a range of 
solutions. 

The team’s potential solutions fell into one of four categories: 

•  Connecting student feedback and grades more explicitly to the district’s profile of a graduate. 
This set of solutions would make learning more relevant for students (by connecting it to their 
future goals) and more individualized (as it would deliver more personalized feedback to students 
on their learning). 

•  Getting the community involved in assessing students’ progress toward the goals outlined 
in the district’s profile of a graduate. This set of solutions also makes learning more relevant 
and individualized. However, it more deeply enhances the relevancy of learning by connecting 
students to members of their community – people with whom they share community culture, 
and people who can speak to how learning will show up in a student’s future career. 

•  Building space and structures for students to reflect on their own learning. This set of 
solutions would more deeply engage students in their learning by promoting self-reflection 
(versus just having a teacher assign a grade). 

•  Exploring other (non-grade-related) ways to gauge student progress. This set of solutions 
would give students more choice and flexibility in how they demonstrate their learning, 
especially as compared to traditional assessments, which can sometimes not accurately assess 
learning and/or can have inequities baked in such that some student groups consistently 
outperform others. 

The design team decided on a solution that would give students space and structures to reflect on 
their own learning via a clear reflection and goal-setting protocol. 

•  The design team reviewed the ideas to consider which would best meet the needs of students, 
promote equity and resiliency, and be feasible for near-term improvement. The winning solution 
rose to the top because it would empower students to set their own goals (in academics and 
beyond), prompt conversations between teachers and students about the purpose of the 
learning, and engage students to reflect on and track their progress toward goals. 

•  This solution aligns well with CRCSD’s goals for this work. It supports equity because it respects 
each students’ individual goals for and pace of learning, and it provides each student with the 
feedback and support needed to help them advance. It supports resiliency because it enables 
teachers to adapt their support of students based on valuable information gathered via the goal-
setting and feedback process. 

Real-Time Redesign

84This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License

Case Study: Cedar Rapids Community School District

https://practices.learningaccelerator.org/artifacts/cedar-rapids-brainstorming-ideas-for-student-goal-setting-and-feedback
https://practices.learningaccelerator.org/artifacts/cedar-rapids-building-space-and-structures-for-student-reflection


Start Small
Step 1: Design & Run a Pilot 

The design team decided to pilot a reflection and goal-setting process with students. 

•  CRCSD built a clear prototype for reflection and goal setting that it could pilot. The pilot 
involved a teacher introducing a new standard to students – with clear articulation of how the 
standard would apply to students’ lives outside of the classroom. Then, students set their own 
learning targets for the standard, including what level of mastery they aspired to achieve. After 
the lesson and assessment, the teacher provided personalized feedback to the student about 
progress toward their goals. The student then used that feedback to self-reflect on their learning 
and set goals for future learning. Throughout the process, students met with the teacher and each 
other to define and track progress toward goals. The teacher also tracked simple measures for 
engagement and performance for each student and the class as a whole. 

•  This pilot had several benefits. It helps students understand the “why” behind learning and 
make authentic connections between courses and the world around them. It also helps teachers 
give more personalized, standards-based feedback and brings teachers and students together for 
reflection and collaboration. 

•  The design team kept the pilot simple. To start, the team focused on a single learning task in 
one middle school classroom; only after initial success did the team more formally document the 
process and plan to expand the pilot to additional classrooms.

Conclusion
As of the spring semester of 2021, Cedar Rapids’ pilot was in progress, and the design team was 
hopeful the data they were collecting would show the benefits of this solution for students and 
teachers. Cedar Rapids had plans in place regardless of the outcome and was prepared to scale a 
successful solution and/or take lessons from this experience to inform future work.

Questions for Reflection & Discussion

1.  Where do you see your own system in this case study? Are you facing similar challenges? 
What have you learned from this case study that might help you address your challenges?

2.  Cedar Rapids tackled a piece of their broader, long-term work toward competency-based 
learning by focusing on a targeted, small-scale improvement. What about this approach 
differs from how your team designs teaching and learning today? Where do you see 
opportunities in your district to use a real-time, targeted improvement process?

3.  Early in their process, CRCSD paused to reflect on their identity and history to make 
sure their design team was inclusive and to reground in their commitment to equity and 
resiliency. How might the process have turned out differently without this kind of preparation 
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and reflection? Where do you see opportunities in your context to build toward equity and 
resiliency in teaching and learning?

4.  CRCSD’s pilot of goal-setting and reflection started with a small-scale change in a single 
classroom. For your own pilot, how might your design team measure impact and assess 
scalability? What challenges to scaling might you encounter, and how might you overcome 
them?

5.  CRCSD’s work supported their district-wide shift toward competency-based learning and 
standards-based grading. Where do you see opportunities in your context for competency-
based learning and standards-based grading? How would such work support equity and 
resiliency in teaching and learning? 
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Mastery Charter Schools
Real-Time Redesign Case Study

Overview

•  Mastery Charter Schools (Mastery) is a network of 24 charter schools in Philadelphia, PA, and 
Camden, NJ. The network serves 14,000 K-12 students, 86 percent of whom qualify for free or 
reduced lunch, 98 percent of whom identify as students of color, and 20 percent of whom have 
Individual Education Programs (IEP).

•  Through stakeholder engagement, external inspiration, and internal research, Mastery identified 
a central problem of practice connected to their emerging strategic plan: “How might we build 
a blended learning model that fosters achievement and independence in our high school 
students?” 

•  To address their problem of practice, Mastery built a plan to pilot the integration of ISTE 
Standards for Students into lesson plans for a small set of high school classrooms.

The most exciting part of this process that we will do more of and that we will take 

with us is taking a more robust approach to gathering and incorporating the feedback 

and perspectives of families and students at the front end and throughout the entire 

strategic planning process. Through the empathy interviews and design thinking 

process that puts student experience at the center via the Strategy Lab, it’s incredibly 

important to elevate the voices of families and students to ensure that their input is 

driving our network’s priorities.” 

- Kevin Zimmer, Senior Director of Academic Operations for Mastery Charter Schools

Introduction
In summer 2020, leaders at Mastery Charter Schools (Mastery) were in the challenging position 
of preparing to reopen school amid the COVID-19 pandemic; at the same time, leaders wanted 
to continue progress toward their network’s long-term vision of preparing all students for 
postsecondary success. 

They joined the Always Ready for Learning Strategy Lab, a nine-month, pro bono, cohort-based 
learning experience. The Strategy Lab supported Mastery and six other school systems to launch the 
new school year with a strong start and to implement a real-time, targeted improvement process that 
would accelerate progress toward a more equitable, resilient system for teaching and learning.

As part of the Strategy Lab, Mastery used the Real-Time Redesign process to make progress on their 
vision – even amid a challenging year.

“
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Come Together
Step 1: Organize an Inclusive Team

Mastery first brought together a team of cross-functional leaders but then engaged a more diverse 
group of academic leaders. 

•  The original, cross-functional team was highly committed, but not all members of the team were 
directly connected to teaching and learning. As the group thought about the work ahead, they 
realized that a team more focused on academics would be best positioned to facilitate a process 
focused on teaching and learning. At the same time, the group identified the need to ensure that 
the design team was racially/ethnically diverse so as to be more representative of the diversity of 
their student body. 

•  With these guidelines in mind, the group invited a new set of academic leaders to make up their 
design team. Not only did this design team have deep expertise in teaching and learning, they also 
had close connections to the school-level leaders, teachers, students, and families who would 
need to be involved in the process along the way. 

The design team paused to reflect on ways it was – and was not – reflective of the students, families, 
and teachers it hoped to benefit. 

•  Mastery has a strong commitment to equity, inclusion, and anti-racism. Mastery’s Chief of Student 
Development recently wrote, “We take inspiration from the discussions sparked since the murder 
of George Floyd, and endeavor to lift the organization to a higher and more effective place for our 
students as well as our staff. We know that a healthy inclusive organizational culture enables adults 
to nurture a healthy school and classroom environment and believe we have an opportunity to 
significantly boost this work.” 

•  Reflecting on this commitment, the design team self-identified limitations to their perspectives and 
experiences. Once they identified these limitations, the team engaged staff who have insights into 
students’ lives – especially those who feel least successful in the current system. This approach 
ensured that those closest to challenges in the network (teachers and students) would have a say in 
designing solutions. It also helped the team develop a design that could actually be used day to day, 
as teachers and students could provide “on-the-ground” perspective to inform the work. 

The design team built a shared commitment to change, based on the network’s emerging  
strategic vision.

•  As a network, Mastery is committed to advancing equity and preparing students for the future. As 
the design team thought about the future of teaching and learning, they envisioned confident, 
independent learners supported with personalized, blended, and culturally responsive teaching 
and authentic relationships with adults. The emphasis on personalized learning and cultural 
relevance grounded the team in a shared vision for equity and aligned with work the network was 
doing with Zaretta Hammond to advance culturally relevant teaching. The focus on blended learning 
as a tool for personalizing learning and building independence set the team up to build toward 
resiliency, as well. 
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Step 2: Look Backward Before Going Forward

The design team centered the voices of those most affected by their work. 

•  Mastery needed input to define the specifics of its model. The vision was clear: culturally 
responsive, blended learning; however, it was not yet clear how that vision would be realized, 
and the team knew that stakeholders would have unique and important perspectives on 
this question. The design team carefully considered whom to interview, how to ensure that 
interviewees felt authentically heard, and what questions to ask to get specific input. The team 
conducted multiple rounds of interviews, intentionally seeking out the voices of teachers to 
understand the challenges they were confronting.

Step 3: Stand on the Shoulders of Giants

To build on what they were learning internally, Mastery looked to outside research and examples.

•  Mastery sought research on and examples of blended learning models that promote equity. 
Through this research, the team explored what equity in blended learning means: using 
technology to meet each student’s needs, closing digital divides, and preparing each student 
for success in the 21st century. The team encountered approaches to embedding technology 
in every classroom as a way to meet those goals. The team also explored ISTE Standards for 
Students, which provide clarity about how to use technology in a way that empowers students.

Dream Big
Step 1: Clearly Define the Problem You Seek to Change

Mastery drew out clear themes from their empathy interviews, in addition to deep ongoing 
interviews and focus groups the district had been conducting with students and their families.

•  Student and family input provided helpful direction for the design team. Interviewees identified 
the need to support students and teachers with technology, increase digital access, and 
create independent learners who more actively own their learning (versus relying on a standard 
teacher-centric classroom). These themes provided important insight into what it would take to 
move the network toward a blended learning model.

Based on these themes, the team identified their problem of practice: “How might we build 
a blended learning model that fosters achievement and independence in our high school 
students?” 

•  This problem statement challenged the team to find solutions that would empower each student 
and promote their development in academics and beyond (including cognitive and social-
emotional skills). Importantly, their problem statement reflected key areas of the network’s 
commitment to anti-racism: student independence, high expectations, and engaging, impactful 
instruction. Finally, the problem statement required the team to think about how technology – an 
inherently adaptable tool – might be used to individualize the learning experience.
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Step 2: Brainstorm & Pick a Solution

In brainstorming solutions to the problem they had identified, the team identified a range of 
possibilities. 

• The team’s potential solutions fell into one of three categories: 

•  Adopt practices that focus on teacher moves. This set of solutions honors the critical role that 
teachers play in the classroom and focuses on how to equip teachers with the support and 
materials needed to engage students via blended learning. 

•  Adopt practices that focus on systems and processes. This set of solutions recognizes that a 
move to a blended learning model is a significant change across a network, and thus explores 
the ways that network-provided resources (e.g., sample lesson plans, new software/tools) may 
be important foundations for the change. 

•  Adopt practices that focus on students. This set of solutions anticipates challenges high 
schoolers might face in moving from a traditional to a blended learning model, and suggests 
concrete ways to scaffold the student independence needed for success in a blended learning 
model (e.g., pairing students together, enabling student voice and choice in their learning, 
promoting student goal-setting). 

 The design team decided on a solution that would integrate ISTE standards for students into 
lesson plans as a way to support student independence in a blended model. 

•  The design team reviewed the ideas to consider which would best meet the needs of students, 
promote equity and resiliency, and be feasible for near-term improvement. The winning solution 
rose to the top because it addressed the intersection of equity and blended learning; ISTE 
Standards for Students, “are designed to empower student voice and ensure that learning is a 
student-driven process.” Mastery also appreciated that ISTE uses a proven, research-backed 
approach, meaning the network wouldn’t have to start from scratch. 

•  This solution aligns well with Mastery’s goals for this work. The team was attracted to ISTE as a 
proven framework that emphasizes equity by empowering student voice through technology. 
The team was also drawn to the opportunity their solution offered to build resiliency; ISTE 
standards can be used across grade levels and subject areas, and they would be able to start 
small (i.e., with one standard) so as to allow the network to learn and adapt as it goes. 
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Start Small
Step 1: Design & Run a Pilot

The design team decided to pilot integration of ISTE Standards for Students into high school 
lesson plans. 

Mastery built a clear prototype plan for integrating ISTE standards into lesson plans. To pilot this 
model, Mastery prioritized ISTE standards that most closely align with its vision of personalized, 
blended, culturally responsive learning: Knowledge Constructor and Creative Communicator. 
Mastery has future plans to support teachers in developing lesson plans that intentionally integrate 
those standards. Teachers will then be coached to deliver the lessons and to gather student input 
and feedback. 

This pilot had several assumed benefits. It would provide a clear anchor point for the network’s 
transition to a blended learning model, it would clarify what it looks like to build student 
ownership and independence in their learning, and it would give teachers much-needed 
guidelines and support as they facilitate this change. 

Mastery’s pilot plan is intentionally small and highly organized. Mastery planned to focus initially on 
a small group of two to four high school technology elective teachers, though they shifted to embed 
the standards within core content and instead lean on technology teachers to act as supportive 
co-teachers (what some might compare to the role of a librarian). Teachers will be coached to 
integrate select ISTE Standards for Students into one lesson. Throughout the process, the design 
team will continue to manage the pilot timeline, engage school leaders and teachers, support the 
work, and reflect on progress along the way.

Conclusion
Mastery has plans to pilot in the fourth quarter of the 2020-21 school year, and the design team 
is hopeful the data they collect will show the benefits of this solution for students and teachers. 
Mastery has plans in place regardless of the outcome and is prepared to scale a successful solution 
and/or take lessons from this experience to inform future work.

Questions for Reflection & Discussion

1.  Where do you see your own system in this case study? Are you facing similar challenges? 
What have you learned from this case study that might help you address your challenges?

2.  Mastery’s pilot of ISTE standards will start small – with a subset of standards and in a small 
number of classrooms. For your own pilot, how might your design team measure impact 
and assess scalability? What challenges to scaling might you encounter, and how might you 
overcome them?
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3.  The design team’s process addressed their broader, long-term goals around culturally 
responsive teaching and blended learning through small-scale, incremental change. What 
about this approach differs from how your team approaches the design of teaching and 
learning today? Where do you see opportunities in your district to use a real-time, targeted 
improvement process?

4.  One way Mastery’s design team honored the charter network’s commitment to equity was 
by pausing to consider the limitations of their perspectives and seek out the voices of 
others. How might the process have turned out differently without this kind of preparation 
and reflection? Where do you see opportunities in your context to build toward equity and 
resiliency in teaching and learning?

5.  Mastery’s work supported their network-wide shift toward culturally responsive, blended 
learning. Where do you see opportunities in your context for blended learning and/or culturally 
responsive teaching? How would such work support equity and resiliency in teaching and 
learning? 
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Monterey Peninsula  
Unified School District
Real-Time Redesign Case Study

Overview

•  Monterey Peninsula Unified School District (MPUSD) in California is home to more than 10,000 
students, 68 percent of whom qualify for free or reduced lunch and 80 percent of whom identify 
as students of color.

•  Through stakeholder engagement, external inspiration, and internal research, MPUSD identified 
a central problem of practice connected to their long-term vision for “deep learning that prepares 
them to solve the challenges of the 21st century”: “How might we increase flexibility and 
personalization to build a sense of belonging and connection within the context of our labor 
and policy constraints?”

•  To address their problem of practice, MPUSD piloted a process to engage students and teachers 
to design new systems for personalization and connection.

Introduction

In summer 2020, leaders at Monterey Peninsula Unified School District (MPUSD) were in the 
challenging position of preparing to reopen school amid the COVID-19 pandemic; at the same time, 
leaders wanted to continue progress toward their district’s long-term vision of preparing all learners 
for the future. 

They joined the Always Ready for Learning Strategy Lab, a nine-month, pro bono, cohort-based 
learning experience. The Strategy Lab supported MPUSD and six other districts to launch the new 
school year with a strong start and to implement a real-time, targeted improvement process that 
would accelerate progress toward a more equitable, resilient system for teaching and learning.

As part of the Strategy Lab, MPUSD used the Real-Time Redesign process to make progress on their 
vision – even amid a challenging year.

Come Together
Step 1: Organize an Inclusive Team

MPUSD convened a core design team that included its superintendent and a diverse group of 
cabinet members.

•  In many ways, MPUSD senior leaders were well-positioned to lead this work. All are strongly 
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committed to the district’s goal to “listen to and engage with all stakeholders (family, community, staff) 
in order to better understand and respond to the needs of our community.” As chief-level executives, 
they also had positional power to enact major change in the district and brought to the table 
experiences across different functional areas, including teaching and learning, human resources, and 
more. 

•  However, the group also realized the limitations of their perspectives given that they were all district-
level administrators. This inspired the team to plan how to deeply integrate student and teacher 
voice into the process. 

The design team built a shared commitment to change based on their ideal future classroom. 

•  MPUSD had already defined a compelling vision of excellence in teaching and learning – one 
where each student engages in authentic, relevant learning activities and is supported to be 
an empowered and engaged critical thinker with mastery of knowledge and skills. The explicit 
emphasis on reaching every student in every classroom demonstrated a focus on equity. The vision 
also prioritized resiliency in its emphasis on adapting learning activities to individual students’ interests 
and needs.

•  The design team hypothesized that increasing flexibility and personalization while strengthening 
students’ sense of belonging would help the district achieve this vision. Notably, these ideas felt 
particularly acute in terms of meeting students’ needs – academically and beyond – during a period of 
remote learning resulting from the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Step 2: Look Backward Before Going Forward

The design team engaged a diverse group of students, families, and staff to inform its work. 

•  The design team knew that there were a range of perspectives on what it would take to achieve the 
district’s vision. In accordance, the design team planned empathy interviews with people whose 
perspectives had not always been sought out in the district, such as families who spoke Spanish. 

•  Empathy interviews were so powerful that the design team wanted more leaders to hear the insights. 
MPUSD held an “empathy interview board meeting” where students, staff, and teachers were 
invited to share their stories in a town hall format. This brought important voices to an even broader 
audience, including powerful decision-makers like board members, and built deeper connections 
among community members through hearing and sharing each other’s personal stories. 

Step 3: Stand on the Shoulders of Giants

To build on what they were learning internally, MPUSD looked to outside research and examples.

•  Early on, the design team hypothesized that student-teacher relationships would help build students’ 
sense of belonging and help teachers more effectively personalize learning. To find inspiration for 
how to do this, the team looked to other districts that had developed structures and processes 
for building strong student-teacher relationships; for example, the team reviewed staffing and 
scheduling changes other districts had made to develop time and space for intentional  
community-building.

Real-Time Redesign

94This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License

Case Study: Monterey Peninsula Unified School District

https://www.mpusd.net/apps/pages/index.jsp
https://practices.learningaccelerator.org/artifacts/monterey-peninsula-vision-for-mastery-learning-at-scale
https://practices.learningaccelerator.org/artifacts/monterey-peninsula-elevating-student-parent-and-teacher-voice-through-empathy-interviews
https://videoplayer.telvue.com/player/m_3HX6961GRMsvkqSCdwmGeJ8rwpRZrR/media/600139
https://practices.learningaccelerator.org/artifacts/monterey-peninsula-getting-inspired-by-relationships-between-students-and-adults
https://practices.learningaccelerator.org/artifacts/monterey-peninsula-getting-inspired-by-relationships-between-students-and-adults


Dream Big
Step 1: Clearly Define the Problem You Seek to Change

MPUSD drew out clear themes from their empathy interviews. 

•  Student and teacher input provided helpful direction for the team. Interviewees identified the need 
for developing stronger connections between and amongst students and teachers, as well as 
personalizing support for students’ academic development. 

•  These themes affirmed the team’s hunch that relationships and personalization would be especially 
powerful ways to advance the district’s vision. 

Based on these themes, the team identified a problem of practice: “How might we increase flexibility 
and personalization to build a sense of belonging and connection within the context of our labor 
and policy constraints?” 

•  This problem statement challenged the team to focus on equity through solutions that would meet 
the academic and social-emotional needs of each student. The problem statement also promotes 
resiliency in that it acknowledges the team’s real-world, short-term constraints without taking the 
focus off of their longer-term goals of improved flexibility, personalization, and relationships.

Step 2: Brainstorm & Pick a Solution

In brainstorming solutions to the problem they had identified, the team identified a range of solutions.

•  In a collaborative brainstorming session with other Strategy Lab districts, the team shared their 
problem of practice to generate possible solutions. The resulting ideas could be grouped into six 
categories:

•  Engage students and teachers to co-design new systems. This set of solutions highlights the 
fact that equity requires those most impacted by teaching and learning – students and teachers 
– to be involved in developing new systems. It also challenges the district to be resilient through 
adapting and flexing to enable the new systems developed by students and teachers. 

•  Revise policies. This set of solutions recognizes that sometimes district policies can be major 
barriers to equity in a district; certain policies, like seat-time duration or grading expectations, can 
limit flexibility and personalization. These solutions also demonstrate the district’s willingness to 
dramatically reinvent itself – even rewriting policy – so as to improve teaching and learning. 

•  Focus on staff members’ sense of belonging. This set of solutions recognizes that in order for 
teachers to be able to foster students’ sense of belonging, teachers must feel that they belong 
and are supported. 

•  Revise grading to be mastery-based. This set of solutions elevates the fact that traditional 
methods for grading are often not flexible or personalized (instead, grades are based on rigid 
scales, include non-academic behavioral measures, and are attained at one point in time). A 
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mastery-based approach to grading allows teachers to give more personalized feedback to 
students and gives students multiple chances to prove mastery. 

•  Regroup students by academic need and/or interest. This set of solutions recognizes that 
each student has different needs, academically and beyond. It explores opportunities to revisit 
traditional structures (e.g., age-based grouping) and to instead develop systems that group 
students by targeted academic need and/or type of learning the student is interested in. 

•  Build social-emotional activities into academic courses and set aside time for intentional 
community-building. This set of solutions honors the fact that students’ sense of belonging 
and connection is an important precursor to academic learning. It also highlights the fact that 
building students’ sense of belonging cannot just be a “check-the-box” activity – it must be 
integrated throughout the approach to teaching and learning. 

The design team decided on a solution that would engage students and teachers in a process to 
co-design new systems for personalization, flexibility, connection, and belonging. 

•  The design team reviewed the ideas to consider which would best meet the needs of students, 
promote equity and resiliency, and be feasible for near-term improvement. This solution rose to 
the top because it would include teachers and students in every step of the process. Inviting 
teachers and students to directly participate in the work demonstrated the team’s commitment to 
prioritizing their voices. It also showed their willingness to adapt the process as they learned more 
about what this work would take. 

•  This solution aligns well with MPUSD’s goals for this work. It supports equity because it cedes 
decision-making authority to those closest to the problem. This solution supports resiliency 
because it challenges the district to respond to solutions that teachers and students develop; it 
also introduces a new method, teacher- and student-involved design sessions, that the district 
can use in the future. 

Start Small
Step 1: Design & Run a Pilot

The team decided to pilot a design-thinking process for students and teachers to co-design new 
systems for personalization and connection. 

•  MPUSD planned to pilot a collaborative design session for teachers and students. Participants 
were taught about the design-thinking process and then confronted with the problem of 
practice: “How might we increase flexibility and personalization to build a sense of belonging 
and connection within the context of our labor and policy constraints?” Together, teachers and 
students brainstormed solutions and built prototypes and strategies that could be implemented to 
address the problem. Teachers and students had support from district leaders to dream big – and 
assurance that leading ideas would actually be implemented in the district. 
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•  This approach had several benefits. It was a chance to make sure that those most impacted by 
teaching and learning (students and teachers) led the change. Bringing together students and 
teachers for this work created an early opportunity to build connections – one of the district’s 
key goals. Lastly, the design team was also excited to build a reusable process that could drive 
future change.

•  The design team kept the process simple and organized. To start, the design team wrote a 
project plan to manage the process. They identified two teachers, two administrators, and 12 
students as participants. The design team then curated resources and created short training 
sessions to introduce participants to the process. Finally, they developed a timeline for 
participants to work within and a process by which participants’ solutions could be integrated into 
the district’s broader approach.

Conclusion
As of spring 2021, MPUSD’s pilot was in progress, and the design team was hopeful the data they 
were collecting would show the benefits of this solution for students and teachers. MPUSD had 
plans in place regardless of the outcome, and was prepared to scale a successful solution and/or 
take lessons from this experience to inform future work.

Questions for Reflection & Discussion

1.  Where do you see your own system in this case study? Are you facing similar challenges? 
What have you learned from this case study that might help you address your challenges?

2.  The design team’s work centered around the district’s goal of strong student-teacher 
relationships and student sense of belonging. Where do you see opportunities in your 
context to build connection and belonging? How would such work support equity and 
resiliency in teaching and learning?

3.  MPUSD’s problem of practice focuses on an aspirational vision but also recognizes the 
policy and labor constraints it faces. What constraints do you face in your context as you 
work toward more equitable and resilient teaching and learning? What would it look like to 
acknowledge those constraints (like MPUSD did) without letting them hold you back?

4.  MPUSD’s pilot brought teachers and students together to co-create a solution. How are 
teachers and students in your context brought in as co-designers? How might you increase 
opportunities for teachers and students to lead change?
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A practical toolkit for improving 

equity and resiliency in schools
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NOTICE: Acknowledge values & biases; Reveal & practice authentic self 
An activity from Stanford d.school, adapted for digital use 
 

THIS ACTIVITY helps designers develop a self-awareness and social-emotional awareness before entering a context to practice empathy. 

The goal is that through this practice, the designer moves past transactional empathy towards transformational empathy & co-constructed design. 

Note: This is good work. Fun work for some. Hard for others. Validating for some. Welcoming to others. 

 

 

Name:  

Notice Heart/Values  

Written radiating from the heart, write 3 

values you feel strongly about or live by 

(e.g., family, creativity, social justice, or 

friends, love and money) They are what 

drive your actions. 

Notice Identity 

Write 3-10 ways that you define your 

own personal culture/identity: ethnicity, 

age, experience, education, 

socio-economic status, gender, sexual 

orientation, religion, skills… 

Notice Feeling 

Write 3-10 things you are feeling right 

now. How are you feeling about entering 

the context you will practice empathy 

within? Try to identify where these 

feelings are coming from. How might 

these feelings affect your empathy work? 

Notice Biases 

Bias is a prejudice/assumption 

for/against a thing, person(s) compared 

to another, usually defined by one’s 

values and lived experience. These biases 

can be conscious or unconscious (you are 

aware of them or not). Prior to empathy, 

it is important to surface both. Write 3-5 

things, people, etc you’re bias toward 

and against. Reflect on Why. 

1.   
2.   
3.   
4.   
5.  

1.   
2.   
3.   
4.   
5.  

1.   
2.   
3.   
4.   
5.  

1.   
2.   
3.   
4.   
5.   

https://dschool.stanford.edu/resources/liberatory-design-cards


Know Your District - Overview
Every district has much to celebrate in their unique history and community context, but it’s important to acknowledge 
and explore injustices from the past. Regardless of their intention, these hard-to-swallow realities are often the source 
of today’s inequalities, and they must be understood before they can be addressed. To design classrooms that work 
for all students, we must honestly look at who our classrooms do not work for and how they got that way. 

In addition to studying your community’s history, current student data is essential to understanding strengths and 
challenges in teaching and learning. Shining a light on outcome gaps (i.e., certain subgroups performing differently 
than their peers) can help focus the design team’s work. Be specific and honest in identifying and discussing which 
groups of students benefit from and which are disadvantaged by the current system.

Contents:

Community & History: Consider your district and community history as it relates to equity and resilience.

Data: Collect data relevant to equitable student achievement and outcomes in your district.

Self-Assessment: Assess the strength and effectiveness of your model.

References

TLA Innovative Learning Implementation Framework

Research Brief: Conducting an Equity Audit. Hanover Research

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1Go-7WDuRDwhNzC9QAUzWzaEXzMrwyeSn/view
https://www.hanoverresearch.com/resources/research-brief-conducting-an-equity-audit-aasa/


Community & History Notes
Consider your district and community history as it relates to equity and resilience. Identify sources that 
shed light on your district’s history (e.g., tenured staff, alumni, community members and leaders, social 
media, local newspaper and library archives, etc.). Consult these sources across for each area below, 
answering key questions and documenting what you hear. Make sure to look to sources that represent all 
of your student groups.

Key questions for each area:
- What have been the major developments in this area over time in our district? Who was involved in those 
efforts? What was community reaction?
- Has there been significant conflict in our broader community that has impacted school district culture (for 
example, regarding race relations, demographic shifts, refugee populations, economic changes)? What 
were they and what was the impact?
- What barriers remain? In what ways might our history in these areas contribute to existing gaps today?

Condition Domains Notes

Essential 
Supports

Essential Supports

Learning Materials + Tools Coherently implement aligned resources, including analog and digital 
curriculum, assessments, instructional materials, and devices.

Professional Development + 
Learning

Put in place adult-level learning experiences that support practitioners to 
build the necessary skills and mindsets for enacting effective practices

Student Support Programming Provide student-facing, wraparound programs that enhance and amplify 
existing learning opportunities and capabilities, often through partnerships 
with other providers

Community + Culture Create explicit and implicit practices, norms, rules, and ways of working 
across students, staff, families, and communities that foster inclusiveness, 
innovation, and productive relationships

Enabling 
Systems and 
Structures

Enabling Systems + Structures

Tech + Data Infrastructure Create and maintain technology and data systems and processes (including 
back-end and front-end infrastructures) to support innovative learning model 
implementation

Finance + Resourcing Deploy fiscal models and processes that are clear, transparent, in service of, 
and effectively ensure resource availability for student success

Physical Environment Create and maintain physical environments that are conducive to student-
centered learning

Talent Systems Build structures to grow, manage, and sustain talent for the organization 
across different teams

Communications Institute effective communication processes that build a culture of 
engagement, transparency, and trust critical for innovation to succeed

Time Establish flexible uses of time (daily, weekly, monthly) across all levels to 
maximize outcomes and opportunities

Research, Measurement, 
Evaluation

Capture, collect, and analyze information about a pilot or program inputs 
and outputs to measure implementation and determine efficacy

Policies Compose, adopt, and implement systematically adopted principles, rules, 
and guidelines that support strategies

Ongoing 
Processes

Ongoing Processes



Community & History Notes
Consider your district and community history as it relates to equity and resilience. Identify sources that 
shed light on your district’s history (e.g., tenured staff, alumni, community members and leaders, social 
media, local newspaper and library archives, etc.). Consult these sources across for each area below, 
answering key questions and documenting what you hear. Make sure to look to sources that represent all 
of your student groups.

Ongoing 
Processes

Visioning Develop and implement an approach for bringing all stakeholders together 
to develop a shared vision for the future

Planning + Project Management Establish systems and routines to ensure that implementation of all efforts 
stay aligned and on track

Change Management Support the transition, including implementation of strategies for effecting, 
controlling and helping people adapt to change

Continuous Improvement Instill methods that allow the system to make incremental improvements 
over time



Data
Collect data relevant to equitable student achievement and outcomes in your 
district. For each category/ measure, consider available data and potential equity 
gaps that may exist between students in your district. Note: space is provided for 
other measures that may be relevant in your district. Brainstorm and add measures as 
needed based on your disrict's context.

Key questions
Consider where additional data may be appropriate, for example:
- Have there been significant OCR cases, disputes, or other legal proceedings 
involving the district? Who was impacted? What was the outcome? 
- Has the district ever been designated significantly disproportionate? In what areas 
and for what populations? What was the district response plan?

Category Measure Description Data/ notes

Educators*

Teacher Diversity Number or percent of teachers by gender, 
race/ethnicity, protected group status

Teacher Education* Number or percent of teachers holding a particular 
degree

Teacher Experience* Number of years as a Teacher

Teacher Mobility* Number or percent of teachers leaving (or not leaving) 
a campus annually

Teachers Without 
Certification or 
Assigned Outside 
Area of Teaching 
Expertise*

Number or percent

Teacher Satisfaction 
(e.g., from a staff 
survey)*

Rates and levels of satisfaction

Student Population

Student Diversity Student enrollment - number or percent of students by 
gender, race/ethnicity, protected group status

Special Education Number or percent of SPED students, by demographic



Data
Collect data relevant to equitable student achievement and outcomes in your 
district. For each category/ measure, consider available data and potential equity 
gaps that may exist between students in your district. Note: space is provided for 
other measures that may be relevant in your district. Brainstorm and add measures as 
needed based on your disrict's context.

Student Population
Gifted and Talented 
Education

Number or percent of gifted and talented students, by 
demographic

Bilingual Education Number or percent of english-language learner 
students

Discipline Number of students suspended or removed from 
classrooms

Student Achievement 
and Support*

State Achievement 
tests* Proficiency rates, by demographic

Attendance Average daily attendance, by demographic

Drop/Pushout or 
Graduation Rate* Drop/pushout, graduation rates

High School 
Track/Curricula*

Percent of students enrolled in basic, advanced, and/or 
college preparatory curriculum

College Admission 
Testing* Scores on SAT, ACT, and/or AP or IB exams

Student Satisfaction 
(e.g., from a student 
engagement survey)* 

Rates and levels of satisfaction

Operations and 
Finance

Per-pupil spending Per-pupil spending on instruction, special education, 
school administration, non-personnel expenses, by 
campus

Funding sources Primary sources and percent of funding, by campus

Other



Data
Collect data relevant to equitable student achievement and outcomes in your 
district. For each category/ measure, consider available data and potential equity 
gaps that may exist between students in your district. Note: space is provided for 
other measures that may be relevant in your district. Brainstorm and add measures as 
needed based on your disrict's context.

Other

* Note: Disaggregate based on gender, race/ethnicity, English learner status, income, and/or 
disability

Source: Equity Audits: A Practical Leadership Tool for Developing Equitable and Excellent 
Schools. Educational Administration Quarterly, v40 n1 p133-161 (Adapted).



Self-Assessment
Rating Description

5 Standout strength

4 Working well

3 Fine

2 Pain point

1 Major need/ weakness

Self-Assessment
Assess the strength and effectiveness of your model. Consider how well your model 
reflects your vision for learning and delivers strong results for EVERY student. 

Condition Domains Name Name Name Name Name Average

Essential 
Supports

Essential Supports

Learning Materials + Tools Coherently implement aligned resources, including 
analog and digital curriculum, assessments, 
instructional materials, and devices.

Professional Development + 
Learning

Put in place adult-level learning experiences that 
support practitioners to build the necessary skills 
and mindsets for enacting effective practices

Student Support Programming Provide student-facing, wraparound programs that 
enhance and amplify existing learning opportunities 
and capabilities, often through partnerships with 
other providers

Community + Culture Create explicit and implicit practices, norms, rules, 
and ways of working across students, staff, families, 
and communities that foster inclusiveness, 
innovation, and productive relationships

Enabling 
Systems and 
Structures

Enabling Systems + Structures

Tech + Data Infrastructure Create and maintain technology and data systems 
and processes (including back-end and front-end 
infrastructures) to support innovative learning model 
implementation

Finance + Resourcing Deploy fiscal models and processes that are clear, 
transparent, in service of, and effectively ensure 
resource availability for student success

Physical Environment Create and maintain physical environments that are 
conducive to student-centered learning

Talent Systems Build structures to grow, manage, and sustain talent 
for the organization across different teams



Self-AssessmentEnabling 
Systems and 
Structures Communications Institute effective communication processes that 

build a culture of engagement, transparency, and 
trust critical for innovation to succeed

Time Establish flexible uses of time (daily, weekly, 
monthly) across all levels to maximize outcomes and 
opportunities

Research, Measurement, 
Evaluation

Capture, collect, and analyze information about a 
pilot or program inputs and outputs to measure 
implementation and determine efficacy

Policies Compose, adopt, and implement systematically 
adopted principles, rules, and guidelines that 
support strategies

Ongoing 
Processes

Ongoing Processes

Visioning Develop and implement an approach for bringing all 
stakeholders together to develop a shared vision for 
the future

Planning + Project Management Establish systems and routines to ensure that 
implementation of all efforts stay aligned and on 
track

Change Management Support the transition, including implementation of 
strategies for effecting, controlling and helping 
people adapt to change

Continuous Improvement Instill methods that allow the system to make 
incremental improvements over time



 

 

Empathy Interview Template 
Overview: Use this empathy interview protocol to elicit diverse perspectives on teaching and learning from 
students, families, teachers, and classified staff in your district.  

● Make a copy of this template for each interview. 
● Choose specific questions that relate to each person’s experience and to your design team’s hunches 

about where you will focus this work.  
● Add questions as needed to probe into areas your design team has started to identify as potential areas 

of focus (though, you should still ask a number of general questions to surface other important potential 
areas of focus that your design team has not yet considered) 

● As you ask questions, dig deeper to truly understand the person’s story and feelings. Probe with 
questions like these: 

○ Could you say more about that? Why do you think that is? 
○ How did you feel when that happened? What made you feel that way? 
○ What would it look like if that situation had worked out perfectly? What would that mean for you? 

 

 

 

1 

Interviewee Name  Date  Interviewer(s) 

     

Background/ Context 

Share relevant context with the interviewee and your reasons for seeking their input. 

Questions  Notes 

Tell me about a day in your life at school today. 
What do you like about school, and what do you not 
like?  

 

Imagine walking into a typical classroom in our 
district five years from now. What do you see? What 
do you hear?  

 

Think about textbooks and other materials you use 
in a classroom. 

● Tell me about a time when textbooks and 
other materials served a student (especially 
a marginalized student) particularly 
effectively. Tell me about a time when a 
student was not well served by learning 

 



 

             2 

materials.  
● What have you enjoyed about working with 

textbooks and other materials? What have 
you not enjoyed?  

Think about your experience with professional 
development in our district. 

● Tell me about a time when PD has served 
you especially well or has been particularly 
attuned to students’ needs (especially 
marginalized students). Tell me about a time 
that wasn’t the case. 

● What have you enjoyed about PD? What 
have you not enjoyed? 

 

Think about student supports like after school 
programs or other out-of-class experiences. 

● Tell me about a time when student supports 
or out-of-school time were particularly 
effective in meeting students’ needs 
(especially marginalized students). Tell me 
about a time when that wasn’t the case. 

● What have you enjoyed about your after 
school or out-of-class experiences? What 
have you not enjoyed? 

 

Think about our school’s culture, including 
relationships between students and teachers.  

● Tell me about a memorable experience you 
have related to school culture. Why is it 
memorable? 

● What have you enjoyed about your school’s 
culture? What have you not enjoyed? 

 

Think about the technology (hardware and 
software) in use in and out of classrooms. 

● Tell me about a time when technology was 
particularly effective in meeting students’ 
needs (especially marginalized students). 
Tell me about a time when that wasn’t the 
case. 

● What have you enjoyed about working with 
technology? What have you not enjoyed? 

 

Think about the ways communication happens 
throughout our district. 

● Tell me about a time when you felt 
well-informed about something happening in 
the district. Tell me about a time when you 
did not feel well-informed. 
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● Tell me about a time when you felt your 
(teachers/leaders/administrators) were 
interested in what you had to say. Tell me 
about a time when that wasn’t the case. 

Think about the way the schedule of the school day 
and year are organized in our district. 

● What works well about this format? What 
doesn’t work well? What would you change? 

 

[Add questions specific to your district and early 
hunches] 

 

[Add questions specific to your district and early 
hunches] 

 

[Add questions specific to your district and early 
hunches] 

 



Real-Time Redesign - Empathy interview planner

Interviewee Interviewee Role (e.g., Admin, Teacher, Parent, Student) Interviewer Date Link to Notes 



 

Building a Plan to Pilot Your Prototype 
Directions: Save this document (or another form that works for you). Share with your design team. Plan 
out your pilot, or small test, using the guiding questions below as a place to start. Then, document 
progress and reflect on what you learned. 
 

 

Plan 

 

Owner 
Who is going to ensure this plan is 
completed by the deadline? 

Contributor 
Who is contributing to the creation of this 
plan? 

Deadline 
When will this plan be finalized? 

     

Describe Pilot Format 
When and how will your users interact with your prototype? 

 

Narrative 
How will you message the prototype to secure buy-in and support? Consider audiences including teachers, 
administrators, families, and students. 

 

Resources 
What resources will you need to run your prototype? 
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Users 
Who will your users be? How will you target users based on your needs assessment? What is required to 
ensure their access/participation? 

 

Implementers 
Who is implementing? What supports/ scaffolding/ data/ buy-in will they need to successfully implement?  

 

Establish Key Metrics 
How will you measure your prototype’s impact? Not only on your users, but on your implementers? 
Click HERE for a resource on Uncommon Measures 

 

Develop Question Guide 
What will you ask your users during or after the test? 

 

https://vimeo.com/119362803


 

Document 
Document observations, periodic data collected, and any information as the test is happening. 
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Reflect 
Make sense of all of your sources of information as a team. Consider the questions below as a place to 
start.  
 

● What did participants value the most?  
● What got them excited?  
● What would convince them about the idea?  
● Which parts would participants like to improve?  
● What did not work?  
● What needs further investigation? 
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Real-Time Redesign
Pilot Project Plan

Step 1: Identify the key priority areas of work that will enable your project to run successfully.

Prioritized Areas of Work

Step 2: Think about the work that needs to happen to achieve each priority. For each priority, list the concrete action steps (3-5), resources, owners, and deadlines needed. Review and 
refine as a group. Update this running task list as progress is made. 

Priority Task Resources Needed Owner Deadline Status Link to Deliverable

Complete
To Do
To Do
To Do
To Do
To Do
To Do
To Do
To Do
To Do
To Do
To Do
To Do
To Do
To Do
To Do
To Do
To Do
To Do
To Do
To Do
To Do
To Do
To Do
To Do
To Do
To Do
To Do
To Do
To Do
To Do
To Do
To Do
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Introduction + Overview

How to Use This Tool Kit

This Excel file provides ready-to-use planning templates to guide your team through the process of planning to scale a successful pilot. You may want to upload this file to a shared drive to 
facilitate collaboration with your full planning team. Feel free to revise or modify this tool kit as you see fit. 

Begin by reviewing the four-step planning framework outlined below to understand the overall approach and rationale, and then move on to the first tab. Follow the directions and fill in the grey 
cells with your team's responses. Examples are provided in blue to support your thinking, but you can erase them as you fill in your own information. Repeat this process for each of the tabs in this 
tool kit. 

Step Description Tool Descriptio
n

1. VISION Step 1: Set the Vision for Success - In this step, your team will articulate what it will look like to succeed in scaling your pilot. VISION

2. ALIGN
Step 2: Align the Systems & Structures Needed to Scale - Next, your team will consider what organizational shifts will need to occur 
in order to support the scaling of the pilot. ALIGN

3. PLAN.
Step 3: Plan for Action - After identifying the necessary organizational shifts, your team will create a detailed implementation plan to 
support moving to action. PLAN

4. COLLABORATE
Step 4: Design to Collaborate - Throughout this process, your team will need to think intentionally about when, who, and how you 
engage the broader community in order to ensure an equitable and inclusive process. This tab will help you begin to plan for this. COLLABORATE

#gid=1287235379
#gid=1491273488
#gid=1579855675
#gid=1488462055
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Step 1: Set the Vision for Success

Purpose of this tab: This page is intended to help you articulate your vision for a successful scaling up of your pilot.

Step 1: Pull up your organization's mission, vision, and/or core values. Copy and paste below for reference. As you plan, keep these guiding principles in mind.

Guiding Principles

Mission:

Vision:

Core Values:

Step 3: Based on your conversation, reflect individually what it would look like to successfully scale your pilot. Share your definitions of success, and use them to build a shared definition of success below. 

Reflection Question Definition of Success

WHAT will look different in our district 
after this pilot scales?

WHO will be involved in bringing about 
the change?

HOW will the change management 
process look and feel?



Complete In Progress Not Yet 
StartedReal-Time Redesign

Scaling Up a Successful Prototype | Toolkit

Step 2: Align the Systems + Structures Needed to Scale

Purpose of this tab: This page is intended to support your team as you consider what shifts will be needed in your systems and structures to support a scaled up pilot.

Step 1: Reground yourselves in the definition of success for scaling your pilot that you articulated on the previous tab.

Step 2: Consider the essential questions in the table below, which are aligned to each domain of the TLA Innovative Learning Implementation Framework. See this document for more information on the full framework. 

Step 3: Record your team's reflections in Column E and any relevant next steps in Column F. 

Condition Domain Essential Questions Reflection Notes Potential Next Steps

Essential 
Supports

Learning Materials & Tools What changes or additions to learning materials (revisions, purchases, etc) will be required to scale this pilot? 

Professional Development & 
Learning

What PD is needed and how will we provide it?

Student Support 
Programming

How can we best leverage student supports to reinforce or amplify the impacts of this pilot?

Community & Culture What are the implications for community and culture? Are there any key adjustments to supporting systems and 
structures?

Enabling 
Systems + 
Structures

Technology & Data 
Infrastructure

What technology do we need and how will we secure it and train people on it/ support people to use it? How 
will we capture data?

Finance & Resourcing What are the key investments necessary to scale the pilot? Are these investments one time or reoccuring? 
What is your plan for securing the necessary resources? Do any existing costs go away because of this pilot?

Physical Environment What adjustments to our physical environment are needed and how will we complete them? 

Talent Systems Does scaling the pilot have implications for our talent systems (e.g., roles/ responsibility definitions, recruiting, 
hiring, performance evaluation, compensation, etc.)? If so, how do our systems need to adjust to accomodate 
these shifts?Communications How and when will we communicate the scaling of this pilot? What are the key messages and best format for 
that communication?

Time What implications does scaling have for our daily/weekly schedules and school year calendars? How can we 
accomodate these changes?

Research, Measurement, 
Evaluation

How will we measure the effectiveness of our scaling? What are the key research questions for this next phase 
of work? 

Policies What policies need to be adjusted and how will we do so? 

Ongoing 
Processes

Visioning What is our vision for success for this pilot? How does this intersect with the broader vision for teaching and 
learning in our district?

Planning & Project 
Management

What is the implementation plan? Who is project manager? What is the timeline for this work?

Change Managment What are the major change management considerations in scaling this pilot and how might we address them? 

Continuous Improvement How will we monitor success, adjust course, and incorporate learnings from this process? 
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Step 3: Plan for Action

Purpose of this tab: This page is intended to support your team as prioritize the most important shifts to your systems and structures, then plan for how to make those shifts 
happen.

Step 1: Review the next steps identified on the previous tab. Identify the top 5 priorities that will be critical to the successful scaling of your prototype. Record them 
below.

Prioritized Shifts for Successful Scale

Step 2: Think about the work that needs to happen to achieve their priority. For each priority, list the concrete action steps (3-5), resources, owners, and deadlines 
needed. Review and refine as a group. Update this running task list as progress is made. 

Priority Task Resources Needed Owner Deadline Status Link to Deliverable

Complete
To Do
To Do
To Do
To Do
To Do
To Do
To Do
To Do
To Do
To Do
To Do
To Do
To Do
To Do
To Do
To Do
To Do
To Do
To Do
To Do
To Do
To Do
To Do
To Do
To Do
To Do
To Do
To Do
To Do
To Do
To Do
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Step 4: Design to Collaborate

Purpose of this tab: This page is intended to support your team you plan for how to equitable and inclusively welcome stakeholderes into the scaling process.

Step 1: Revise the list of stakeholders provided in Column B to reflect the most important stakeholders for your broader community. 
- This list should include both internal stakeholders (such as families, staff, and students) and external stakeholders (such as community partners, foundations, or district leadership).

Step 2: Reflect on what you will need to learn from each stakeholder group to ensure successful scaling of pilot. Record in Column C.

Step 3: Reflect on how you want each stakeholder group (internal and external) to feel at the end of the pilot. Record in Column D.

Step 3: Consider both your answers to Columns B/C and draft an engagement plan in Column E. See list below for suggestions. 

- Invite stakeholders to participate in an upcoming brainstorming session
- Provide opportunities for input into key priorities 
- Shadow members of this group to better understand their experience
- Conduct additional empathy interviews with this group to solicit further input 
- Task a subset of this group to serve on this planning committee

Step 4: Assign a member of your team as the owner of the relationship with each key stakeholder group.

Stakeholders What do we want to learn from this group? How do we want this group to feel? Plan for Engagement Owner

Teachers + Staff

Families

Students

Central Office

Union 

Community Partner Orgs
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