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Welcome to the Spring 2021 edition of Advancing K12. 

It’s in the darkness that you can most clearly see the light. 
If the stars hadn’t proven that already, our leaders in 
education did this past year. Amid dark circumstances, you 
shone brightly—and throughout constant change, your 
dedication never wavered. I have never been prouder to 
serve the education community. 

And so, with renewed excitement, I invite you to check out 
the articles on the following pages. It’s my hope that the 
information there can inspire some new ideas and effective 
processes for you to implement at your district. Be sure 
to check out the story on page 16 to learn how a Texas 
district’s new student online enrollment process helped 
them be better prepared—and less overwhelmed—when 
the pandemic hit. 

If you find this magazine valuable, stop by Advancing 
K12’s year-round home at www.skyward.com/blog. There, 
you’ll find a variety of articles and multimedia content that 
explore topics in K-12 leadership, technology, culture, and 
more. You can also subscribe to the monthly newsletter. 

As the time passes, another light is shining—this one at 
the end of the tunnel. So keep the faith. My very best 
wishes go out to you and everyone at your district.

Scott Glinski, Skyward CEO
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STORY BY
Caroline Gilchrist 
To read more from Caroline, visit www.skyward.com/blog

CHANCES ARE YOU’VE HEARD OF THE GOLDEN RULE.  
This maxim transcends culture and religion, delivering profound wisdom in a simple package: 
Treat others the way you want to be treated. We’ve repackaged that wisdom, formulating  
our own Golden Rule of Interoperability: Treat others’ data the way you’d want your data to 
be treated. 

Essentially that’s a philosophical way of saying data privacy is important and commands 
awareness and respect. Let’s take a look at how we can turn this new Golden Rule into action 
in order to protect the privacy of students. 

WHAT IS INTEROPERABILITY?  
To put it simply, interoperability is the ability of computer systems to inter-operate, or “talk” 
to one another and exchange information.  

Imagine a house with many rooms. Each room represents a computer system your district 
uses. When systems are not inter-operable, it’s as if all the doors are locked. No people—or in 
our case, information—can pass between the rooms. But with interoperability, the doors are 
unlocked and thrown wide, and information is free to move between the rooms. 

INTEROPERABILITY AND FERPA 
For many district employees, this flow of data is a lifesaver, significantly reducing data entry 
and administrative time. But it also means that those who handle data need to take even 
greater caution. It may be easy to import student data into, for instance, an intriguing new app 
or online learning program—but it’s important to think beyond what the app or program can 
offer to what the program is going to do with this data.  

golden
rule

the

interoperability

FERPA, or the Family Education Rights and Privacy 
Act, is a law that protects the privacy rights of student 
education records. It states that schools have an 
obligation to protect student records and release 
them only in certain circumstances. School districts, 
then, must be very careful about what they do with 
that data.  

When you’re thinking about using some shiny new 
program, consider: Has it been vetted by your IT  
pros? Have you read the terms and conditions?  
I know, I know—who has time for terms and conditions, 
right? But this is no place to cut corners. That fine 
print may just reveal that this fantastic new program is  
going to share your student data with a third party. 

It’s all about awareness. Pay attention to where  
you’re allowing the data to flow. Don’t assume the 
best of new, techy tools; assume the worst until 
proven otherwise. 

 
INTEROPERABILITY AND SECURITY 
It’s not always our own intentional decisions that 
can cause issues. An unfortunate side effect of 
interoperability is that when data is in more places, 
there are more opportunities to be hacked. Let’s return 
to that house metaphor. Each room (which represents 
a software system) has a window to the outside world 
that can be pried open by an intruder—or left ajar by 
a trusting household member. The more windows in 
the house, the better chance an intruder has at finding 
a way inside. 

Security is always important, but especially right now, 
as a lot of people are working remotely. There likely 
aren’t as many security measures within employees’ 
at-home networks as there are within the district’s, 
making it easier to break in. Hackers know this too—
and trust me, they’re using it to their advantage. 

Make sure your district has implemented strong  
data security measures on all its devices. When 
transferring data, it should be through a secure 
means so the data can’t be intercepted. If you haven’t 
already, consider implementing a security team at 
your district. IT leaders are busy, and having a team 
dedicated solely to security will ensure it never gets 
pushed to the back burner.  

 
THE BOTTOM LINE 
There’s no question that interoperability is a good 
thing. But like many good things, it can lead to 
problems if not taken care of properly. So be sure 
to train employees to be mindful of data privacy 
and security practices and regularly update your 
security measures to keep data out of hackers’ 
greedy hands. Yes, this kind of diligence can be 
difficult, time-consuming, and expensive. But it’s 
so worth it. 

It all comes down to treating students’ data as 
if it were your own. Follow the Golden Rule of 
Interoperability, and you’ll be golden. 

of
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Great teams lead themselves (with a little help).

Okay, maybe that’s an oversimplification. The best 
leaders admit they don’t have all the answers. 
I certainly don’t claim to, but I have observed 
a few principles of good leadership, and I’m  
curious to know if you might find value in them, too. 
Let’s dive in and visualize the abstract concepts of 
leading a strong, productive team.

CREATE SAFETY

be curious

Show compassion

Look in the mirror

prepare

While basic school safety has never been 
more important, great leaders also create a 
psychologically safe place for their team to work 
through challenges and solve problems.

Problem solving is one of the hardest activities 
to complete in one shot. Failure is part of solving 
big problems, and challenges pop up constantly 
when teaching and learning. If your team doesn’t 
feel comfortable, a lack of vulnerability is going 
to make small problems bigger, and big problems 
impossible. Here’s how to create a place where 
struggle, productive failure, vulnerability, and 
disagreeing are okay.
 

• Be vulnerable yourself.
• Admit when you’re stumped and invite  

others to step in.

• When someone makes a mistake, commend 
their honesty first.

• Be open at every opportunity for others to 
speak their minds before you.

• Listen to the team’s ideas and implement 
them—if not, explain why.

Why does safety matter?
Without psychological safety, your team will 
underperform. “Yes folks” aren’t going to move 
students confidently in the direction of their dreams. 
Psychological safety matters because the truth 
matters. Without strong trust, discovering the truth 
can be painful—and sometimes impossible.

Curiosity goes hand-in-hand with vulnerability. 
Curiosity says, “tell me more.” Curiosity admits you 
might not have all the answers. Does that mean 
curiosity is at odds with confidence? Absolutely not. 
Curiosity is the ultimate trait of a self-respecting, 
team-oriented leader. 

Curiosity motivates you to learn more, and your team 
to share more.  Extend the invitation by asking open-
ended questions rather than yes/no or emotionally 
loaded ones.
 

•  How’s life?
•  What’s on your mind?
• What’s the biggest roadblock I can help remove?

Why does curiosity matter?
Problems are rarely what they seem. Building 
relationships over time with small questions will help 
the big ones flow better. The true root of problems 
lurks under the surface of what people are willing 
to share openly. By continuing to look deeper, you 
can fix problems once and for all. It’s the difference 
between setting a broken bone or continuing to apply 
ice packs—fixing a symptom won’t cure it in the long run.

Noticing a pattern with these first few? Leaders 
must see their team as people first, and workers 
second. Compassion is the key to this shift. Truly  
understanding what makes people tick, where they 
experience pain or struggle, and what motivates  
them to move past it, separates task managers from 
true leaders. 

Compassion is also vulnerability. We may not be 
prepared to fully witness—let alone comprehend—
our teammates' struggles. That is okay. There is a 
way to honor and acknowledge without slipping into  
it yourself.

• Turn your concerns into wishing them well.
• Be ready to provide accommodations  

for success.
• Worry less about staying rigid, and instead 

look for ways to offer flexibility and grace.

Why does compassion matter?
In education especially, goals are often long-term 
and abstract. Compassion and accommodation help 
move a struggling individual closer to the collective 
vision of success of all. 

Yes, this one is just about you (on the surface at least). 
Always be the most prepared in the group. Your team 
looks to you for guidance, if not answers, so anticipate 
their questions. You can prepare by doing some or all 
of the following:

• Collect data and make it shareable.
• Create a consensus among the team.
• Anticipate and welcome constructive 

disagreement.
• Prepare a counter-argument.

Try not to equate preparation with a correct answer. 
Despite best-laid plans and time spent, you may find 
a different path once the team weighs in.

Why does preparation matter?
Ultimately, the buck stops here. Preparing allows you 
to gather intelligence and peer into the distance to 
anticipate where problem-solving will lead you. It 
helps you see places planning may be thrown off 
course (and will it ever…!) and then determine how to 
steer back to productive waters when it does.

Self-awareness goes a long way, but it’s a nebulous 
concept for leaders. Ego drives a lot of achievement, 
and because leaders are usually high achievers, it 
can be easy to forget (or rather, avoid) the reflection 
necessary to improve yourself.

Self-awareness begins when we explore these ideas:

1. You are responsible for everything in 
your world.

2. When something goes wrong, look in the 
mirror first.

For some that sounds uncomfortable. Sit with that 
discomfort knowing there are no bad teams, only bad 
leaders. When things fail, it’s due to the systems you 
set up, the direction you failed to give, the motivation 
you neglected to instill, ad nauseam. Only now, extend 
the safe place to fail to yourself, accept failure, and 
move on to fix things in the future. (Hint: the mirror is 
only the starting point. What we choose to fix creates 
a great leader.)

Why does self-reflection matter?
Failure is a heavy burden, and it falls squarely on a 
leader’s shoulders. This can keep you up at night, but it 
can also drive your excellence. We pick up and try again. 

1
2

3

4

5

10
p r i n c i p l e s 
o f  l e a d i n g 
g r e a t  t e a m s
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design your system follow your team

take care

Be the coachHave Courage

Developing a crack team is a huge task, but once you’ve 
picked your crew, it’s time to design the systems and 
processes conducive to a high-performing culture. 
A well-designed set of guidelines for feedback, 
collaboration, and task management builds a strong 
foundation on which talented folks excel. 

Start by clarifying your team’s values. What’s your 
ultimate purpose? Each team is as unique as the 
people who take part, and everyone should take part 
in this defining moment. 

Why does a team’s system matter?
Values and purpose drive team actions. They’re the 
structure behind the leader: when you’re not around 
to query, motivate, direct, or instruct, your team can 
act with confidence.

A leader’s most cherished goal is to create more leaders. 
Learn to spot budding leadership on your team. When 
someone shows passion, relinquish control and let 
them take the lead. If someone makes it clear they 
don’t want to lead, explore that one-on-one. 

Why does following the team matter?
Your team’s top accomplishments probably won’t 
be task-oriented and assigned. As people develop 
leadership skills, folks will realize leading isn’t as easy 
as you make it look. You’ll provide a safe place for 
talented people to gain experience, invest in their own 
skills, and create amazing outcomes. Plus, delegating 
leadership to others frees up your time to direct long-
term vision and complete your own tasks.

Nothing is more important than caring for your team, 
and by extension caring for yourself. Anyone who  
has led another person, whether a toddler or a team 
of professionals, knows it is hard work. 

Balance out your effort with time off and strong 
boundaries. This might look like a dependable hour 
blocked off for lunch midday, or a hard stop in time to 
make it to a family event. 

Why does taking care of yourself matter?
Consistent reinforcement and respect of boundaries 
helps everyone on the team. It’s true you can’t give 
if your glass is empty, and by modeling respectful, 
appropriate boundaries you empower others to rest 
and recharge, too. 

Leadership is no task for the faint of heart. If 
you’ve made it through these 10 principles without 
reconsidering a career, congratulations. You were 
made to lead a great team, and they’ll make  
you proud. 

In a coaching culture, growth mindset prevails. When 
teams are open to feedback and opportunities to 
improve, talent develops naturally. While mentoring 
systems help spread the wealth of knowledge around, 
ultimately, you’re responsible to develop your team’s 
talent.

Two action items:

1. Set up monthly one-on-one meetings to 
discuss goals and monitor progress.

2. Identify and match team members with 
professional development opportunities.

Any leader encounters challenges, and interpersonal 
challenges with team members can be tough to face 
and easy to want to sweep under the rug. A leader’s 
first job isn’t to be nice, it’s to achieve goals. Take the 
hard road early and often—schedule the tough talk, 
stay calm, and reroute to find a shared vision. Take a 
chance to improve things immediately, and your team 
will be empowered to do the same.

Why have courage?
The road only grows harder as you avoid it. At the 
end of the road, defaulting to niceness in the face of 
conflict is selfish and only serves your ego. 

Why does coaching matter?
Investing in your team’s knowledge pays dividends, 
so plan for long-term improvement. Coaching is a  
top priority of effective leaders: without guidance, 
talent stagnates, and people grow restless and 
unfocused. Your investment sharpens the team, 
shows you care, and builds mutual respect over time. 6

7

8

9

10
The workforce is changing. While the future is 
impossible to predict in full, it’s important that 
educators do everything they can to manage 
the gap between today’s knowledge and 
tomorrow’s jobs.

Here are some emerging occupations likely to capture 
the attentions of students closer to graduation:

eSports
Gaming has sparked the entire athletic industry. 
But it’s not just about the athletes: management, 
marketing, merchandise, and more surround the 
main eSports events.

computer science
The possibilities just over the horizon in the 
technology field are so vast they’re impossible 
to define—but they’re exactly what students are 
primed to create in the future.

trades
It’s extremely difficult to automate different 
components of building trades, automotive 
maintenance, and other fields—so we don't see 
these fields going away.

healthcare
The human healer will never go out of style. 
Districts are beginning to embrace this, offering 
opportunities to take courses students used to 
have to wait to pursue in tech schools.

teaching
Human children require models of adult skills, 
such as language, social-emotional response, 
and teamwork.

creative pursuits
Can robots be creative? In short, yes, they can. 
But true critical thinking, creative pursuits, and 
the human experience—the arts, writing, music—
cannot be generated by algorithm alone.

How to Prepare
Students for the
Jobs of Tomorrow

For the full article, visit skyward.com/blog and 
search “How to Prepare Students for the Jobs 

of Tomorrow.” 
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STORY BY
Casey Thompson
To read more from Casey, visit www.skyward.com/blog

http://www.skyward.com/blog


INTRODUCING THE CAREERS OF THE FUTURE QUIZ
Your service in the education leadership field is invaluable, but 
it’s always fun to discover a new way to use your talents. 
 
That’s where the Careers of the Future Quiz comes in. This 
personality quiz offers fun insight into where your skills would  
fit best if you were job-hunting 30 years from now (let’s hope 
not, amiright?). Now, it’s hard for us to even conceive of what  
the workforce might look like in the coming decades, but we  
used a few methods to predict what might be useful to society. 

You may notice a common theme: STEM is the name of the  
game! We reckon the careers of the future will all feature 
technology in some way or form. 

TAKE THE QUIZ 
Curious where your strengths could  
have taken you if you’d been born after 
the turn of the century? Or where they 
could lead you in the years to come? 
Take this quiz to find out which career of 
the future is the best match!

Scan the QR code with your 
smartphone or visit  
www.skyward.com/futurequiz
to take the quiz.  

Whether you’re looking for insight about your personality, hoping to validate your 
favorite skills, or just need a fun team-building activity, this quiz is for you. 

Social media is an essential component of any 
modern school district communication plan. But 
there's a difference between having accounts set 
up and actually using them to forward your mission. 
These eight districts have the right idea. 

For this article, I combed through the nearly 2,400 
districts that make up our extended Skyward family, 
with the goal of picking out two stellar examples 
from each of the four most popular K-12 platforms: 

 •  Facebook  •  Instagram
 •  Twitter  •  YouTube

I wasn't necessarily looking for districts that can  
check every "best practice" box; I was searching for 
those that are doing at least one thing exceptionally 
well. You don't have to establish a strong presence  
on every social media site, but it helps to have a 
baseline to work from.

If you find your district behind the eight ball and  
want to make the case for prioritizing social media 
to your leadership team, the followings and  
engagement enjoyed by these districts should be 
reason enough to make this a priority. 

THE LIST

1) Center Grove Schools, IN 
Center Grove has made an art form of edubranding. 
With just one glance at this Twitter page, the 
district's mission and culture jump off the screen. 
The "exceptional educational experience" slogan 
is reflected in #E3CG, a hashtag that checks all 
the boxes of unique, memorable, and aligned 
with the brand. The high level of engagement 
with the district's content speaks to its relevance  
and quality.

SOCIAL MEDIA 

ACCOUNTS TO LEARN FROM

ADVANCINGK12  |  1110  |  ADVANCINGK12

https://twitter.com/center_grove
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Key takeaway: Center Grove provides a model 
for the ideal blend of important tweets from the  
district account itself and consistent retweets of 
those who make its vision a reality. The best district 
Twitter accounts don't just serve as a delivery  
vehicle for important announcements; they also  
serve to amplify the voices that make up your culture.

2) Klein Independent School District, TX 
Klein ISD's prolific YouTube work (they've published 
over 900 videos in the last nine years at the time 
this article was written) runs the gamut of purpose 
and audience. From live streams of important events 
to PSAs, board meetings, and principal spotlights, 
this large Texas district's video crew is doing its 
part to advance KISD's "promise to purpose" 
brand. Branded intros and channel imagery serve  
to reinforce the message, while adding to the 
production value of the content.

Key takeaway: KISD's weekly series, 90 Seconds 
with Bret, featuring superintendent Dr. Bret 
Champion, is a shining example of how YouTube  
can serve as a primary platform for district  
leadership. Dr. Champion's energy in these videos 
is infectious, and he deftly navigates topics ranging 
from informational to celebratory while providing 
the kind of transparency everybody wants from  
their district leadership team.

3) Leon County Schools, FL
Instagram is the most visually appealing social 
media platform, but few districts have incorporated 
it into their communication strategies the way Leon  
County has. With more than 2,800 posts and over 
12,000 followers at the time of this writing, LCS has 
embraced the power of visual storytelling to open 
a window into what's happening in every corner 

of this large district. The posts come across as fun, 
spontaneous, and informative when necessary—an 
ideal combination for this platform.

Key takeaway: The LCS district account has, at 
times, adopted an almost Twitter-like approach to 
serving as a conduit and amplifier for posts from 
the individual schools that fall under their umbrella. 
Although Instagram doesn't have a sharing option 
similar to a retweet, LCS accomplishes the same 
goal by reposting the image with a small identifier 
of the original source in the corner of the image and 
caption. That's ingenuity. 

4) Minnetonka Public Schools, MN
Parent engagement is a recurring point of 
emphasis here at Advancing K12, and one look  
at Minnetonka's Facebook page reveals this 
district as a national leader in that category. 
With nearly 10,000 likes at the time this article 
was published, this account has serious reach!  
Minnetonka averages about one post per day on a 
variety of topics. Followers are notified of upcoming 
events, district programs are highlighted, and every 
success is celebrated. 

Key takeaway: If you want to see an example 
of native Facebook video done well, pay a visit 
to Minnetonka's page. Not only are the videos 
beautifully edited and branded, but recent additions 
even include captions—a must for Facebook, 
where video content is muted by default. With the 
average video boasting more than 1,000 views  
(and some much higher), it's clear that the district is 
doing something right. 

5) Pulaski Community School District, WI
Pulaski's Twitter account is proof that you don't have 
to be a big district to enjoy the benefits of social 
media. With more than 3,600 kids in seven schools, 
PCSD's enrollment is closer to the mean than any 
of the districts featured above, but that doesn't 
stop the Raiders from making their presence felt. 
Engagement is strong throughout the district, and 
the #RaiderStrong feed reveals a small-town pride 
and passionate educators. 

Key takeaway: Take a moment to check out the 
recurring podcasts from technology integration 
specialist Clay Reisler. What started out as a learning 
opportunity in support of an AP Environmental 
Science teacher has blossomed into an episodic 
spotlight of district employees. These podcasts are  
a valuable addition to the Twitter feed and are the 
kind of thing that students could easily take the  
lead on in your district. 

6) Spring-Ford Area School District, PA
Spring-Ford ASD's Instagram account offers broad 
appeal for its primary audiences of employees, 
parents, and students (along with some pretty 
creative snow day announcements). The district 
mixes in photographs and video, making full use of 
the opportunities afforded by the platform.  

Key takeaway: Some districts make the mistake of 
taking themselves too seriously on social media, 
but the appeal of Spring-Ford's Instagram account 
is that they don't. Amidst the typical student and 
staff showcase images, you'll find a smattering of fun 
memes, inspirational messages, and sunsets. This 
district is proof that you don't need a $5,000 camera 
and perfect lighting to connect with your Instagram 
audience; a little creativity and freedom will get the 
job done just fine.

7) West Allegheny School District, PA
WASD is another example of a relatively small district 
with a big social media presence. Its Facebook 
account reaches more than 4,500 people, which is 
impressive, considering the district's enrollment of 
around 3,500. Followers can expect a post per day 
on average, every one of which is accompanied by 
some type of visual media. 

Key takeaway: If a picture is worth a thousand 
words, West Allegheny is miles ahead of the curve. 
Their photo album is constantly updated, giving  
like for students, teachers, and administrators. By 
sharing these images, the district is creating a lasting

https://www.youtube.com/user/KleinISDVideos
https://www.instagram.com/leoncountyschools/
https://www.facebook.com/minnetonkaschools
https://twitter.com/pcsd
https://www.instagram.com/springfordasd/
https://www.facebook.com/West-Allegheny-School-District-386652821508468/
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For more inspiration and information on how to safely use 
social media in schools, check out “15 Creative Ways to Use 

Social Media in the Classroom” on BoredTeachers.com.

CREATIVE HASHTAGS: Keep parents updated with what’s 
going on at their kids’ schools with hashtags unique to your 
school or district. 

 SOCIAL MEDIA PROFILES FOR HISTORICAL FIGURES: 
Assign students an important character from history and 
have them create a profile complete with pictures, posts, 
and more.  

 TWEET SUMMARIES: Challenge students to summarize a 
book they’ve read within the 280-character limit. 

 LIVESTREAM EVENTS: Ensure no one misses the 
kindergarten play, middle school basketball game, or high 
school graduation by livestreaming the event. Make it a 
learning process by setting up a team of trusted students 
to run the account/event. 

 HASHTAG SCAVENGER HUNTS: Have students go out into the real world and 
find examples of a concept being taught in class, then post it using a hashtag.

 HOST VIRTUAL ART OR SCIENCE SHOWS: Showcase student work on 
district-run Instagram or Pinterest pages. Take it a step further and create 
competitions by incorporating voting into the platform.

Creative Uses  
for Social Media  

in Your District 

Social media can be used in a 
variety of ways, from district 

branding to classroom learning. 
Here are a few ways education 
leaders can incorporate social 

media into their schools.

Due to the historic events of 2020, 
eLearning has become a major news 
focus with many school districts offering 
remote or hybrid learning. With this shift, 
eLearning is on track to grow even more 
in the upcoming years. Let’s take a look  
at this trend in numbers: 

     ✘   The eLearning market is predicted 
to grow by $12.81 billion 
between 2020 and 2024 with 
the worldwide eLearning market 
projected to be worth $325 billion 
by 2025. (Market Research; Forbes)

     ✘   45% of elementary school 
students, 64% of middle school 
students, and 63% of high school 
students in the US use digital 
learning tools daily. (Market Research)

     ✘   People are able to retain  
25-60% of information taught 
in eLearning, when compared to 
8-10% for traditional face-to-face 
learning. (SH!FT)

     ✘   The eLearning market is 22 years 
old, with the term being coined in 
1998. (SH!FT)

     ✘   According to a survey from 2019, 
90% of teachers at K-12 public 
schools in the US believe that 
digital learning tools are useful for 
researching. (eLearn2grow.com)

     ✘   73% of principals and 64% of 
teachers in K-12 schools are 
considering using online learning 
tools. (eLearn2grow.com)

     ✘   eLearning consumes an average 
of 90% less energy and produces 
85% fewer CO2 emissions per 
student than face-to-face learning. 
(SHI!FT)

The Past,  The Past,  
Present, and Present, and 
Future of Future of 
eLearningeLearning
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record of milestones, events, and successes for its 
community to look back on for years to come.

8) Williamson County Schools, TN
With new videos published every 1-2 days on 
average, WCS has clearly made video a priority 
in its communication strategy. Content includes 
celebrations, student projects, and event promos 
(Garth Brooks even makes an appearance). The 
district has taken the helpful step of separating out 
building-specific videos between their elementary, 
middle, and high schools using playlists. 

Key takeaway: Shouldn't your students be the ones 
telling your story? Williamson County's Week in  
Review is one of the finest series of its kind, 
blending student voice and simple editing into a  
comprehensive review of what's been happening in 
various buildings on any given week. This is the kind 
of thing that any district, regardless of size or budget, 
can start doing right now. 

It has been a joy to watch social media blossom into 
an important communication resource for school 
districts. Leadership is one of the most important 
factors in this endeavor, and you'll find a common 
theme among the districts showcased above—most 
(if not all) of them have superintendents who not  
only buy in to the value of social, but who are actively 
engaged and highly visible themselves. 

You may not feel like you have the resources to live 
up to the example set by the districts on this list, 
but social media is one of those ventures that needs  
little more than a seed and some nurturing to blossom 
into something special.

STORY BY
Casey Thompson
To read more from Casey, visit www.skyward.com/blog

https://www.youtube.com/user/wcsedu
http://www.skyward.com/blog


SPOTLIGHTSTORY
Texas School District Finds Success with Paperless Enrollment Solution

Grand Prairie ISD  |  Grand Prairie, TX 
Enrollment: 29,339  |  Schools: 41

Grand Prairie ISD System Information Team. From left to right: Claudia Lumbreras, Dawn Cockfield, Bill Young, Leslie Stull, Sharon Marshall.
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Online Enrollment Increases 
Accessibility for Parents  
Imagine this scenario: State mandates force 
school districts to support eLearning initiatives 
and run business operations virtually. To comply 
with the order, districts must re-learn processes 
that were previously done entirely in person  
and on paper. What’s more, parents can no 
longer visit schools to register their kids for  
the next academic year. Sound familiar?

For Grand Prairie Independent School District 
(GPISD), located in the heart of the Dallas/
Fort Worth Metroplex in Texas, with a student 
enrollment of over 29,000, getting an online 
solution in place felt like one less thing they had 
to endure during COVID-19.

Bill Young, director of information services at 
GPISD, credits Skyward’s New Student Online 
Enrollment (NSOE) feature for making their 
student enrollment convenient for both staff and 
parents before, during, and after the pandemic.

https://www.gpisd.org/


Bringing New Student  
Enrollment Online
The switch to an online student 
enrollment solution for GPISD 
was a simple decision. Leadership 
wanted a quick, paperless system 
that was integrated into their 
student management system. 
Since Skyward was already the 
district’s SIS, adding NSOE to  
their toolkit was the logical choice.

“A single solution was important 
versus a separate enrollment 
software that had to use an  
export/import or API to get the 
data into our SIS,” said Young. 
“We were also looking to get  
away from a paper enrollment 
system. Up until that time our 
district used packets of paper 
forms that the parents had to fill 
out. One packet per student.”

Before implementing NSOE, 
the district wanted staff to be 
trained properly. A variety of 
resources were made available 
for staff training, beginning 
with informative meetings that 
showcased the system. Other 
resources included detailed 
handouts with written and visual 
instructions, small group and  
one-on-one trainings, and a real-
time helpline to support campus 
clerks over the phone.

Grand Prairie ISD began 
implementing NSOE into their 
existing Skyward SMS 2.0 system 
in the spring of 2016, with the goal 
of registering all new students 
online for the 2016-2017 school 
year. Since that time, they have 
never looked back. 
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Communicating Roll-Out
To increase parent buy-in and maintain their branding, it 
was important for GPISD to have their new online student  
registration feel like their registration for returning students. The 
main goal for this process was to introduce new parents and 
families to Skyward, their SIS provider, as soon as they became  
a part of the GPISD family. 

Communicating the roll-out of NSOE to new families was  
essential to the district. To do this effectively, the district 
displayed and promoted information on the district website, 
which included a detailed FAQ and how-to videos, while also 
communicating through campus staff. Certain events, such as 
The GPISD Experience, also helped parents learn more about 
the process of enrolling their kids.

“During the GPISD Experience, parents get a chance to 
visit with administrators and staff from each of the various  
schools/programs and are provided information on how to 
apply for the schools and programs of choice,” said Young. 
“District officials are also available to guide parents to the  
NSOE links on the district website and to answer any questions 
that parents have about the NSOE process.”

Eliminating Manual 
Processes While 
Decreasing Costs
Reducing paper costs is always 
one of the biggest advantages 
of moving to an online system. 
Prior to NSOE, each campus at  
GPISD had to print enrollment 
packets at the beginning of  
every school year. Since 
switching to NSOE, the district 
has seen a 100% electronic 
new student online enrollment 
process, inevitably saving the 
district money.

“NSOE has eliminated paper 
from the enrollment process 
in our district,” said Young. “If 
you combine the costs of the 
paper, printing, personnel time 
to print, putting the packets 
together, collecting them back 
from parents, and manually 
entering the data into Skyward, 
the savings is quite substantial 
for a district with 41 campuses.”

Apart from becoming a 
paperless process, NSOE has 

also helped GPISD clean up their 
data and eliminate data entry 
mistakes. Data is verified against 
primary source documents 
prior to being imported into  
Skyward. With NSOE, the district 
has also erased duplicate entries 
in the system by notifying the 
registrar if a record already exists 
in Skyward.

Convenience  
for Families
Perhaps the biggest impact 
NSOE has had affects those on 
the front lines: GPISD parents. 
As parents, they see the online 
tool as a resource that saves 
them time by helping them 
avoid taking time off from work 
or finding someone to watch 
their kids.

“Feedback from parents shows 
they are happy now that they 
have the option to complete 
registration using their computer 
or the mobile app at any time 
that’s convenient for them—even 
after campus hours,” said Young.

In addition, allowing parents 
to fill out enrollment online is  
also convenient for the district. 
From a district perspective,  
there is also a sense of relief 
when it comes to security.

“Not only are the parents able 
to complete the enrollment 
online, but the district also 
benefits as well,” said Young. 
“Having an online tool cuts 
down on the number of people 
having to come to our campus 
or registration room at any  
one time.”

With any new technology, 
however, there are bound to 
be some challenges. Parents 
that struggle with technology or 
don't have access to it at home 
can find the process difficult. To 
address this, the district has an 
area located at each campus 
where parents can complete 
the NSOE process with district 
personnel available to provide 
any necessary assistance.

Not only are the parents able to 
complete the enrollment online, but 

the district also benefits as well.
- Director of Information Services, Bill Young



Adapting to Change and Room 
for Improvement 
While the district was seeing success with the NSOE 
implementation within the first year, they also saw areas 
for improvement.

“As with any process that involves change there was 
some initial resistance among staff,” said Young. 
“Several of our campus clerks had been in their  
positions for many years and were reluctant to move  
to a new way of doing things.”

To address this, GPISD provided additional training 
and support, and staff members were quickly able 
to see how the process would save them time and 
effort while minimizing steps. Over time, staff became  
more comfortable with the system.

Grand Prairie ISD’s first year using the NSOE feature 
provided some additional areas for improvement as  
well. As they worked through new processes, custom 
forms, staff feedback, and working with various 
departments to ensure accuracy, GPISD was able to 
incorporate positive changes moving forward.

“As with all new processes, the first year was rough, 
but subsequent years have been very successful 
with NSOE,” said Young. “Our staff has provided 
feedback that has led to changes in our NSOE process,  
especially with our custom forms, that has really 
streamlined the process and made it less cumbersome 
to complete.”

Necessity During COVID-19
While NSOE is a great tool to have during a normal 
school year, it has been an even greater asset  
during COVID-19.

“We are very fortunate that we had NSOE in place, 
functioning, and that we had to make very little 
adjustment to our process,” said Young. “NSOE has 
great functionality during a normal school year and 
it’s been a definite necessity during this COVID-19 
pandemic time.”

Due to the pandemic, GPISD has been able to 
implement a new feature that allows parents to  
submit their registration documents, such as birth 
certificates and proof of residency, online.
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“We have wanted to take our NSOE to this 
next level for a while and this pandemic 
has pushed us to go to this next step,” 
said Young. “So far this has been met  
with success.”

NSOE has been especially convenient 
during the school closures, particularly 
in communicating with parents without  
face-to-face contact.

“NSOE has been a great way to receive the 
information from the parent, process the 
information to get the student enrolled, 
and communicate back to the parent, all 
with no face- to-face contact,” said Young. 

So, what advice does he have for those 
districts looking to take the step of bringing 
new student enrollment online?

“Start the process early with testing, train 
staff members, and advertise the system 
to parents as much as possible,” said 
Young. “Working with various departments 
is another key to making sure forms are 
accurate and that forms are verified prior to 
being published.”

GPISD is a testament of how NSOE can 
make enrollment a more efficient and 
streamlined process and shows how 
having an online tool in place during a  
pandemic can save time and reduce stress 
for district staff and parents alike. 

“I would highly recommend using NSOE 
to help the efficiency of the enrollment  
and provide improved communication  
with the parents,” said Young. “GPISD 
stands behind Skyward New Student  
Online Enrollment!" 

STORY BY
Cassidy Downs
To read more from Cassidy, visit www.skyward.com/blog

bUilding your Mental healTh toolKit
We live in an ever-changing world. Despite uncertainty, we can find  

peace and calm in our lives by being proactive about our mental health.

Let's look at a few important tools you can use to elevate your mental health toolkit.

Limiting media may 
be one of the best 
steps we can take for 
our happiness and 
wellbeing. If you find 
yourself compulsively 
checking news sites 
or social media at all 
hours of the day, it 
might be time for  
a break.

Limit or  
Eliminate Media

Move 
Your Body

Enhance Your  
Virtual Connections

Stay Two Steps Ahead 
with a Proactive Plan

Schedule fun things 
each week, like 
learning a new hobby 
or reading a book. We 
recharge our phones 
every day without 
fail—why don’t we 
prioritize recharging 
our own batteries?

Read full article.

If you can’t meet with 
friends in person, get 
creative! Dress up, set 
the table, and enjoy a 
fun dinner while video 
chatting. Plan a virtual 
bingo night or find 
fun game apps to play 
with others.

Exercising is a great 
way to boost your 
mood, energy, and 
keep your body 
healthy. YouTube yoga, 
going for a walk, and 
dancing are great  
ways to exercise for 
free, while staying 
socially distanced.  
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https://www.skyward.com/discover/blog/skyward-blogs/skyward-executive-blog/september-2020/5-important-pieces-of-your-mental-health-toolkit
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Yes
Some regulation is required, of course, but cell 
phones can serve as important tools for learning. 
Between practice apps, grade checking, and 
augmented reality, cell phones offer many legitimate 
uses for students.

In addition, cell phones can take the place of pricier 
devices in BYOD programs. Research shows 95% 
of students have access to a mobile phone, while 
computer access can vary depending on household 
income.1 75% of students from low income 
households (earning less than $30,000 annually) have 
access to a computer, compared to 96% of their peers 
from higher income brackets. By designing mobile-
friendly assignments, we increase equity for students 
from low-income families. This approach can also 
give students experience with a flexible workplace, 
which they may encounter in future careers.

No
Cell phones are a gateway for distraction, social 
media addiction, and cyberbullying. A 2018 survey 
from the Pew Research Center found 45% of teens 
are online “almost constantly,” nearly twice as 
many as in previous studies from 2015.1 Teens have 
mixed views of social media use (inextricable from 
discussions about mobile devices), with about 24% 
of teens reporting they have a mostly negative view 
of social media use.

Classroom management for larger class sizes is 
difficult enough—imagine twice as much distraction 
from student devices, not to mention the possibilities 
for cheating. The more time devoted to managing 
student devices, the less time there is for teaching, 
collaboration, and learning.

Yes
Equity matters in school, yet income inequality is 
becoming more pronounced. Uniforms provide 
a baseline for student attire, eliminating flashy 
or inappropriate clothing. Less distraction from 
comparing clothing means more focus on learning 
and may lead to a safer environment.

On the administrative side, the less time schools 
spend identifying, tracking, and enforcing dress 
code violations, the better. For parents, a NAESP 
survey found 86% of parents preferred uniforms 
because they were more cost effective, made 
morning routines more manageable, and made  
back-to-school shopping easier.2

No
In some situations, uniforms didn’t save families 
money. If a specific style is required, they can even 
be more expensive than typical clothing or more 
challenging to purchase secondhand. Despite 
best intentions, students may fixate on other ways 
to display inequality. And uniforms often rely on 
outmoded, binary gender models.

Over the decades, students have protested dress 
code requirements for various reasons. In 1969, a 
13-year-old student won the right to wear a black 
armband to protest the Vietnam War.3 This led to 
similar objections over sexist hemline requirements, 
instead securing female students the right to wear 
pants. Why backtrack, especially when it was students 
who led these crusades in the first place?

Education has been saddled with dozens of perennial debates, ranging from public vs. private schools to 
scheduling to questions about students’ daily routines and behavior. Let’s explore a small sample of these 

debates without picking a side, to better understand the concerns involved.

5Great

Debates
Education

Should kids use cell 
phones in school?1 Should schools 

require uniforms?2

https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/2018/05/31/teens-social-media-technology-2018/
https://www.naesp.org/national-survey-school-leaders-reveals-2013-school-uniform-trends
https://www.theguardian.com/education/2011/sep/03/school-uniform-costs-break-bank
https://www.aclu.org/other/tinker-v-des-moines-landmark-supreme-court-ruling-behalf-student-expression
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Yes
When the focus is on technology, the important work 
of learning interpersonal communication (so-called 
soft skills) is shoved to the side. It can be difficult 
to determine whether the skills and concepts are 
engaging students, or the latest shiny gadget has 
captured their attention.

Further, education cannot be automated.8 An 
increasing reliance on technology only moves us 
closer to the false narrative of creating artificial 
stand-ins for teachers, sometimes in the name of 
personalizing instruction. True personalization comes 
from the human connections between students and 
their teachers.

1 Anderson, M., &  Jiang, J. (2020, August 14). Teens, Social Media &amp; Technology 2018. 
Retrieved from https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/2018/05/31/teens-social-media-tech-
nology-2018/

2 National Association of Elementary School Principals: Serving all elementary and middle-lev-
el principals. (2013). Retrieved from https://www.naesp.org/national-survey-school-leaders-re-
veals-2013-school-uniform-trends

3 National Association of Elementary School Principals: Serving all elementary and middle-lev-
el principals. (2013). Retrieved from https://www.naesp.org/national-survey-school-leaders-re-
veals-2013-school-uniform-trends

4 Sawchuk, S. (2020, November 20). Is Homework Valuable or Not? Try Looking at Quality 
Instead. Retrieved from https://www.edweek.org/teaching-learning/is-homework-valuable-or-
not-try-looking-at-quality-instead/2019/02

5 Bidwell, A. (2014, February 27). Students Spend More Time on Homework but Teachers 
Say It’s Worth It. Retrieved January 12, 2021, from https://www.usnews.com/news/arti-
cles/2014/02/27/students-spend-more-time-on-homework-but-teachers-say-its-worth-it

6 Here’s How Cursive Writing Practice Benefits Literacy. (2020, May 5). Retrieved from https://
www.scholastic.com/parents/books-and-reading/raise-a-reader-blog/cursive-writing-practice.
html

7 An, S. (2019, June 11). Is Illinois’ Cursive Mandate In Schools Producing Cursive Scribes? 
Retrieved from https://www.npr.org/local/309/2019/06/11/730639128/is-illinois-cursive-man-
date-in-schools-producing-cursive-scribes

8 Herold, B. (2021, January 12). Forty Percent of Elementary School Teachers’ Work Could 
Be Automated By 2030, McKinsey Global Institute Predicts. Retrieved from https://www.
edweek.org/education/forty-percent-of-elementary-school-teachers-work-could-be-auto-
mated-by-2030-mckinsey-global-institute-predicts/2019/06?cmp=eml-enl-tl-news2&amp;M-
=58852426&amp;U=2672120&amp;UUID=72403a6f9cb9d3de5257d7d57369a7d9

9 Gilchrist, L. (2016, July 14). There Are No Low-Tech Fields. Retrieved from https://www.
skyward.com/discover/blog/skyward-blogs/skyward-executive-blog/august-2016/there-are-no-
low-tech-fields

Is there a 
technology 
overload in 
schools?5

Yes
The digital age seems to trick people into thinking 
working with your hands is so outdated, it’s  
impossible. It’s crucial to preserve skills like 
handwriting, not only so students can perform the 
task but also understand the written word better.6 
Students should be able to sign their names, write a 
greeting card, and even explore some of the artistic 
sides of writing. Illinois schools require students 
to learn cursive to sign their names and read  
historical documents.7

No
Teaching and learning cursive is a waste of 
instructional time and effort. Most of the reading 
students will do will occur on screens or in printed 
books. Most students will not have an opportunity 
to use it or will choose to communicate in a different 
way. Cursive is at best an optional, extra skill which 
requires precious time to teach—time which could 
be devoted to any number of enrichment activities, 
including the arts, STEM, and physical education.

Yes
Homework provides an opportunity for students 
to learn outside the classroom, solidify the day’s 
knowledge, and make a hands-on attempt. In flipped 
classrooms, homework can consist of a simple video 
lecture while assignments are completed in the 
classroom where teachers are free to assist students 
as needed.

Instead of nixing homework based on perception, 
we instead need to ensure homework is based 
on providing valuable practice. The quality of 
assignments needs to be weighed carefully against 
the time required to complete them to ensure 
we’re adding value, instead of requiring busywork  
at home.4

No
Students spend so much time in school, 
extracurriculars, or part-time jobs they often have 
time for little else. Physical activity, play, and family 
bonding trump the need for completing what can 
sometimes seem like busywork. Reading may serve 
as an exception, but it shouldn’t be assigned like 
homework—for best results, encourage reading  
self-selected books as a fun pastime.

Though conventional wisdom says homework should 
be capped at two hours per day, surveys revealed 
teachers may assign up to 3.5 hours of homework 
per week.5 When multiple classes are factored in, this 
adds up to nearly 18 hours of homework per week 
for a high school student—basically equivalent to a 
part-time job.

Is homework 
beneficial?3

Is cursive 
important?4

No
Most students today will never again live in a 
low-tech world, so why should their education be  
low-tech?9 Electronic materials can be updated 
to add or clarify information, saving a fortune 
on textbooks. Plus, these digital natives are  
accustomed to finding information online using 
various devices—some even from toddlerhood. 
Schools can use this natural interest to meet students 
where they already are.

Technology isn’t strictly about the internet, either. 
STEM extends far beyond screens, and even the 
youngest students are getting involved.10 Students 
who are pursuing a trade benefit from access to the 
technology advancing their field of choice.

STORY BY
Erin Werra
To read more from Erin, visit www.skyward.com/blog

https://www.edweek.org/education/forty-percent-of-elementary-school-teachers-work-could-be-automated-by-2030-mckinsey-global-institute-predicts/2019/06?cmp=eml-enl-tl-news2&M=58852426&U=2672120&UUID=72403a6f9cb9d3de5257d7d57369a7d9
https://www.scholastic.com/parents/books-and-reading/raise-a-reader-blog/cursive-writing-practice.html
https://www.npr.org/local/309/2019/06/11/730639128/is-illinois-cursive-mandate-in-schools-producing-cursive-scribes
https://www.edweek.org/teaching-learning/is-homework-valuable-or-not-try-looking-at-quality-instead/2019/02
https://www.usnews.com/news/articles/2014/02/27/students-spend-more-time-on-homework-but-teachers-say-its-worth-it
https://www.skyward.com/discover/blog/skyward-blogs/skyward-executive-blog/august-2016/there-are-no-low-tech-fields
https://www.skyward.com/discover/blog/skyward-blogs/skyward-executive-blog/june-2019/on-the-road-with-lauren-can-kindergartners-learn
http://www.skyward.com/blog


GEAR UP
Before you let your line fly, it’s essential that you  
fully formulate your plan and discuss it with the 
leadership at your district. How often 
will you send out simulated attacks? 
What program will you use? How will you 
prepare your employees?  

Don’t neglect that last one; making sure employees 
are up for the challenge is an important part of 
the process. After all, how can you expect them 
to identify phishing emails if they don’t know what 
to look for? Employees can learn to recognize 
and evade threats through online cybersecurity 
training programs. Some of these programs include  
simulated phishing as well; no need to phish through 
a separate organization! 

If you haven’t already, set up an easy way for 
employees to report phishing, ideally both to your 
email provider and your IT team. If your district’s 
email platform doesn’t have a simple way to 
report to the IT team, you can set up an inbox for  
employees to forward suspicious messages to (for 
example, report@schooldistrict.com).  

It’s best to keep your plan to simulate phishing  
under wraps in the beginning. An unannounced 
baseline test is a helpful way to truly gauge 
susceptibility to attacks. However, after your first 
simulation, explain the phishing drill to everyone! 
Open communication is vital to maintaining trust 
between leaders and those they lead, and sharing 
why a good defense against phishing is important 
only galvanizes support.

While the long days of summer haven't arrived 
quite yet, the waters of cyberspace are already 

congested. Phishing, turns out, is always  
in season.

WANT TO GIVE IT A TRY? 
I know—you’re one of the good guys, so 
why would you want to go phishing? The 
reason is simple: to prevent employees 
from being hooked down the line. 
Simulated phishing is a sort of catch-and-
release method that can be an extremely 
valuable asset for IT leaders. Not only do 

simulated attacks remind employees 
to be ever vigilant while going 

through their inboxes, but they 
also give IT leaders a better 

idea of whether employees 
can effectively identify 
phishing attacks, or if they 
need additional training. 

So pull on your cap 
and waders. We’re 
going phishing! 

PHISHING TRIP

CAST OUT
Phishing simulations should be sent periodically, 
about one to three times per quarter. The attacks 
should be fairly obvious at first, with easily  
identifiable red flags, and become progressively 
more convincing. Over the course of the program, 
be sure to imitate different phishing methods and 
social engineering techniques. Hackers are tricky; 
you should be too! 

If you’re planning to impersonate real people at  
your district (a smart idea—it’s called spear  
phishing), let them know first. Sure, this kind 
of advanced notice may diverge from real-life  
phishing, but our only goal here is to simulate the 
attack itself—not the confusion that so often follows. 

LET'S TAKE A

CYBERSECURITY TRAINING
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https://docs.microsoft.com/en-us/microsoft-365/security/office-365-security/enable-the-report-message-add-in?view=o365-worldwide
https://www.barracuda.com/glossary/phishing-simulation
https://blog.dashlane.com/phishing-five-methods/
https://www.webroot.com/us/en/resources/tips-articles/what-is-social-engineering


Finally, don’t let your big fish off the 
hook! Superintendents, principals—

all your top administrative personnel 
should be included in these simulated 

attacks too, as they are often the most 
likely to be targeted by hackers.  

REEL 'EM IN
Now it’s time to see who took the bait. After 
each simulation, gather the data and look at 
these three important metrics: 
 
       •  How many people clicked the link 

       •  How many people provided sensitive 
information such as a password 

       •  How many people reported the email  
as phishing 

As you send out more simulated attacks 
over time, it will be useful to compare 
these statistics to determine if employees’ 
phishing-identification skills are improving.  

Next, share the results with your district! 
Sending an email that lays out the aggregate 
data will not only keep employees informed 
but also engaged in your district’s security 
initiative. In addition to the district-wide 
email, consider unveiling results on a more 
individualized basis. Congratulate those 
who have correctly identified the phishing 
emails; you could even consider entering 
them into a drawing to win a prize! On the 
flip side, gently inform individuals who fell 
for the simulation that they’ve been duped, 
and remind them that they can send fishy 
emails your way for your opinion on their 
legitimacy. If these employees continue to 
struggle, provide them with extra training.  

LET'S PHISH 
In these turbulent times, 
you might feel you have 
bigger fish to fry than 
going undercover as a 
hacker—but the thing 
is, this is the big one. It just takes one simple 
click to wreak havoc in your district.

Through training and simulated phishing 
attacks, you have the power to teach 
employees to turn their noses at that  
tasty-looking bait and become the one that 
got away. 
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DITCH PASSWORDS  
AND USE PASSPHRASES

3 WAYS HACKERS 
CAN STEAL YOUR 
PASSWORD

MULTIFACTOR  
AUTHENTICATION  

FOR THE WIN

STILL FORGETTING? 

Passwords that are the most generic are the 
most vulnerable. The strongest passwords are 

PASSPHRASES!

"The road to success is always under construction!"
(Crack time: over 223 quintillion centuries.)

"The r0ad t0 succ3ss is always under c0nstruction!"
(Crack time: 9,460,961,044,053,363 centuries.)

Test your password at usepassphrase.com

WHY 
PASSPHRASES 
WORK
*  EASY TO REMEMBER

*  TOUGH TO CRACK 

*  MATHEMATICALLY  
SECURE

Protecting user credentials can  
keep your entire district afloat. 
That’s why it’s imperative you 
and everyone else at your district 
understand the importance of  
using strong passphrases.

Learn about the difference  
between passwords and 
passphrases and how you can  
keep your credentials safe! 

GUESS IT
Super simple password on a sticky 
note? Keep credentials safe!

Get a PING on your cell phone or trusted 
email to approve a log-in attempt.

LOG IT
A keylogger (small USB device that 
captures keystrokes) is cheap and 
easy to order.

PHISH IT
That email may be a fake with 
a link designed to capture your 
password.

Subscription services like LastPass 
or 1Password securely store all your existing 
credentials and allow you to log in based on your 
device authentication.

321

PW:

1234-5678

VERIFY

TRY A PASSWORD MANAGER
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+1.4% INCREASE
from 2020

$73 MILLION drawn 
from reserves for 
new high school

DRIVE EXCELLENCE one student at a time.

VALUE and CELEBRATE all CULTURES.
EVERY STUDENT DESERVES OUR BEST.
RESPECT ALL students, families, staff, and communities.
BELIEVE EVERY STUDENT CAN.

0.98%
+123 NEW STUDENTS   |   12,424 TOTAL STUDENTS K-12

FROM 2020
K

416 3,878 3,243 4,887

1-5 6-8 9-12

ENROLLMENT BY GRADE

8.5%

43.9%

88%

5%
2%

12%

68%
12%

15%

47.6%

State

Local

Federal

School Expenses
Instructional services for students make 
up 83% of the budget at $120.2 million

Supplies

Support
3% Administration
2% Transportation
12% Facilities

Student 
Learning

Other
TechFUNDING SOURCES EXPENDITURES

VISION

ENROLLMENT

School Expenses are

Wardville School 
District Budget
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The new school business office is breaking down 
the boundaries between financial data and 
design. Here’s how you can present information 
in a more meaningful way for everyone. 

1.)  Get Visual with       
 the Data

2.)   Take It to  
      the Board

3.)    Create Shared Ownership

HOW DO YOU SHARE THE  
STORY BEHIND YOUR BUDGET?
A budget is more than an estimate of costs—it 
represents a district’s values, goals, and priorities. 
But financial information as it’s traditionally 
presented—in jargon-filled documents so long they 
have chapters—can be all but incomprehensible  
to audiences outside the walls of the business office.
 
The hallmarks of the new business office are the 
willingness to innovate, to forge unexpected 
partnerships, and to connect with school boards 
and community members in new ways. This  
article explores how you can bring together 
the skillsets of business office leaders, school 
communications teams, and perhaps even students 
to achieve better financial literacy through a  
design-thinking approach.

MONEY MATTERS
School finances are everybody’s business. But 
not all stakeholders have the skills or—let’s be  
honest—the desire to pore over complicated 
budgets and financial reports. How can you help  
your community better understand where money 
comes from, where it goes, and how financial 
decisions impact kids?
 
Presenting data in a way that’s easier for audiences 
to consume is a great start. Whether you design 
an infographic, a webpage, or another interactive 
tool, transparency can help build trust, develop 
financial literacy, and encourage advocacy in your 
school community. Stakeholders are more likely to 
get involved and to support budgetary decisions  
when they understand the thought processes behind 
the numbers.

When your school board and your school community 
achieve a shared understanding of how and why 
district resources are allocated as they are, a new 
level of transparency, communication, and creativity 
becomes possible. 
 
TAKE THIS TO THE BOARD
Good design does a lot more than increase aesthetic 
appeal. It can bring need-to-know information into 
focus, shining a spotlight on the facts and figures 
that impact your district. Even the simplest design 
elements, like deliberate use of color, shape, and 
size, can help audiences better understand your 
district’s story at a glance.   
 
Infographics are engaging and effective, and they 
hold untapped potential for school business teams. 
Alberta’s Lethbridge School District has been 
recognized by ASBO International for its excellent 
budget preparation, which for the past several  
years has included various accompanying 
infographics. This colorful, informative infographic 
is the perfect supplement to Lethbridge’s complete 
detailed budget.
 
You shouldn’t have to look far to find designers 
eager to tackle this project. Most comms teams will 
jump at the chance to bring your district’s financial 
story to life through the many media channels 
available to them. Don’t overlook student talent, 
either—a budget infographic contest could offer 
budding graphic designers, artists, and computer 
buffs a chance to hone their design skills and add a 
published piece to their resume.

Beautiful
MAKE SCHOOL FINANCE
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What is it?
One-way video interviews are created by candidates 
and submitted alongside an initial application or 
resume. Videos can be recorded from almost any 
smart device. Think of a Skype or FaceTime call 
without the in-person chat. The applicant records 
answers to pre-arranged questions and submits 
the video with the rest of the required credentials. 
Videos can take the place of an in-person, face-
to-face interview and still give a strong impression 
of a candidate without the hassle of coordinating 
schedules or the pressure of meeting a larger panel 
of interviewers. And districts are actually making it 
work right now.1

Why try it?
Even if you splashed some chemicals on your 
interview team to give them super-speed, you’d still 
run into a handful of schedule conflicts to prevent 
them from interviewing 80+ first-round candidates. 

Inevitably, most of those first impressions aren’t 
the right fit for the district anyway. Video interviews 
alleviate that initial interview time crunch, but still 
guarantee every applicant gets a chance—talk about 
a phenomenal first impression for the district.

Everyone on your screen team gets the opportunity 
to “meet” the candidate, despite busy schedules. 
And skipping a harrowing panel of interviewers helps 
quell some jitters for candidates (unless of course, 
they’re camera shy).

If your district is always on the cutting edge of 
technology, the process lets you showcase a tech-
savvy culture from the start. This helps identify the 
right fit for your district—candidates looking for 
a more traditional experience can certainly find it 
elsewhere. At the very least, you’ll make a unique 
first impression and get a glimpse at candidates’ soft 
skills, comfort level, and creative thinking.

Video interviews may seem fairly new, but are they 
out of reach? Many candidates have access to the 
hardware required to complete the video, whether  
it’s a mobile device or a desktop webcam. If 
accessibility is a concern, mentioning resources 
including library and media centers can help level 
the playing field. Consistency in your hiring process is  
key, so work out all the kinks before rollout if possible.

Potential pitfalls
It’s understandable any new method has a learning 
curve. Consider your applicant pool, hiring needs, 
and your culture. Is this a good fit currently, or is it 
something to work toward in the coming years?

Digital hiring platforms exist to handle video uploads, 
even providing native apps to record responses. 
Without enlisting their services, will candidates 

be able to attach a video file to a secure online 
application? Video sizes are dramatically larger than 
text-based resume files. Related: HR documentation 
is expected to be airtight and records retention is 
crucial. Do you have the infrastructure required to 
maintain video records for a year after the interview 
is complete?

Finally, let’s consider the perspective of those who 
are vehemently against video interviewing.2 There’s 
a chance it could come across as disrespectful  
(even a bit dehumanizing) to certain candidates. It’s 
easy to begin defending the choice to pursue one-
way video interviewing automatically (It’s the way 
of the future! It saves time and money!), but the 
goal is to help candidates see the value of video 
interviewing, too.

HIGH-TECH HR: 
ONE-WAY VIDEO INTERVIEWS

Dramatically increase the number of initial interviews your team is capable of conducting by putting a new 
spin on tried-and-true tech: video. Let’s explore the basics, the value, and how to kick off video interviews to 
attract qualified candidates to your district.

https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/video-interviewing-schools-from-flipped-classroom-hr-office-dietz/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/lizryan/2018/04/09/the-horrible-truth-about-one-way-video-interviews/?sh=32a91a415964


A Global Perspective: Education Around the World 
Education may be a universal concept, but how it’s carried out can look drastically different  

from place to place. Let’s take a look at a few interesting facts about education around the globe!

FINLAND:
Finns don’t start school 
until age seven, and 
elementary students enjoy  
75 minutes of recess every 
day. Aside from one exam at 
the end of high school, there 
are no mandated tests.

IRAN: 
Male and female students 
must be taught separately 
until they reach university. 
Even instructors need to  
be the same gender as  
their students. 

NETHERLANDS: 
Dutch children start 
school the day after their 
fourth birthday, whenever 
that may be during the year. 
That means there’s always a 
new kid in class! 

JAPAN: 
At the end of each 
day, Japanese 
students pull out vacuums, 
brooms, and cloths and 
clean their schools—from the 
classrooms to the bathrooms. 

ICELAND: 
Icelandic children learn 
knitting as part of their 
regular school curriculum! 

CHINA: 
Chinese students 
spend three times 
the world average doing 
homework. Primary and middle  
school students spend 
approximately 2.8 hours on 
homework each night. 

BANGLADESH: 
Bangladesh is very 
prone to flooding, so in order 
to avoid regular shutdowns, 
some schools have been 
built on boats!  
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How to make it happen
First things first: Make a plan and communicate the 
plan, then test, test, test. Make sure all the bugs are 
worked out of the system before you go live with 
actual candidates—this process can impact peoples’ 
livelihoods and your district’s reputation.

Figure out how one-way video will fit into your 
interview process. Will you invite likely candidates 
back for a second interview, then make a final hire, or 
will you have a couple rounds of in-person meetings? 
Which questions will you use? This first impression is 
an important one for new candidates. They’ll form 
their opinions about your culture, leadership, and 
communication style. A smooth, friendly, and fair 
process is crucial.

Avoid the temptation to ask tricky questions. After 
all, this is still an initial interview. Stick to traditional 
first interview questions establishing who the person 
is, what their experience is, strengths, weaknesses, 
and so on.

Next, form a rubric with which to score candidates’ 
responses and share it with the panel of interviewers. 
As long as everyone is on the same page, the process 
will be fair for candidates. The learning curve doesn’t 
end with the subjects of the videos—it extends to 
the panel as well.

Finally, communicate the process to candidates up 
front. Let them self-select out or take the plunge into 
one-way video interviews.

With the right infrastructure and preparation, video 
interviews can be a great way to identify likely 
candidates, interview a large pool of applicants, and 
speed up the hiring process. Could video interviews  
be part of the solution your district is searching for?

USING TECHNOLOGY 
THROUGHOUT THE HIRING PROCESS
One-way video interviews are just the beginning! Here are some additional ways your HR office can use 
technology to streamline the hiring process.

SMARTER KEYWORD SEARCHES
AI brings new and improved capabilities to the 
keyword search. It can look at a list of former 
candidates’ credentials, the job description, and 
even existing employees’ skills to determine which 
applicants may be a good match.

TEXT MESSAGE WITH CANDIDATES
This one may sound strange, but the pros add 
up. Communication is quick, but still written and 
documented. And candidates may appreciate the 
convenience! Just be sure to treat text messages 
like any other recruitment communication rather 
than an informal chat.

MAKE IT SELF-SERVICE
Consider using an online applicant portal. In addition, 
good mobile access to your careers page is crucial—
back in 2015, the Pew Research Center found 28% 
of all Americans searched for jobs using a mobile 

phone, including 53% of adults aged 18–29.

TAKE ADVANTAGE OF SOCIAL MEDIA
Post your job openings and ask your network to 
share them for maximum visibility—just make sure 
there’s a seamless link to your careers page or 

application platform included.

1 Dietz, G. (2017, October 26). Video Interviewing in Schools: From Flipped Classroom to 
Flipped HR Office. Retrieved from https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/video-interviewing-schools-
from-flipped-classroom-hr-office-dietz/
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