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Today’s Session

e CRPE’s Research Overview

e Panel Discussion with three Vermont
Superintendents

e Audience Q & A

e Applied Close




98%

of New England superintendents
report feeling personally motivated
to lead transformational change in
their school districts.

Out of 298 superintendents responding to the survey question: “I feel personally
motivated to lead transformational change in my district.” (Definitely true, Mostly true,
Mostly false, Definitely false)




CRPE’s Working Definition of
Transformational Systems Change

Transformational systems change happens when school districts redefine
their purpose and operations through a coherent strategy to ensure every
school is a high-quality, empowering place for all students to thrive.

More than adopting new programs or policies, it requires the fundamental
redesign of core systems (e.g., assessment, curriculum and instruction,
professional learning, and staffing), as well as people’s roles in
classrooms, schools, and central offices, all aligned to a clear instructional
vision. This often involves challenging long-held assumptions (e.g., one
teacher per classroom, ability tracking), shifting mindsets (e.g., holding high
expectations for every student), redistributing power (e.g., equipping
students, families, and educators as decision-makers), and prioritizing
equity (e.g., confronting racism and classism).

Transformational change is built to last, persisting through leadership
transitions and reflecting a deep, system-wide commitment to equity and
excellence.

Last revised 8/1/25 for CRPE’s New England District Transformation study



School districts are under increasing strain.

Intensifying Rising Inequitable
Pressures Expectations Foundations




Methods and Data

RQ1: To what extent are school district leaders pursuing transformational
change in their districts?

RQ2: What shapes leaders’ decisions about which changes to pursue?

Survey Artifact Interviews

with 47 superintendents in districts that
have published “vision” documents.

with 307 superintendents responding*
from across all 6 New England states

*34.8% response rate



Findings

The need for transformational systems change is
contested among superintendents. New England
superintendents believe their districts need to change,
but they diverge on which long-term goals matter
and whether achieving them requires
fundamentally redesigning how districts work.
Leaders lack a shared understanding of what
transformational change entails.




What are your district's long-term goals?

Improve academic achievement

Improve instructional quality

Most districts are Create a safe, welcoming school
focusing on

community

Increase student engagement in

traditional goals for school
SChOOIing Develop students’ durable skills

Eliminate disparities in outcomes
between student groups

Strengthen career preparation

Expand access to postsecondary
education

0% 25% 50% 75% 100%




Superintendents
disagree about how
much change is

necessary in
different domains of
district work.

To achieve your district’s long-term goals, how
much change is needed in the following areas?

Substantial Change

How your district
uses artificial
intelligence

How teachers teach

0% 25%

How your district
places students in 13%
courses

How the adults in
your district treat 12%
students

0% 25%

Small Change [l No Change

55% 39%
51% 47%%

50% 75%
58% 29%
62% 26%

50% 75%



Most superintendents
think a range of small
and substantial
changes are needed to
achieve districts’
long-term goals.

At the same time,
notable minorities of
superintendents believe
“no change” is needed
in key areas.

In order to achieve your district’s long-term goals, how much change is needed in

the following areas?

How your district uses artificial
intelligence

How teachers teach

What decisions students can make
about their learning

How your district uses data for
continuous improvement

What the adults in your district think
students are capable of

How your district assesses student
learning

How your district supports teachers to
improve their practice

How your district organizes staffing,
including teachers, to support student

How your district engages families

How your district supports principals to
improve their practice

How your district aligns its budget to
strategic goals

How your district addresses students'
non-academic needs

What teachers teach

How your district places students in
courses

How the adults in your district treat
students

0%

Bubstantial Change

38%

38%

35%

31%

31%

25%

25%

25%

23%

18%

17%

13%

12%

25%

Some Change

B No Change
55%

51%

50%

51%

58%

62%

75%

52%

59%

62%

66%

65%

69%

39%

56%

47%

6%

B

6%

55% R

65%

75%

13%

10%

4%

13%

9%

10%

26%

13%

8%

29

26

%

%

100%



Findings

Transformational change efforts are rare in
practice. Most change efforts focus on strengthening
current systems rather than redesigning them. Where
superintendents are trying to shift the purpose of
schooling and redesign district systems, their efforts
are often limited or in early stages.




000 S
SO0 Survey \

What do districts say about their ambitious work?

When asked about their most ambitious
change effort, superintendents frequently
described one of the following:

Curriculum revamping and alignment
Pedagogical shifts

Strengthening Tier 1 instruction
Teacher PD and evaluation
Data-driven instruction
Differentiation and responsive
intervention

&o
Artifact Interviewsx

Many of the superintendents we
interviewed described aspirational visions
for radical changes to schooling and
district systems.

In practice, most were working
strategically within existing structures
rather than fundamentally redesigning
them.




98%

of New England superintendents
report feeling personally motivated
to lead transformational change in
their school districts.

Out of 298 superintendents responding to the survey question: “I feel personally
motivated to lead transformational change in my district.” (Definitely true, Mostly true,
Mostly false, Definitely false)




~

What they have seen: While
superintendents value their personal
networks for accessing ideas and
information, they did not describe
frequent, systematized exposure
to alternative models.

111} “We get stuck in our world, in our
. classroom, and we forget there are so many
resources and good stuff.”




The changes leaders pursue are shaped by:

~

What they believe is the highest
priority: Even superintendents aspiring
toward transformational change
prioritize work to stabilize district
operations and improve instructional
basics, which consumes their
capacity.

—

One superintendent said that on good day, just 20%
of his attention goes to his district's strategic
priorities. The rest is what he called "the whirlwind.”




The changes leaders pursue are shaped by:

What they can make tolerable for \
their most influential stakeholders:
Without more politically sophisticated
strategies, superintendents struggle to
reconcile competing stakeholder
interests, resulting in a balance that

\ favors the status quo. |

"You can't just ram things down people's throats.
The next thing you know, the leader is gone, the
change has been reversed."




Implications

Developing the conditions that enable ambitious leadership requires fundamental shifts in:
®) '
o)
Q.
/

3
J%I]J How leaders spend their time

B

How leaders are prepared

- |
@ How leaders understand @ How leaders build and

their roles engage support




Sharing the story in Vermont



Motivation to Lead Transformational Change: 92% of Superintendents in Vermont said they
agree that they feel motivated to lead transformational change in their district, slightly lower
than the region-wide average.
Goals: Similar proportions, one big difference is “Eliminate disparities between students
groups” where Vermont was 17 percentage points higher than region-wide
Substantial Change Needed: In Vermont leaders said 5.4 domains needed substantial
change, the highest among all states.

- What decisions students can make about their learning +13 pp

- What adults think students are capable of +14 pp

- How your district engages families +14 pp
Currently Working On: In Vermont, leaders are currently working on an average of 3.1 of the
domains they said needs substantial change - again the highest among all states.

- However, Vermont leaders are currently working on the lowest proportion of domains

they said need substantial change.



Long-Term Goals: Vermont as Compared to New England

Create a safe, welcoming school I 75%
community FEErreeeee

Increase student engagement in- | 72%
school e 0%

. 1 N, '
B gz

Eliminate disparites in outcomes I 5o
between Student groups [ 76

St caree prepraton P (1%

Expand access to postsecondary [N 0%
education [ 50
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S
What do superintendents think needs to change in their

districts in order to achieve their long-term goals? Vermont
Superintendents

[ Substantial changes required [ Small changes required [l No change required

How teachers teach 0%
How your district uses artificial intelligence 8%
What decisions students can make about their learning 3%
What the adults in your district think students are capable of 17%
How your district uses data for continuous improvement 6%
How your district engages families 8%
How your district supports teachers to improve their practice 6%
How your district assesses student learning 11%
How your district aligns its budget to strategic goals 28%
How your district supports principals to improve their practice 3%
What teachers teach 3%
How your district organizes staffing, including teachers, to 8%
How your district addresses students' non-academic needs 11%
How your district places students in courses 17%
How the adults in your district treat students 19%

0% 25% 50% 75% 100%



What are districts working on this year (SY25-26) - Vermont
Superintendents

[ % Substantial Change Needed and Currently Working % Substantial Change Needed, but Not Currently Working

How teachers teach 11%

How your district uses artificial intelligence 39%
What decisions students can make about their learning 26%
What the adults in your district think students are capable of 26%

How your district uses data for continuous improvement 11%

How your district engages families 22%

How your district supports teachers to improve their practice 11%
How your district assesses student learning 9%
How your district aligns its budget to strategic goals 11%
How your district supports principals to improve their practice 11%

What teachers teach 17%

How your district organizes staffing, including teachers, to 8%
How your district addresses students' non-academic needs 8%
How your district places students in course 14%

How the adults in your district treat students 6%

0% 25% 50% 75% 100%



Supports and Barriers




State Policy Factors: Help vs. Hinder - Vermont
Superintendents

B Definitely helps M Helps more than it hinders 1 Hinders more than it helps B Definitely hinders

S poseeon e e I
programs

State academic standards

Policies that determine how
students earn academic credit

School choice policies
1 D P

State testing requirements

State graduation requirements

State regulatory compliance 0
requirements

1 |

State funding formulas

Number of districts

Note: Chart omits districts that marked “N/A” for a given factor



Local Factors: Helps vs. Hinders - Vermont Superintendents

B Definitely helps B Helps more than it hinders [ Hinders more than it helps B Definitely hinders

External partnerships 11 21 0

School board involvement 13

Local public funding

Family expectations

Local political climate 2 10

Number of districts

Note: Chart omits districts that marked “N/A” for a given factor



Other External Factors: Helps vs. Hinders - Vermont
Superintendents

B Definitely helps B Helps more than it hinders 7 Hinders more than it helps B Definitely hinders

State professional associations _ 3‘ 0
Peer learning through participation in _ 2\
networks or consortia i
Philanthropic funding J 10
Technical assistance providers _ ‘1_111:' 1
State funding to participate in new - 5-
initiatives

Guidance from the state Department
of Education

State political climate

Guidance from the federal
Department of Education

Number of districts

Note: Chart omits districts that marked “N/A” for a given factor



Panelists

Lynn Cota
Superintendent,
Franklin Northeast
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Mountain Views
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Think of a change your
district scaled back,
Question slowed down, or never
proposed. What made it
feel not worth attempting?

Discussion




Policymakers, funders,
Intermediaries, and governance
bodies must decide whether to
invest in helping more leaders
swim upstream...

...or in changing the direction of
the river.




CRPE

REINVENTING
PUBLIC EDUCATION

Thank you for joining us!
Share feedback —>

Follow our research
crpe.org | @CRPE_edu

Share your ideas!
mberard2@asu.edu

CRPE'’s research in New England is generously supported by the Barr Foundation.




