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Since the launch of a school redesign 
project in 2017, more than 160 Kansas 
schools have volunteered to reimagine 
their learning models in a state-led, 
multiyear process. The pandemic tested 
the mettle of early adopters, but many say 
their redesign work prepared them well 
for the transition to distance and hybrid 
learning in 2020.

Approved by the Kansas State Board 
of Education, the project has gathered 
applications from schools across Kansas, 
with annual cohorts named for NASA 
lunar missions. The fourteen schools in 
seven districts that formed the initial 
Mercury cohort engaged in intensive 
planning and professional development a 
year ahead of the launch of their redesign 
plans. Gemini and Apollo project cohorts 
have followed, with opportunities for staff 
to visit schools in earlier cohorts and for 
school leaders to engage in a professional 
learning community.

Weathering a Pandemic 
In spring and summer 2020, staff at the 

Kansas State Department of Education 
asked teachers and leaders in the rede-
sign cohorts how their schools handled 

building closures. They found that these 
schools made a smooth transition to 
distance learning. School staff cited 
the importance of the design thinking 
process and a growth mind-set, which 
helped staff and students learn to adapt 
flexibly. “Making quick and in some 
cases radical changes based on data and 
success factors, and implementing those 
changes immediately, has been a staple 
of our process,” said one principal. It also 
prepared students to better manage their 
own learning in remote settings, said Jay 
Scott, secondary redesign specialist on 
the department’s redesign team.1 

While the pandemic delayed launches 
of redesign plans in the last group of 
schools and impeded the intensive staff 
professional learning and in-person 
coaching with department staff, the 
experience of the early cohort during the 
pandemic impressed schools not formally 
engaged in redesign, Scott added. In 
particular, he said, schools outside the 
cohorts noted redesign schools’ ability to 
implement new strategies within a semes-
ter or a year and see rapid improvement.

Scott acknowledged that the pandemic 
did force some schools to abandon some 
strategies. “That was really hard for them,” 

Schools opt to change 
their approaches to 
learning and see gains in 
adaptability.
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dissatisfying that is—really compelled schools to 
want to do this work,” he said. 

Mitchell recognized that the postsecond-
ary effectiveness measures, a key element of 
the state’s vision for education, might seem far 
removed from elementary schools’ work, and 
so it was important to make the case. “If we 
have a student in our state education system 
from preschool through high school and they 
graduate high school and aren’t able to earn a 
successful living, don’t have any postsecond-
ary education, don’t have a marketable skill or 
a certification, then what have they been in our 
system for?”

Schools Aim for the Moon
Although the redesign team read the research 

on school transformation and visited rede-
signed schools, they had no template based on a 
state-led program elsewhere. Kansas schools or 
districts volunteer without an expectation of extra 
resources. “When we tell other states that we have 
this school redesign project, it’s voluntary, there’s 
no extra money, and there’s no waivers from state 
policy, they look at us [and wonder], ‘How is 
anybody signing up?’” Scott said.

“We don’t want to incentivize and do some-
thing that’s not sustainable,” Watson said. At 
least during the project’s modeling and learning 
phase, he added, “We want people who want to 
do the work.”

Flipping the script on school improvement is 
key, according to Mitchell. Previously part of the 
department’s school improvement and monitor-
ing division, she was accustomed to an unenthu-
siastic reception to compliance-driven school 
improvement. “The biggest lesson I took away 
was that when people are forced to change, they 
don’t want to do it,” she said. 

When redesign was presented as an oppor-
tunity for teachers to do what they believe is 
best for students, the tone of meetings with 
department staff improved and enthusiasm 
for redesign rose. “Markers of trust, openness, 
transparency—those are really hard to measure, 
but they’re really palpable,” Mitchell said.

Applying schools secured approval from at 
least 80 percent of their staff, as well as letters of 
support from local school boards and chapters 
of teacher unions. The schools committed to 
crafting plans that responded to four redesign 
principles distilled from the community conver-
sations held in 2015–16: personalized learning, 

he said, adding, “The strategy may change, but 
the vision and goals are rock solid.” School staff 
receive intensive professional development in 
design thinking, which requires changes in 
strategy as conditions change.  This adaptability 
stood them in good stead during the pandemic. 
In addition, nearly two-thirds of respondents 
to a regional service center survey reported 
that redesign had prepared them to implement 
competency-based learning, according to Tamra 
Mitchell, elementary school redesign specialist.

Genesis in Community Conversations 
The redesign project emerged from conversa-

tions that the Kansas Department of Education 
led in communities across the state in 2015–16. 
Department leaders gathered stakeholder input 
to inform a state vision for public education that 
included defining the attributes of a successful 
24-year-old in Kansas, said Dr. Randy Watson, 
Kansas’s commissioner of education.2  State 
leaders also asked participants to imagine the 
school qualities that would produce those 
successful adults. Parents and business leaders 
alike stressed the importance of nonacademic 
factors such as interpersonal and real-world 
skills and community service. 

The principles and goals that undergird the 
project are based on those comments. “We’re 
doing exactly what Kansans say they wanted us 
to do,” Watson said.

The backdrop for the listening sessions was 
compelling workforce projection data for Kansas 
that said 71 percent of its jobs by 2020 would 
require postsecondary education, divided evenly 
between those requiring bachelor’s or master’s 
degrees and those requiring associate degrees 
or certificates.3  Yet the success rate for Kansas 
students who met those requirements in 2017 
was 44 percent.4  

Data collected during the sessions fueled 
development of the state’s profile of a successful 
high school graduate—one who has the academ-
ic and cognitive preparation, technical skills, 
employability skills, and civic engagement to be 
successful in postsecondary education, attain 
an industry-recognized certification, or gain a 
marketable skill without need for remediation. 
State education leaders aim for a 70–75 percent 
effective rate by 2026.5  

It became apparent that school systems had to 
be redesigned if Kansas was going to achieve its 
vision, Scott said. “The current reality—and how 

The schools 
committed to crafting 
plans that responded 

to four redesign 
principles distilled 

from the community 
conversations held  

in 2015–16.
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“If we’re meeting our state goals, specifically 
our benchmark of 70 to 75 percent students 
postsecondary ready [by 2026]…that is proof 
that redesign works,” Scott said, adding that they 
were on track to do so before the pandemic. 
In the short term, he said, students’ belief that 
their schools know them and are responsive to 
their needs is a signal that schools are on track. 
Scott said he hoped to see increased innovation 
in how high schools are ensuring that students 
want to be there.

State goals will also figure into the accredi-
tation process, which is required for Kansas 
schools and updated to align to the Kansans Can 
strategic plan. “We needed some schools to go 
out and model what that [new vision] may look 
like versus trying to force a school accreditation 
process with those new outcomes and goals on 
people immediately,” Watson said. Regardless 
of whether Kansas schools engage in formal 
redesign processes or not, Scott added, “all roads 
lead to school accreditation.”7 

State Board Role in Redesign
Kansas state board members have actively 

engaged at each stage of the Kansans Can strate-
gic plan, community engagement, and the rede-
sign project. In addition to formally approving 
schools’ plans, members sit on a project advisory 
committee and on occasion attend training for 
school staff. “They’re not hands on, but they’re 
very present and encouraging,” Mitchell said. 

“They add a certain level of accountability 
at every [state board] meeting,” Scott added. 
“They’re always asking the right questions about 
what’s next. Our board has found the right mix 
of support, accountability, and then compliance 
in moving toward this vision that they’ve set.” 

“The challenge to a 10-year moonshot is 
that anything worth doing takes time,” Watson 
added, “and our political cycle often doesn’t 
allow for it.” He added that Kansas may have an 
easier time shepherding a long-term vision for 
education than other states because of its elected 
state board that has constitutional authority for 
managing schools and his relative longevity as 
state commissioner. 

Redesign projects in other states will vary 
based on state needs, Watson said. But he 
suggested that all states tie their goals closely to 
stakeholders’ input, validated by research. “Go 
out and conduct enough listening tours, surveys, 
conversations from your state on what they 

real-world applications for student learning, 
student success skills, and family, business, and 
community engagement.

The program is open to all Kansas schools. 
“We have some schools that want to be on the 
cutting edge, be really innovative,” Scott said. 
“We also have some schools that really struggle.” 
The goal is to have schools in every Kansas 
district participating and to learn lessons from 
the experiences of project cohorts in the early 
years that can be shared across the system, 
Watson said. 

Approaches to redesign vary across communi-
ties, but elementary schools engaged in redesign 
tend to shift away from traditional separations 
by grade level and toward content-area integra-
tion and collaboration, project-based learning, 
and prescriptive use of data to inform personal-
ized learning, Mitchell said. 

Secondary schools have focused on those 
things as well but have also devoted more time 
to social and emotional learning and career 
development, Scott said. Students may spend the 
first part of a day on character development or 
developing required Individual Education Plans 
or portfolios, for instance. Flexible schedules 
are a typical part of redesign. “We have several 
schools that just do away with bells,” Scott said.

Community engagement is key to the process. 
School leaders had to communicate to parents 
and community leaders, many of whom believed 
their schools were already stellar, on why they 
were undertaking the work, and they had to 
respond quickly to community questions and 
pushback during implementation, Mitchell said.6

Project Outcomes
Mitchell notes mostly qualitative markers 

of success at this point in the project. “When 
I used to visit schools as school improvement 
coordinator, they weren’t really happy to see me,” 
she said. But now, “when I go out to redesign 
schools, they can’t wait for us to come…even if 
we have to have a hard conversation.” 

She also noted the propensity of elemen-
tary students in redesign schools to ask more 
questions and uncover answers independently. 
“We’re trying to make changes that are hard to 
measure,” she said, but are observable in student 
engagement. Students in a redesign school 
visited a more traditional school nearby and 
commented, “Wow, we thought that schools 
were like that only in the pioneer times.”

Valerie Norville is NASBE’s 
editorial director.
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their schools know  
them and are responsive 
to their needs is a  
signal that schools  
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want from their education system, then go out 
and design it, and constantly go back and ask if 
you’ve gotten it right,” Watson advised. “Every 
state can do this; it’s just hard work.” n
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