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“We all know education leaders are pulled 
in a hundred directions, and superinten-
dents feel the pressure to act and respond 
quickly, but building in time to get clear 
means that actions will be thoughtful and 
intentional. This intentionality provides a 
foundation for meaningful, lasting change.”

Today’s school districts face a perfect storm: tighter 
budgets, rising demands, low teacher morale, and  
increasing political tension. Stakeholders are more  
vocal than ever, yet often misaligned, leaving leaders  
to make reactive, fragmented decisions that stall  
progress and erode trust.

 
Without a clear strategic direction,  
districts risk missing out on meaningful  
student impact. This guide offers a  
better path forward.

An actionable strategic plan brings focus  
and coherence. It aligns resources, time,  
and energy with the outcomes that matter 
most. Grounded in data and shaped by  
community input, a well-built plan unites  
your team and builds public trust.
 
Whether you’re building from scratch or refining an  
existing plan, this resource offers a practical, step- 
by-step framework to move from scattered efforts to 
measurable results. Strategic planning is not a one-time 
task. It is an ongoing discipline that prioritizes what  
matters most for students.

While this guide supports DIY planning, you don’t  
have to do it alone. K12  Coalition partners with  
districts to co-design community-driven, outcomes- 
based strategic plans. Our advisors are former system 
leaders with real-world experience and a national  
lens on what works.

~ Jess Wilson  
   Associate Director     
   K12 Coalition

https://k12coalition.com/
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Turning Strategy into 
Measurable District Gains
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Research shows that outcomes like graduation rates, stakeholder trust, talent retention, 
and instructional quality are tightly linked to a successful strategic plan at the district  
level. The experiences of districts like Jackson Public Schools, the School District of  
Philadelphia, and Waukee Community School District show what happens when strategy 
meets purpose.

Graduation Rates
Graduation isn’t a finish line, it’s a launching point. Students  
who graduate high school are more likely to attend college, earn  
higher wages, avoid unemployment, and live longer, healthier 
lives (Rumberger, 2016; Alliance for Excellent Education, 2020).

Nationally, strategic efforts like dropout prevention, smaller  
learning communities, and Early College High Schools have lifted 
the graduation rate to over 86% and narrowed gaps across race 
and income (NCES, 2020; Edmunds et al., 2017). Targeted in-
terventions work, especially when they’re part of a system-wide 
strategy grounded in equity and future readiness.

BUILDING CAREER MOMENTUM IN JACKSON PUBLIC SCHOOLS 

Jackson Public Schools partnered with K12 Coalition to develop a data-driven strategic plan. The district 
was able to move from an “F” to a “C” rating and significantly raised graduation rates.

By embedding career-aligned pathways, the district improved outcomes and aligned them to Mississippi’s 
Ascent to 55% workforce goal, connecting high school to college and career momentum.

View the Strategic Plan

https://k12coalition.com/
https://258326.fs1.hubspotusercontent-na1.net/hubfs/258326/Before%202022/Jackson%20Public%20Schools%20SP.pdf
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RAISING GRADUATION RATES IN THE SCHOOL DISTRICT  
OF PHILADELPHIA 

Philadelphia’s districtwide strategic efforts over the past two years have led to measurable progress in 
key outcomes. The district increased its four-year graduation rate by 6.3 percentage points and reduced 
dropouts by 1,400 students. These gains were part of a broader system-wide strategy that also boosted 
enrollment, attendance, and academic proficiency, demonstrating the ripple effect of a cohesive,  
well-implemented plan.

Stakeholder Trust
Relational trust is foundational. Studies show that schools with 
high trust between teachers, leaders, families, and communities 
are significantly more likely to see gains in student learning,  
attendance, and climate (Tschannen-Moran, 2014; Ishimaru, 
2020).

Strong family-school partnerships boost student outcomes  
across all grade levels and income brackets (Henderson et al., 
2016). And when schools measure perception and act on it,  
trust becomes a strategy, not a side effect.

EMBEDDING TRANSPARENCY  
AT WAUKEE CSD 

Waukee CSD partnered with K12 Coalition to embed trust  
into its strategic plan as a metric. They tracked open rates,  
community engagement, and public perception, using that  
data to shape communications and strengthen relationships. 
This feedback loop made transparency and belonging part  
of the district’s operating rhythm.

View the Strategic Plan

View the Strategic Plan

“When districts co-construct their  
strategic plans with honest input 
from students, staff, and families, 
the result is a plan with greater 
ownership, deeper relevance, and 
real staying power.”

~ Jess Wilson  
   Associate Director     
   K12 Coalition

https://k12coalition.com/
https://258326.fs1.hubspotusercontent-na1.net/hubfs/258326/2022/Sample%20Strategic%20Plan%20-%20Waukee.pdf
https://258326.fs1.hubspotusercontent-na1.net/hubfs/258326/2025/IEG%20Documents/School%20District%20Philadelphia_StrategicPlan.pdf
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Talent Retention
Frequent turnover disrupts learning, erodes school culture, and costs districts millions. Students in 
schools with high teacher or principal churn score lower in math and reading, especially in high-need 
settings (Ronfeldt et al., 2018; Learning Policy Institute, 2017).

Retention is about creating the kind of schools where great educators want to stay. Research supports 
strategies like mentoring, leadership pathways, and staff engagement tracking as cost-effective ways to 
retain talent and build instructional capacity.

REDUCING TURNOVER, STRENGTHENING 
SCHOOLS 

•  Waukee aligned its strategic goals to talent metrics,  
tracking Gallup engagement scores, DEI hiring bench- 
marks, and retention across departments.

•  Jackson PS connected its career pathways to local  
workforce needs, giving teachers and staff a sense of  
purpose and a path forward.

The result of ROI-focused retention is increased alignment  
and satisfaction across the system.

Instructional Quality
WHAT THE RESEARCH SHOWS 

Instructional quality is the most powerful in-school factor affecting student achievement (Kraft et al.,  
2018; Chetty et al., 2014; Hanushek & Rivkin, 2019). Districts that prioritize highly qualified instructional 
materials (HQIM) as part of their strategic plan ensure alignment to standards and create a foundation 
for stronger classroom instruction.

Students taught by highly effective teachers are more likely to attend college, earn more over their life-
times, and avoid risky behaviors.

Coaching, aligned curriculum, and ongoing professional learning, especially when tied to standards and 
student data, consistently improve teaching practice and outcomes.

https://k12coalition.com/


STRENGTHENING INSTRUCTION THROUGH ALIGNMENT 

Waukee’s strategic plan focused on curriculum alignment and measurable professional learning outcomes. 
By linking PD to instructional goals, they raised the quality of teaching and tracked the improvement. 
Strong instruction was an expectation backed by data and support.

By aligning curriculum, attendance strategies, and instructional supports, Philadelphia saw a 6.2 percent-
age point increase in third grade reading proficiency and a 6.6 percentage point gain in third grade math. 
Across grades 3–8, math proficiency rose by 5.5 points. These outcomes reflect how strategic instructional 
alignment can drive achievement at scale in large, high-need districts.

A strategic plan is how a district turns intentions into outcomes. It’s how a community says: This is what we 
believe in, and here’s how we’ll know it’s working.

Strategic Planning In Action
Strategic planning is a structured process that brings clarity, coherence, and alignment 
across a district. Schools prioritize initiatives that align with long-term goals. Budgets  
reflect the district’s values. Professional development supports the areas that matter 
most for students. Strategic planning creates the clarity and coherence needed to shift 
from reacting to leading.

This process typically includes:

•  Listening deeply to students, staff, families, and community 
members

•  Analyzing data to identify root causes, strengths, and gaps

•  Setting clear priorities grounded in student outcomes

•  Building a shared roadmap with input from across the system

•  Tracking progress through measurable goals and transparent 
communication

Strategic planning should be collaborative, inclusive, and flexible 
enough to respond to local needs, while firm enough to guide  
real change.

k12coalition.com
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What a Strategic Plan Could Include:  
Core Components
Each component gives the plan structure, direction, and staying power. Plans should be tailored to the 
district’s context, but commonly include:

Mission Statement
•  Defines who the district serves and how it operates

•  Anchors decisions in purpose and values

Vision Statement
•  Describes what success looks like when the plan is fully realized

•  Sets a long-term direction for the community

Core Values
•  Highlights the district’s guiding beliefs

•  Informs hiring, professional learning, and accountability systems

Portrait of a Graduate
•  A student-centered profile of essential skills and attributes

•  Guides curriculum and postsecondary preparation

Strategic Priorities and Goals
•  Focus areas such as Learning & Equity, Financial Health, or Operational Effectiveness

•  Includes SMART goals and success indicators to measure progress annually
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How the Plan Is Used Across 
Years and Initiatives
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A strong strategic plan is a multi-year roadmap that evolves with the district, shaping 
decisions and sustaining momentum.

YEAR 1: GROUNDWORK & STAKEHOLDER ENGAGEMENT
 
•  Form a steering committee to lead the process

•  Conduct needs assessments using data and community input

•  Co-create a Theory of Action to define the district’s approach to improvement

YEAR 2: IMPLEMENTATION BEGINS
 
•  Launch district-wide frameworks (e.g., SEL, academic standards, technology)

•  Provide professional learning aligned to strategic goals

•  Share progress publicly to build trust and ensure transparency

YEAR 3 AND BEYOND: ITERATION, MONITORING, AND EXPANSION
 
•  Monitor benchmarks and report on progress each year

•  Use data and feedback to refine goals and strategies

•  Expand high-impact work (e.g., Career & Technical Education, AP access, talent pipelines)
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Sustainability Matters
Years 4 and 5+ should focus on institutionalizing the work by embedding successful strategies into 
district systems, expanding capacity through train-the-trainer models, and using impact data to secure 
long-term funding. This ensures the plan isn’t just a short-term effort, but a durable lever for change.

https://k12coalition.com/
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Strategic Plan as a Tool to Move the  
District Forward

•  Alignment Tool: Guides budget, staffing, and department plans to stay connected to district priorities

•  Communication Tool: Keeps school boards, staff, and communities informed and engaged

•  Accountability Tool: Built-in benchmarks help track progress and keep teams focused

Case Study: Gainesville ISD –  
Turning Vision Into Action

CHALLENGE

Gainesville ISD had bold aspirations around academic achievement and community engagement, 
but lacked a cohesive, actionable plan to make it real. Without strategic alignment, initiatives were 
fragmented across departments. Instructional gaps and disconnected supports limited impact.

What Strategic Planning  
Made Possible
Through a collaborative and inclusive process, Gainesville ISD trans-
formed its vision into an actionable roadmap for student success. 
The strategic plan created clarity of purpose, built community trust, 
and set measurable goals that keep the district moving forward.

https://k12coalition.com/
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MISSION & VISION ALIGNMENT

K12 Coalition partnered with district leaders to refine GISD’s 
vision and mission, creating clarity for leadership and a 
shared sense of purpose for teachers. The updated vision 
was actionable.
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“We will promote innovation,  
collaboration, and discovery 
across each pathway of study. 
This is our commitment.”

~ Dr. DesMontes Stewart  
   Superintendent

INCLUSIVE CORE VALUES &  
STAKEHOLDER INPUT

Through focus groups and surveys with students, families, educators, and community leaders,  
Gainesville’s plan reflected broad-based values rooted in equity, opportunity, and voice. This trust- 
building process created a foundation for long-term buy-in and relevance.

PORTRAIT OF A GRADUATE > ACTIONABLE GOALS

GISD’s new five-year plan, VISION 2026, defined student success in academic terms and through  
future-ready skills. The plan centered on access, innovation, and equity, ensuring every student had  
what they needed to thrive in college or careers.

STRATEGIC PRIORITIES WITH QUARTERLY BENCHMARKS

The plan defined clear, measurable goals in areas like instruction, recruitment, connectedness,  
and equity. It also built-in quarterly implementation reviews and monitoring tools, creating a cycle  
of continuous improvement grounded in real-time data.

https://k12coalition.com/
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View the Case Study

Results & Early Wins
Though in early stages, VISION 2026 is already shifting practice:

•  Alignment between classroom actions and district vision

•  Improved stakeholder trust and transparency

•  Increased staff clarity on instructional and cultural goals

The plan is designed to evolve. With support from K12 Coalition, Gainesville ISD uses quarterly  
benchmarking to refine strategies, stay accountable, and build momentum over time.

Why This Case Study Matters
Gainesville’s story echoes many districts: vision without structure, enthusiasm without alignment. 
Through co-constructed strategy, they turned uncertainty into clarity, fragmentation into cohesion,  
and aspiration into a system of supports that reach every learner.

https://k12coalition.com/
https://258326.fs1.hubspotusercontent-na1.net/hubfs/258326/2025/Case%20Studies/Strategic%20Planning%20Case%20Study_%20Gainesville%20ISD%202025.pdf


Conclusion: Moving From 
Plan to Action
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Strategic planning is about driving meaningful, system-wide change. A well-built plan 
aligns people, resources, and time around what matters most: student outcomes.  
It provides clarity in the face of complexity and creates a shared vision that brings the 
entire district into focus, ensuring every investment of effort, funding, and attention  
generates measurable returns for students, staff, and the community.

NEXT STEPS:

While this guide offers a strong foundation, many districts benefit from a partner who can guide the  
process, facilitate community engagement, and help translate vision into results.

K12 Coalition brings deep expertise in designing and delivering strategic plans that drive coherence,  
build trust, and move quickly from strategy to results. With a collaborative approach rooted in community 
voice, we ensure your plan is actionable, measurable, aligned to student outcomes, and built to last.

To learn more about partnering with K12 Coalition to turn your plan into visible, lasting results visit:  
k12coalition.com/strategic-planning
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Build internal momentum. Begin conversations with your leadership team, school board, 
and key stakeholders about the value of a district-wide strategic plan.
 
Map out your timeline. Consider when it makes the most sense to launch this work, ideally 
aligning with budget cycles and leadership transitions.
 
Gather your data. Start compiling the student performance, staffing, and community  
feedback data that will inform your needs assessment.

“When people trust your heart and believe in your vision, they’ll follow you through bold change.  
Listen well. Lead with clarity. And never underestimate the power of consistent communication.” 

~ John George  
   Strategic Planning Advisor, K12 Coalition
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