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Creating a Legacy in Education in 1,000 Days
Boards of education are elected for a three-year term – just
over 1,000 days. You have 1,000 days to fashion a legacy
– 1,000 days to improve student achievement, to boost the
graduation rate and to enhance students’ school experience. You can’t change the world in 1,000 days but you can
provide leadership and direction to the schools in your division. You can implement policies that will foster student
achievement and make school a safe and welcoming place
for all students. You can create a legacy! Strategic planning
is the process through which the board fashions its legacy.
A strategic plan defines an organization’s long-term direction and goals and allocates resources – money and people
– to achieve the desired direction and goals. When you
develop a strategic plan, you work backwards. You start by
describing the desired results (outcomes or ends) and then
work back to ensure the necessary processes and resources
(inputs) are in place to achieve those results.

A strategic plan defines an
organization’s long-term
direction and goals
and allocates resources
– money and people –
to achieve the desired direction
and goals. When you develop
a strategic plan,
you work backwards.
You start by describing the
desired results (outcomes or ends)
and then work back to ensure
the necessary processes
and resources (inputs)
are in place to
achieve those results.
A strategic plan addresses three key questions:
•

What do we want to do?

•

What resources are needed to achieve our goals?

•

How will we know if we are successful?

A strategic plan is a road map that leads a board of education and the school division it governs, from where it is
now to where it would like to be 1,000 days into the future.
2
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Barry Bashutski Discusses Effective Planning

B

arry Bashutski is the Director of Board Development Services with the Saskatchewan School Boards
Association. Over the past 20 years Bashutski has seen
many examples of effective strategic planning by boards of
education and a few examples of less than effective planning too.
“Planning is the board of education’s job,” he stresses.
“Boards of education govern education in their communities and planning is the key to effective governance. A well
thought out strategic plan is a powerful governance tool.
The board sets overall direction for the school division and
needs to invest time and energy in planning, so the direction is a good one.” “The board doesn’t need to worry too
much about the ‘how’ or about detailed day-to-day operations,” Bashutski continues. “That’s the job of the Director
of Education. The board’s job is to establish direction, set
goals and align resources with direction and goals.”
In his work with the Saskatchewan School Boards Association, Bashutski has found that in virtually every case,
a board of education that is having problems is a board
without a plan.” “Lack of planning is linked to problems,”
he says. “Thorough planning is linked to board success.”
“Boards can keep busy talking about activities and expenditures,” he says, “but they make the most difference
when they focus on results. Boards can have a tremendous
influence on the school system through their role in setting
priorities and allocating resources.”

Barry Bashutski, Director of Board
Development Services, has been with the SSBA since 1989.
achievement?” “What facilities do we need to support student achievement?”
“There is no single recipe for planning,” says Bashutski.
“Every board will approach planning from a slightly different perspective” However, for all boards, planning is a
process that occurs over time, not a single isolated event.
He recommends a three-year rolling strategy plan. The plan
is reviewed every year, the year just completed is dropped,
plans for the next two years are adjusted as appropriate, and
plans are developed for the third year into the future.

“Planning is the board’s job.
Boards of education
govern education
in their communities
and planning is the key
to effective governance.”

“Boards can have a
tremendous influence
on the school system
through their role
in setting priorities
and allocating resources.”

“What kinds of things should our strategic plan address?”
Bashutski answers that question by saying, “Student
achievement is the first and most important goal of every
board of education. Student achievement is the reason why
boards of education exist and school divisions were established.” The question that drives all board planning should
be, “What outcomes do we want for kids?”

The board’s strategic plan defines student outcomes, it
shapes the work of school division staff, and responds to
the expectations of families and community. Thus, it is
important that “the plan be open, transparent and well publicized,” says Bashutski. “Planning is about defining where
the school division should be going, so that all efforts can
be pointed in the same direction. Ensuring that everyone is
aware of the goals and direction established by the board of
education is essential. “When you know what you want,”
he emphasizes, “you’re going to find ways to get it.”

Other planning revolves around systems and structures
needed to support student achievement. For example, “How
do we use technology to support our goals for student
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Strategically Planning as a Governance Team
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The Strategic Planning Process
Look – Ask questions and collect information so you
are informed about student achievement, the social and
economic environment in your school division, and
trends that influence education.
Lead – Set learning goals and other types of goals for
the school division.

L ea r n

A

strategic plan is not static. It’s not something that is
written down and remains unchanged for three to five
years. There is continual dialogue among board members
and between the board and the Director of Education, and
ongoing monitoring of outcomes and results.
In general, this planning process has three stages: look,
lead, learn.
How Much Time Does Planning Take?
Planning doesn’t just happen spontaneously. It is a deliberate organized process that takes time. It is a good idea to
set aside a certain amount of board time specifically for
planning.
Many boards have a one- or two-day retreat once a year.
During this time they are free of all other distractions and
can focus totally on improving student learning and creating a positive future for their school division.
In addition to the annual retreat, strategic boards have planning discussions at regular board meetings. At these planning meetings, the board receives monitoring information
from the Director of Education, discusses this information
in relation to the goals it has set, and determines whether
any changes in direction are needed.
What’s the Best Approach to Planning?
Some boards hire an external consultant to facilitate their
planning sessions. Others find it works best if the Board
Chair or the Director of Education leads the sessions.

4

Learn – Monitor progress toward achieving the goals
and decide whether the progress being made is
satisfactory.
Some boards break into small groups for discussions of
specific issues, while others prefer to discuss everything
together as a large group.
There is no single approach to planning that works best for
all boards. It is a good idea for boards to try a couple of
different approaches to find out what works best for them.
Boards may also decide to use different approaches for different situations, so there is some variety to their planning
meetings.
What Does the Public Want to Know?
The members of the board of education are accountable to
the public that elects them and many members of the public
are interested in the education of children and youth. Therefore, the board should ensure the public receives information about its strategic plan and about progress toward
achieving the goals the board has set. This can be done
through a variety of means. Publication of the strategic
plan, news releases to the media, and announcements on
the school division’s website can all be used, depending on
the situation and the message the board wishes to convey.
When significant progress toward goals is being made, it is
important to celebrate within the school division and with
the public. Give recognition to all the students and teachers
whose hard work has made a difference. Acknowledge the
contribution of parents and community members who support and encourage students. Tell the public about success!
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Building Board Knowledge
1. What approaches does your board use to make time available for
planning? How are these approaches working for you?

S

S
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2. What methods does your board use to inform the public about your strategic plan and
about progress toward achieving goals? How are these methods working for you?
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Planning from the Perspective of Ivan Yackel

I

van Yackel recently retired as Director of Education of
the North East School Division. In his 35-year career,
he worked with several different urban and rural school
boards. He says that the key to successful planning for
school boards is looking ahead to the future as you would
like it to be, but also to be realistic about how the future
probably will unfold. “You need to create a vision of the
preferred future for your school division, but also to have a
realistic picture of what the future will be like,” he says. He
gives several examples of school boards that have followed
this principle.
Early in his career Yackel was Director of Education for
Melfort School Division #100 (City of Melfort). The
teaching staff included many young, newly-hired teachers,
because in the year or two previous there had been a flurry
of teacher retirements. The board took a hard look at what
the future was likely to hold for their school division. The
numbers told them that declining enrollments over the next
five years would result in teacher layoffs – a loss of a significant number of younger, newly-hired teachers.

Ivan Yackel, former director for North East School
Division, retired in 2009.
was answered with “Yes.” The board believed that certain
things like attendance policies and graduation requirements
should be the same across the school division.

He remembers that the board also tried to put themselves
This was not the future the board wanted. The board
wanted a future in which they could retain younger teachers into the shoes of a teacher or other employee. They asked
questions like, “If I were an employee, how would I want
without having to lay off anybody. So the board developed
the new school division to feel?”
an early retirement strategy and publicized it extensively.
They provided incentives for teachers to retire within the
All this preliminary planning meant that the board had
next five years, but also made it clear that after five years
the incentives would be gone. This process yielded 12 to 15 a well-defined, articulate view of what they wanted the
school division to be like.
early retirements and the board
“Having a vision and mission
didn’t have to lay off anybody.
“If you have enough good data to look
to refer to throughout the planahead, then you can respond to what might ning process really helped,”
By examining the data and taking action, the board of Melfort be coming and steer the future toward your says Yackel. “Board members
often asked each other whether
School Division #100 was able
preferred outcome.”
a particular decision would adto create the future they wanted
vance its vision and mission.”
for their school division. Dr.
Yackel says, “If you have enough good data to look ahead,
Planning doesn’t just happen. It’s a deliberate, organized
then you can respond to what might be coming and steer
process. Yackel has advice about that process for boards of
the future to your preferred outcome.”
education. He says that “in all cases, the key is to have time
with nothing else on the agenda – a retreat preferably – a
More recently, Yackel was Director of Education for North
totally different environment than a regular board meeting.”
East School Division which came into being on January 1,
2006. Early on this board developed a vision for the school An external consultant can facilitate board planning sessions, but so can the Director of Education, because most
division, “Education in a culture excellence.” They also
directors have expertise in that area.
developed a mission, “To ensure every student has the opportunity to succeed.”
“Strategic planning is clearly the board of education’s
work,” says Yackel. “The board’s job includes identifying
The board talked a lot about what they wanted the new
goals for the school division, the kind of learning and workschool division to look like, feel like, be like, says Yackel.
“They asked each other, ‘Do we want each school to be the ing environment that is desired, and the kind of student outcomes they want. It’s the job of administration to develop
same?’” – a question which was answered with a resoundstrategies that will achieve the results the board wants –
ing “No.” “They asked, ‘Are there some things that need
to be consistent across the school division?’” This question that’s what strategic planning is all about,” he concludes.
6
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Looking at Influences on Student Achievement

S

trategic planning starts with information. Having the
right information at the right time is the foundation of
good decision making.

•

Provincial Assessment for
Learning Program – A large-scale program that
assesses the performance of Saskatchewan Grade
5, 8 and 10 students in mathematics, reading,
writing and, soon, science on a biannual basis. AFL
provides school and school division level data
but not data for individual students or teachers.

•

School Division Assessment Program –
Many Saskatchewan school divisions have mandated
division-wide assessments in reading and mathematics at certain grade levels. They may use commercial tests such as the Canadian Test of Basic Skills,
locally-developed tests or a combination of both.

•

Classroom Assessment – All teachers regularly
assess their students. Teachers use a wide variety
of tools including teacher-made checklists and
commercial tests to collect information about their
students’ progress.

Lo

Lea

d

The board of education needs to look at all the factors that
influence student achievement and educational programming.

There are three primary sources of information about student achievement in a school division.

ok

L e a rn

The board of education needs information about student
achievement levels in the school division. A board can’t set
goals for student achievement in the future, until they have
baseline data about achievement in the present.
The board also needs information about effective instructional practices and schooling conditions that are most
likely to enhance student achievement.
Boards of education regularly conduct an environmental
scan of their school division and the broader provincial and
national environment, because social and economic factors
will affect the decisions a board makes. For example, if an
important local industry is doing poorly, the board needs to
consider the possibility it might close – an event that would
have implications for student enrollment. Similarly, if an
employer plans to sponsor workers from overseas, enrollment of students who don’t speak English would likely
increase.
Provincial, national and international trends may not have
such an immediate effect on the school division, but they
also influence the board’s decisions. For example, most
jobs today require some type of computer skills.
How Do We Get Information About Student
Achievement?
When a board begins the strategic planning cycle, the first
step is often to ask the Director of Education to provide
them with information about student achievement levels in
specific subjects and grade levels.

What Do We Know About
Effective Schools?
Children’s educational achievement is influenced by factors
in the home and the community as well as by their school
experiences. For example, poverty has a highly negative
effect on achievement. However, schools can and do make
a difference in children’s lives. There is a huge body of
research which shows that some schools are more effective
than others at promoting student achievement and that effective schools have characteristics in common. The seven
correlates of effective schools are:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

Safe and orderly environment
High expectations for students
Clear and focused mission
Student opportunity to learn and time-on-task
Frequent monitoring of student progress
Positive home and school relations
Instructional leadership
Source: Prairie Valley School Division, 2009; Lezotte, n.d.
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What Key Trends Are Influencing Education?
What will tomorrow bring? What about next month, next
year or next decade? Below is a list of 18 trends that have
the potential to influence education in the years ahead.
Saskatchewan’s People
1. Saskatchewan’s Population As a Whole is
Aging – Over the past decade, the proportion of
the population aged 45 and over has increased from
about 33% to 40% of the total population. At the
same time, the proportion of the population aged 0
to 19 years has decreased from about 30% to 27%
(2008 Saskatchewan Education Indicators, pp. 7-8).
This may mean a continuing decline in enrollment
because there will be fewer young families in the
future. It may also mean an increase in the number
of “young” seniors with time and energy to give to
schools and school divisions.
2. First Nations and Métis People Will Make Up
a Greater Proportion of the Population – In
2006, 15% of the total population, about 29% of
the pre-school age population, and about 25% of
the school-aged population was Aboriginal (2008
Saskatchewan Education Indicators, pp. 9-10). The
proportion of Aboriginal children is projected to in-

crease in the years ahead when today’s youth create
their own families.
This means that in the future schools will need to
put more emphasis on First Nations and Métis content, perspectives and ways of knowing in order to
better serve students.
3. Urbanization Will Continue – Urbanization has
been characteristic of Saskatchewan ever since the
1960s and will probably continue. As the population
in cities increases, the cities will grow in size, rural
communities will decline both in number and in size,
8

and the rural population will decrease (Saskatchewan Education Indicators, 2008, pp. 12-13).
Rural school boards may find it more difficult to attract teachers and may have less access to goods and
services in their local community.
4. Student Enrollment Patterns May Continue
to Shift from Rural to Urban – Overall, Saskatchewan’s decline in student enrollment has
slowed in recent years, but the shift from rural to
urban continues. Over the past three years, rural

enrollments declined by 4.5%, urban enrollments
increased by 3.2% and northern enrollments stayed
steady (2008 Saskatchewan Education Indicators
Report, pp. 69-70).
The result will be declining enrollments in rural
areas and increasing enrollments in urban areas.
Rural school divisions will need to find new ways
of serving sparse and scattered student populations,
while urban areas may face overcrowding in schools
and an ongoing need for more space.
5. Immigration to Saskatchewan is
Increasing – Saskatchewan is an attractive place
to live and work for people from many parts of the
world. If Saskatchewan’s economy continues to
prosper, this trend will continue (Sask Bureau of
Stats, 2009).
There will probably be greater need for English as
an Additional Language programming at all grade
levels and for new strategies to involve parents from
a variety of cultural groups in the life of the school.
6. Births to Teen Moms May Continue – The
number of births to Saskatchewan girls aged 15-19
has declined in recent years, but Saskatchewan’s rate
of 31.3 live births per 1,000 teens in 2005 was more
than double the Canadian average (2008 Saskatchewan Education Indicators, pp. 33-34).
Nurseries and day cares located within or adjacent
to the school will make school attendance easier
for teen moms. As well, parenting classes for teen
mothers and fathers may be needed.
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Saskatchewan’s Economy
7. Saskatchewan’s Economy Will Continue to
Prosper – Saskatchewan’s economy has grown
since 1990 and has been affected much less than
most during the economic downturn of 2008-2009.
For example, in September 2009, Saskatchewan
had the lowest unemployment rate in Canada (2008
Saskatchewan Education Indicators, pp. 16-17; Saskatchewan Unemployment Rate …, 2009).
This may mean steady funding levels for Saskatchewan’s boards of education.
8. First Nations Will Play a Greater Role in
Saskatchewan’s Economy – Presently, First
Nations Development Corporations own many
hotels, gas stations and similar businesses on urban
reserves. Some First Nations are partnering with
resource development
companies for the
benefit of both.
In the future, First
Nations will probably
own more Saskatchewan businesses and a
greater range of business types and may
be willing to partner
with school boards on
initiatives that benefit
the school community.
9. Education Will
Affect
Employability
and Income – High
school graduation and post-secondary education
make people more employable and increase their income levels. In 2008, 85% of Saskatchewan people
with Bachelor’s degrees were employed compared
to 53% of those without a Bachelor’s degree and
people with Bachelor’s degree earned about 60%
more (Elliott, 2009).
This means that schools must focus on stay-inschool programs so that a greater proportion of
students graduate from Grade 12.
10. Jobs Requiring Post-secondary Education
Will Increase – Jobs requiring post-secondary
education (university or technical training) are growing at a faster rate than those requiring high school
graduation or lower education. About 55% of the
jobs available at the beginning of the next decade in
Saskatchewan will require post-secondary educa-

tion (2008 Saskatchewan Education Indicators, pp.
24-25).
It may be appropriate to implement new and different types of programming, so that students attain
the courses and credits they need to participate in
university or technical training.
11. Majority of Jobs Will Be in the Service Sector – By the beginning of the next decade about
54% of all jobs will be in the service sector of the
economy, primarily in business, trades, and sales
and service occupations. The highest growth will
be in the health care field. Jobs in the processing,
manufacturing and utilities fields are expected to
decline (2008 Saskatchewan Education Indicators,
pp. 24-25).
This may mean a greater emphasis on career guidance/counselling in order to give students a realistic
picture of the job market
in the years ahead , and a
strong emphasis on programs
of study and courses that
prepare students to work in
the health care field.
12. Saskatchewan’s
Labour Shortage Will
Continue – Many jobs in
the skilled trades and in professional fields go unfilled.
Increasingly, low paying jobs
in the service sector also go
unfilled (Elliott, 2009). The
labour shortage will likely
increase as baby boomers
retire.
Employers may find new
ways of responding to the labour shortage, by automating
for example, or installing self-serve equipment. Students
will need to be equipped for new technological jobs that
develop as the service sector changes.
Saskatchewan’s Society
13. Technology Will Grow and Change More
Quickly – Business and industry will become even
more dependent on technology and new methods
of communication will be developed. Technology
users will be constantly learning and adapting as
change continues.
Ever-changing technology will almost certainly
mean greater emphasis on technological literacy in
the school program. It may also mean a greater need
for more technological hardware and software in
schools to support technological literacy.

Strategic Planning: A Guide for Saskatchewan Boards of Education
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14. Graduation Rate of First Nations and Métis
Students Will Continue to Rise – The Grade 12
graduation rate for First Nations and Métis students
is lower than the graduation rate of the general
student population. However, the First Nations and
Métis graduation rate has been gradually improving
over the past decade – a trend that is likely to continue in the future (2008 Saskatchewan Education
Indicators, pp. 103-104).
This means that First Nations and Métis students
will have more role models in the education system
and in all segments of society.
15. New Knowledge About Early Childhood
Development Will Have an Impact – Scientists
have learned that the brains of infants and young
children develop in response to the social environment as well as to genetic cues. Nurturing in the
early years has long-lasting impact on how people
develop, their ability to learn and regulate their
emotions, and their behaviour (McCain et al, 1999,
2007).
In the future, we may place more emphasis on early
learning and child care from the prenatal period
onward. The education system will need to collaborate with other agencies in order to offer a seamless
continuum of services to infants, toddlers, preschoolers and their families.
16. The School May Evolve into a Centre for
Development – Recently, schools have attempted
to respond to the diverse needs of children and youth
as well as to their educational needs. Community
schools, SchoolPLUS, and school-business partnerships are examples of this trend. An expansion of
this tend may mean that schools become full centres
for community development.
Therefore, the design of school facilities may need
10

to change in order to house other service agencies.
As well, the type of staff hired by boards of education may expand as schools’ function changes.
17. The Health Status of Saskatchewan Children
and Youth May be a Concern in the Future
– Between 1994 and 2005, the percentage of youth
aged 12-19 reporting “very good” or “perfect” health
declined by 5% in Saskatchewan and 2% across
Canada (2008 Saskatchewan Education Indicators,
p. 30-3). These youth are the parents of tomorrow’s
preschoolers and so their health habits influence the
next generation.
It may be appropriate for boards of education to
partner with health agencies to implement family
health programs that promote healthy lifestyles for
entire families. It may also be appropriate to place
greater emphasis on healthy behaviour at school
by, for example, increasing the amount of physical
activity.
18. Today’s Older Adults Will Work Longer and
Delay Retirement – The stock market decline of
2008-2009 seriously eroded the retirement savings
of many people, particularly those without a pension
plan. At the same time, most employers have eliminated compulsory retirement age. The result will be
more older people in the labour force longer.
Some teachers may delay retirement which may
have both positive and negative implications for
boards of education, but will certainly mean that
all school divisions need to pay greater attention to
workforce planning. It will probably also mean that
students, when they enter the labour force, will need
interpersonal skills to work with people the age of
their grandparents and parents as well as people their
own age.
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for school divisions and individual schools. Teacher
projections, projections about the effect of boundary changes and other types of information are also
available. Go to www.baragar.com.

How Can We Look at the Local Community?
The local environment influences enrollment patterns,
students’ educational, cultural, and development needs,
parents’ expectations for involvement in their children’s
education, and the amount and type of community resources available for collaboration with schools.

•

Local Enterprise Region – Saskatchewan is organized into 13 Enterprise Regions. Their responsibility is to promote regional investment and economic development. The Enterprise Region in your area
will have information about potential changes in
manufacturing, food processing and other industries
that might influence the number and type of students
in the next five years.

•

Chiefs and Councils of First Nations – Many
First Nations enter into tuition agreements with
boards of education, so that children from the First
Nation can be educated in provincial schools. Opening, closure or expansion of a school on a First Nation will almost certainly have implications for the
school division in which that First Nation is located.
Student enrollment, teacher requirements, facility
requirements and educational programming may all
be affected.

•

Local government officials – Mayors and reeves
of villages, towns, cities and rural municipalities
located within school division boundaries usually
have information about economic development in
the local area – changes that have the potential to influence student enrollment and perhaps educational
programming.

•

Local Business Leaders – Any significant
reduction or expansion of local industries has the potential to influence student enrolment and programming. For example, if a local industry is planning on
sponsoring workers and their families from overseas,
there may be a need for expanded English as an
Additional Language programming in the school
division.

•

School Division Databases – Every
school division collects information that will
inform the board’s strategic plan. For example, the
school division has information about the number
and age of students in each school, the number of
teachers who are nearing retirement age, and the
physical infrastructure of the schools in the division.

•

Surveys and Questionnaires – In some situations, many boards of education conduct surveys to
collect specific types of information or public opinion. The community as a whole may be surveyed,
the people in a single school community, or specific
groups of people such as teachers, parents or
business owners.

Board members have an intuitive feel for the communities they represent. Because of their involvement in the
community, board members often have the inside track on
economic development, demographic changes and people’s
expectations.
However, when making decisions that affect the education of students, the employment of teachers, educational
programming, and facilities planning it is important to rely
on facts and hard data, not on intuition.
It is important that the board be curious about the community it serves – that it have an inquiring perspective. It
is also important that the board ask questions – questions
about the community and questions of the people in the
school system and the community as a whole. Looking
closely at the local community is an important phase in
strategic planning.

Below are some possible sources of information about Saskatchewan communities.
•

•

Statistics Canada, 2006 Community
Profiles – These profiles provide information about
villages, towns, cities, and rural municipalities from
the 2006 Census. An enormous amount of information is available including age of population, number
of private dwellings, marital status of population,
income of various types of households, language
spoken at home, number of Aboriginal people and
immigrants, educational attainment of population,
and several other types of information. Go to http://
www.www12.statcan/census-recensement/2006/dppd/prof/92-591/index.cfm?Lang=E
Baragar Systems – This Canadian business
provides, for a fee, annual enrollment projections
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Building Board Knowledge

S

1. What information do you have about the achievement of students in your
B
school division? What additional information do you need?

S

A

2. What information do you need about the factors that promote student achievement
(the seven correlates of effective schools)?

3. What strategies has your board developed to stay abreast of demographic, social and
economic changes in your school division? How are these strategies working for you?

4. Which of the trends for the future identified on the previous pages will have the
greatest impact on your school division? Why?

12
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Setting Measurable Goals According to Leroy Sloan

L

eroy Sloan has worked with boards of education across
Canada and provides the following advice about planning for boards of education.

Boards of education should set goals which focus on: (1)
measurable (2) student (3) outcomes. Nothing happens in
education until it happens to a student. Boards must avoid
goal displacement which results when the organization over
time shifts to serve the employees, the board or anything
other than the intended prime beneficiary, who in the case
of school boards is the student. It takes courage to define
measurable outcomes. The pressure on boards will be to
allocate scarce resources. Failure as well as success can
be readily monitored when goals are defined in terms of
measurable results.
One excuse for not identifying measurable goals is the contention that “all that counts cannot be counted.” However,
if you cannot determine what impact a program is having,
the impact might be a negative one. If you can’t measure
it, forget it. If a reluctance to measure reading achievement
is supported by the contention that “we are teaching the
whole child”, a trustee might legitimately ask, “ Is reading
at grade level not part of that?” If we teach citizenship the
trustee should ask, “How do we know we are raising good
neighbours rather than trained barbarians?” or “How do
we know the money allocated to this program is yielding
more responsible behaviour than had been the case before
the program was initiated?”The trustee has an obligation
to ask, “What evidence do we have that the actions we are
taking are producing the desired results?”
The board should be sure to not accept descriptions of
activities as accountability. The role of the board is to hold
the CEO and thereby the organization accountable for
achieving the desired results for which the resources were
allocated when the board set the budget. It is tragic to keep
allocating resources to support activities which are devoid
of results when more efficacious actions are available but
not utilized because the ones being used are not being
assessed as to whether they produce desired results. For example, for years boards allocated millions of dollars to support resource rooms which were typically pullout programs
for about 20 minutes twice per week for students who were
reading significantly below grade level. Unfortunately, for
five or six decades no one asked the key question, “Do we
fix any?” The truthful answer was, “no”. In the last decade
these resources have been redirected toward intensive daily
one-hour literacy programs utilizing research-based practices and careful assessments and lives and destinies are being
changed for the better.
Boards should set a limited number of goals, typically two
or at most three. Districts should “Do less better”. When an
organization excels in one area it has a ripple effect in other
areas. Setting many goals is tempting as it keeps pressure

Leroy Sloan of Sloan Consulting Ltd. works with Canadian
school boards to improve local education governance.
groups placated but rarely satisfied, as there are not sufficient resources to truly achieve these numerous goals and
in such cases the statements become New Year’s resolutions rather than goals.
Boards of education should stress quick results that can be
observed within months, not years. The first rule of good
horsemanship is that if the horse you are riding is dead,
“GET OFF”.
The board’s strategic plan must be supported by the budget.
Every budget decision should be subjected to the screen,
“What benefit, to whom and at what cost?” Typically, all
the budget will be expended at the end of the year. The governance question for the board is, “What results did we buy
for the money expended?”
Boards would benefit from some form of simple easy to
understand “dashboard metrics”, basic measures that will
tell board members, staff and students at a glance whether
a student outcome is improving. A board can be drowned in
data and starved for information.
The board of education must hold the CEO accountable
for achieving the goals they set by stating clearly defined
expectations and conducting an annual CEO evaluation.
The CEO, in turn, must hold other staff accountable. Accountability is not a negative thing. Over ninety percent of
accountability is affirmation, recognizing and celebrating
improvement.
Ultimately, the board should ask:
• What specific results do we want to achieve? (e.g.,
90 percent of students read at grade level)
• What resources are to be allocated to this end?
• How will we know if we are successful?
• Have we defined clear expectations and are we
holding the CEO accountable for these results?
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Boards Lead Schools by Setting S.M.A.R.T. Goals

S

trategic planning starts with the board’s vision. The
board of education’s vision statement is an end – a description of the ideal future. A strategic plan is an outline of
the path the board will follow to achieve that ideal future. A
vision is general, a strategic plan is specific. Every strategic
plan includes goals that serve as signposts along the path to
that ideal future.
It is the board of education’s responsibility to lead the
school division by setting goals for the future, particularly
learning goals, and by aligning resources with those goals.

ok
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Boards of education have tremendous influence on the
school system via their role in setting priorities and allocating resources.

L ea r n

board evaluation by June of each year,” is an example of a
goal that focuses on the board’s work.
The goals established by boards of education should be
S.M.A.R.T. goals.

S

pecific – A specific goal has a much greater chance of
being achieved than a general goal. “Students’ reading
will improve,” is a general goal. “80% of students will be
reading at grade level within two years,” is a specific goal.

M

easurable – A measurable goal includes criteria
for measuring progress. “To improve our graduation
rate,” is not measurable. “At least 75% of the students who
began Grade 10 in 2010-11 will graduate from Grade 12
three years later in 2012-13,” is measurable.

A

ttainable – A goal of “90% student attendance over
a year” may be attainable. A goal of “100% student
attendance over a year” is probably not attainable.

R

ealistic – A goal should be high enough to represent
substantial progress, but low enough to be attainable.
Baseline data about student achievement collected during the first stage of the strategic planning cycle will help
establish realistic goals. For example, if baseline data tells
you that 60% of students are reading at grade level, raising
that accomplishment to 80% over three years is realistic.
Targets of 65% and 100% are probably too low and too
high, and thus not realistic.

Ideally, every board is continually collecting information
about the local environment and about trends in the broader
world Having information about “What is” enables boards
to be realistic about what the future will probably be like,
but more importantly it enables them to take action to create the future as they would like it to be for the students and
families they serve.

T

Information about student achievement provides baseline
data for creation of long- and short-term achievement
goals. If you know where you are now, then you can set
realistic goals for the future and measure progress toward
those goals.

Have We Aligned
Resources?

Are Our Goals S.M.A.R.T.?
Many experts recommend setting a limited number of
learning goals for a school division – one to three preferably – so that everyone in the division can focus their energies on what is really important. An example of a learning
goal is “75% or more of our students will score ‘adequate
or better’ on the next provincial Math Assessment for
Learning test.” In addition to learning goals, the board of
education may have goals related to school division infrastructure – facilities and transportation for example, to
teacher professional growth and working conditions, and
to the way it does its own work. “We will have an annual
14

imely – A timeframe for achieving the goal should be
established. Do you want to achieve a particular goal
in three days, three weeks, three months or three years? A
strategic plan can include both short-term and long-term
goals.

After a board of education has established its goals, it needs
to align resources to support those goals. Resources can
include both money and people. For example, if a board
has established the goal “85% of students will be reading
at grade level or better within three years,” then it is appropriate to provide money for literacy tutors, mentoring
and other types of inservice, for classroom teachers, family
literacy programs, and literacy materials.
Boards of education will be able to make the best use of
their resources if they set a limited number of learning
goals. With one to three goals they can devote enough resources to each goal to really make a difference. With many
goals, the amount of resources allocated to each goal may
be too small to result in significant change.
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Building Board Knowledge
1. What learning goals has your board set for your school division? Are
your learning goals S.M.A.R.T.?

S

S

B A

2. What goals has your board set for key aspects of school division operation – facilities,
transportation and teacher growth, for example?

3. What goals has your board set for its own work?

4. To what extent has the board aligned resources with goals?
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Ben Grebinski on Planning in Accordance with the CIF

B

en Grebinski is Director of Education with Prairie
Valley School Division – a division that encircles the
city of Regina, but does not include it.
Grebinski points out that Prairie Valley’s strategic plan has
been organized around the four goal areas in the provincially-mandated Continuous Improvement Framework. These
goals are:
•

Higher literacy and achievement

•

Equitable opportunities

•

Smooth transitions

•

System accountability and governance

The board has set targets for specific indicators within each
goal area. For example, in the higher literacy and achievement goal area, which includes numerous dimensions
of student learning and behaviour, one target is “85% of
students graduate within three years of starting Grade 10.”
Another target in this goal area is “85% of Grade 5, 8 and
11 students score at the Adequate level or higher in mathematics on the provincial
Assessment for Learning.”
Having set these targets for
student achievement, the
board has charged Grebinski with responsibility for
developing and implementing a monitoring program to
measure students’ progress.
“The Prairie Valley board is
truly a strategic governance
board,” he says. “They create a vision and set goals
and let administration figure
out the process that will
be used to achieve those
goals.”
“Data to assess progress toward the targets set by the board
is collected from a number of sources,” says Grebinski.
“We have our own internal student assessment program
and also draw on the provincial Assessment for Learning
program. We’ve collected data for each school and do

“Having set targets for student
achievement, the board has charged the
Director of Education with
responsibility for developing and
implementing a monitoring program.”
16

Ben Grebinski, Director of Education for Prairie Valley
School Division, focuses on the Continuous Improvement
Framework to guide strategic planning.
assessments regularly throughout the year, so we can really
focus on using assessment data to inform instruction.”
In the system accountability and governance goal
area, some of the board’s
target indicators focus on
its own work and some on
the work of School Community Councils. For
example, one of the board’s
targets is that it will have
a Board Action Plan in
place by November 2010.
Another is that the 2008-09
annual results report and
audited financial statements will be approved by
December 2009.
Grebinski emphasizes the importance of making sure that
everyone in the school division – teachers, other staff,
students and parents – know what the board’s goals are.
“That’s when a strategic plan becomes real,” he says,
“that’s when everyone in the division works together
toward the same goals.”

“Make sure that everyone in the
school division knows what the
board’s goals are. Then everyone
can work together toward
the same goals.”
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Liam Choo-Foo Talks About Setting S.M.A.R.T. Goals

L

iam Choo-Foo is Director of Education with Chinook
School Division in south-west Saskatchewan.

When Chinook School Division was established four years
ago, the board initially focused on creating an organization,
on creating a culture, on defining the type of organization
they want to have. Now the board looks forward, to where
they want to take the organization, on the goals they want
to achieve and on how they will monitor to determine if
they have achieved their goals.
After getting the school division operational, the board
was in a position to define a primary learning goal for the
system. That goal is: Eighty percent of students will be at
or exceed their grade level in reading within three years.
Choo-Foo has been assigned responsibility for implementing programs across the system that will result in realization of this learning goal.

Liam Choo-Foo, Director of Education for Chinook School
Division, has been implementing programs to attain a
specific and measurable literacy goal.

one big group.”
The board has set out a three-year monitoring cycle. The
Choo-Foo believes that boards need to experience a few
Year 1 monitoring report provides baseline data. Year 2
different approaches to the planning process so they have a
reports on progress and Year 3 measures progress against
knowledge and experience base and are able to recognize
the goal the board has set. The board has asked for a status
the approach that works best for them.
report twice during each year and a monitoring report at
the end of the year. The status reports describe activities
Now the board works on
and plans and the monitortheir own as a group. They
ing reports provide statistical
“The board has set
do not use outside facilitaevidence.
a goal, established a
tors. The Chair leads discusmonitoring
schedule,
sions and the board rarely
Choo-Foo notes that the
breaks into small groups.
board of education has proand committed resources.
There is a richness and depth
vided the resources needed
Now their job is to ensure
to whole group discussions
to achieve its learning goal.
that
the
monitoring
cycle
that sometimes gets lost
Money has been provided
when small groups are used.
to hire reading coaches, to
is providing them
organize teacher professional
with the information
Choo-Foo notes that a board
development, and to purthey
require.”
is made up of individuals –
chase literacy materials. The
all of whom have different
board has also realized that
needs. Some individuals need a lot of detail, others very
monitoring of student progress requires resources. “The
little. Some individuals talk a lot during discussions, others
board recognizes that monitoring and generating data costs
don’t participate as much. The planning process has to be
money, both in human resources and in hardware and softdesigned so all these individual needs are recognized and
ware, to manage the data,” he says.
accommodated. Ultimately the board has to build enough
trust among its members so that individual members can
“The board has set a goal, established a monitoring schedule, and committed resources,” says Choo-Foo. “Now their speak openly and honestly at appropriate times.
job is to ensure that the monitoring cycle is providing them
Planning is hard work. It revolves around simple questions
with the information they require.”
that require very thoughtful answers, “What is it we want to
do? What are our goals for the students of this school divi“The board of Chinook School Division has tried different
sion? How will we know if our goals are being achieved?
approaches to planning,” he notes. They have brought in
What will we do if our goals are not achieved?” Answerprofessional facilitators and done it on their own with the
ing questions such as these is what the board’s work is all
Board Chair or Director of Education facilitating. They
about.
have broken into small groups and done it all together as
Strategic Planning: A Guide for Saskatchewan Boards of Education
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Learning to Monitor Effectively as a Board of Education

E

stablishing learning goals and other types of goals is an
important part of every board of education’s strategic
plan. Monitoring after goals have been set and resources
aligned is equally important.
It is through monitoring that the board learns whether the
school division is making progress toward achieving goals.

What is Monitoring Information?

Boards of education receive different types of information.
Monitoring information has a different function than
decision information or
incidental information.
•

Monitoring Information – Monitoring information enables the board of education to determine
whether board policies are being fulfilled and progress is being made toward the goals established by
the board. Monitoring information usually addresses
outcomes or results.

•

Decision Information – Decision information is
provided to a board to assist it in making choices
and/or establishing board policy. Decision information may include:
• Demographic, economic and environmental
information;
• Information about what other agencies are doing
in regard to a particular issue; or,
• Information about the school division’s internal
operation such as staff or community requests,
concerns or reactions to existing practices.

•

Incidental Information – Incidental information
is information the Director continuously provides to
the board to enhance and maintain its connection to
the school division. This type of information provides details on what is happening within the school
division and within other agencies that impact board
operations.
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Goal-setting is a meaningless process, unless you set up a
system to measure whether the goals are being achieved.
The board needs good information so it can tell if its planning is making a difference.

L e a rn
When Do We Monitor?
Monitoring to measure progress toward accomplishment
of goals is an ongoing process, not a one-time event. Most
boards of education work with their Director of Education to set up a monitoring cycle, which defines the type of
information they will receive and when they will receive
it. The majority of boards use a three-year cycle but longer
and shorter cycles are possible. For example, if a goal is
“an average of 95% student attendance for the 2010-11
school year,” the board might request monthly attendance
reports for individual schools and the entire school division. The board might also ask for reports on actions that
the director has taken to improve student attendance and
programs that have been implemented to this end.
If a goal is “85% of Grade 5, 8 and 11 students achieve
‘adequate’ or better on math problem solving in the next
provincial Assessment for Learning test,” the board would
not wait until the next AFL assessment to measure progress toward that goal. They might ask for regular January
and June reports on students’ math problem-solving skills
in the months and years prior to the next AFL assessment.
They might also ask for reports on programs that have been
implemented to improve students’ math problem-solving
skills.
After the monitoring cycle has been established, it is up to
the Director of Education to collect the necessary information and to present the information to the board in a way
that is clearly linked to goals and easy to understand.
18

How Do We Monitor?
There are three methods of monitoring: each has a role and
a purpose in assessing progress toward achieving goals.
•

Direct Inspection – Board members and the Director of Education examine progress toward achieving goals through site visits or discussion/analysis
of an event or activity. In cases of direct inspection
by discussion/ analysis the board needs an outline
of discussion points and evaluation criteria to assess
the event or activity. A summary written report at
the conclusion of the inspection may or may not be
required depending on the situation.
The board might use direct inspection to examine:
• The effectiveness of a board meeting;
• Their own perceptions of an event; or,
• Feedback received from the public about board
communications.
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•

•

Internal Reports – The Director of Education provides scheduled formal reports to the board. These
reports address goals set by the board or matters
identified as priorities by the board. Examples of
internal monitoring reports include:
• Student achievement in relation to a learning
goal set by the board of education, (e.g., students’ scores on the most recent Math Assessment for Learning test);
• Enrollment by grade level in the schools of the
division; or,
• Reports on the status of a school division program or service (e.g., implementation of a new
curriculum or provision of services to students
with intensive needs.
External Reports – The board of education,
through the director of education, may engage a
third party to review an aspect of the school system.
External auditors, site inspectors, or educational
consultants may be asked to answer specific questions determined by the board. Examples of external
monitoring include:
• The annual financial audit;
• An evaluation of an alternate school day/year
pilot project;
• A review of school facilities; or,
• An evaluation of the impact of a particular technology on student learning.

As part of the monitoring process the board receives written
reports from the Director of Education and sometimes from
external auditors or consultants. The board should require
that these reports focus directly on the board’s goals or on
questions asked by the board. The information provided
by monitoring reports should be sufficiently precise to enable the board to assess progress toward its goals. A longer
monitoring report isn’t necessarily a better report or a more
useful report.
Source: Effective Monitoring Practices, (n.d.).

What is the Cost of Monitoring?
Monitoring to measure progress toward achieving goals
costs money and takes up staff time. Staff need to test
students or collect other types of data by collecting statis-

tics or conducting surveys. Staff need to compile relevant
information into reports for the board (and sometimes the
public). Computer hardware and software is needed, as well
as people to input and analyze data, in order to maintain
statistics over time.
For that reason, boards should only ask for monitoring data
they really need, for a few key selected indicators of progress – not for a wide range of information which may be
interesting but will have limited usefulness. For that reason
also, boards should align resources with their monitoring
cycle and ensure that sufficient staff and money are available to do an adequate job of monitoring.
How Do We Use Monitoring Information?
The board of education uses monitoring information to
determine whether sufficient progress is being made toward
achieving its goals.
Throughout the monitoring cycle, the board asks two questions:
•
•

Are we getting the information we need to assess
progress toward our goals?
Are we making appropriate progress toward achieving our goals?

If the answer to both these questions is “yes”, then the
board and the school division can continue on the same
path. But if the answer to one or both of these questions
is “no”, then something has to change. For example, if the
board is not getting enough information to assess progress,
then the type of information collected by the school division or the way it is presented by the Director of Education
needs to change.
If adequate progress is not being made toward student
learning goals, action is also needed. In some cases, different or more intensive educational programming or more
resources may be required. In other cases, there may be
circumstances that are beyond the control of board and
the Director of Education. For example, goals for student
attendance can be derailed by a major outbreak of the flu.
In a few cases, the original goal may have not been achievable or realistic. For example, expecting a 100% divisionwide student graduation rate three years after entering
high school is probably an unrealistic goal and needs to be
adjusted.
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The Planning Process
Why do we exist?

Mission
Vision
What must we achieve
to be successful?

What is our ideal future?

Goals
What are the
specific
elements of
our goals?

Objectives
What actions will
be taken to
achieve our goals?

Activities
What info.
will be
collected to
assess
progress
towards
goals?

Data Collection
Reporting to Board
Assessing Progress
What info. does the board need to
determine if goals are met?

Strategic Plan –
Board Responsibility

Have we met our goals?

Action Plan –
Staff Responsibility

Evaluation Plan –
Shared Responsibility
Source: Adapted from Evans, 2009.
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