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In today’s information-driven age, communities 
(and public sentiment in general) have come to 
expect an almost endless array of comprehensive 
services from their local schools. Make no 
mistake, traditional expectations of academic 
excellence, civic engagement and career readiness 
still exist—and, in many cases, have never been 
greater. However, these outcomes have now been 
multiplied to include mental health and behavioral 
services, social-emotional learning platforms, social 
services like inclusive counseling, medical/dental 
assistance and support with housing and nutritional 
procurement. For many students and families, the 
school has become the central figure and point 
of reference in locating and securing what many 
would call “life services.” 

A close look into the Cincinnati Public Schools, 
as detailed by Greg Anrig in his article How to 
Turn an Urban School Around—Without Cheating 
(2013), demonstrates this concept in action. After a 
powerful commitment to collaborate with hundreds 
of community service providers, Cincinnati 
Public Schools began to see incredible results in 
achievement. The reality in Cincinnati was clear: 
schools could now access and provide assistance 
in areas where they were previously shut out and 
formerly exercised little control. In turn, students 
received better care, families now had accessible 
resources and the school acted as the central hub 
for communications.  

More recently, this high standard of expectation 
has become widespread. This is not to say that 
schools have turned a blind eye to the needs 
of students in the past; rather, it speaks to a 
wholesale and transparent commitment to creating 
platforms for student and family assistance. Schools 
have willingly embraced their new role and civic 
duty as both educational institution and social 
service provider. 

This commitment is not without difficulty, though. 
Like any sizable initiative, proper planning, 
budgeting and transparency are essential for any 
modicum of future success. Add these items to the 
already-overloaded plates of school leaders, and 
a potential recipe for disaster exists. In response, 
school leaders would be wise to consider a 
comprehensive effort of engagement and proactive 
commitment to future preparation. A widespread 
and inclusive strategic planning initiative must 
therefore be developed to assist leaders in their 
efforts to satisfy new and mounting demands. 

A great strategic plan is a lifeline of sorts. In 
turbulent times, it provides guidance. In thriving 
times, it keeps the organization grounded and well-
focused on priorities. At all times, it affords leaders 
a transparent point of reference in their decision-
making, actions and engagements. 

PART I:
The Rapidly Changing Landscape
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Like all foundational development initiatives, it is essential to note that strategic planning should never be 
considered an absolute science. While research indicates the benefits of certain tactics and processes, rarely 
has a cookie-cutter model proven beneficial for such diverse entities as schools. Certainly, similarities and 
shared experiences exist, but consider for a moment the vast differences in demographics, socioeconomics and 
student experience between rural and urban school atmospheres. To believe that one finite system of planning 
could encapsulate these substantial differences is flawed logic. 

For these reasons, special attention must be given to a complete and thorough understanding of institutional 
history, including discovery of what make the organization “who they are.” Unfortunately, many strategic 
planning projects skip this essential introductory step and create an almost irreversible position of difficulty 
from the onset. 

Develop the Foundation 
Attention must be given to the path that has brought the organization to their current position. There are 
multiple ways to accomplish this task, including traditional research methods as well as personal meetings/
interviews with those in current leadership roles or those who have an extended history with the organization. 
The former is easily accomplished by reviewing past planning initiatives, reading newspaper articles detailing 
major events like levies, infrastructure projects, financial statements, personnel changes, criticisms within the 
community and successes that have been celebrated. To further understand the community’s makeup and 
dynamics, a detailed analysis of population, demographic and socioeconomic trends should be performed as 
part of the initial research. 

The latter is more tactical. Meetings with the executive leadership team, as well as the school board, will 
include exercises to reaffirm the core mission and vision of the organization. Perhaps a desire exists to alter 
these statements, perhaps not. Either way, leadership must assign value to these guiding thoughts, allowing 
them to act as a “north star” of sorts. Group exercises are often conducted to assist leaders in framing and 
conceptualizing these ideas. A simple consideration of where the organization will stand in five years is often 
enough to produce a collection of potential realities related to the organization’s future.

PART II:
Best Practices in Strategic Planning
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Next, the leadership groups will participate in a 
strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats 
(SWOT) analysis. The purpose of the SWOT analysis 
is to generate and reflect upon items that could either 
help or hinder the future success of the organization. 
While the reflective nature of the SWOT analysis 
(especially in relation to weaknesses) can sometimes 
be difficult for leaders, it is considered an essential 
piece to effective strategic planning and the value 
of the data gleaned far exceeds the discomfort of 
generating and listening to critical feedback. 

To complete this important introductory phase, a 
comprehensive summary of all foundational items 
is created as a vital reference point to inform the 
remainder of the strategic planning effort. Items 
contained in the summary include: all background 
research, outcomes of the mission/vision casting 
exercise and the individual component pieces of the 
SWOT analysis.  

Stakeholder Engagement 
The most critical error made by leaders during the 
strategic planning process is the omission of quality 
feedback from those invested in the success of the 
organization. At best, skipping this vital component 
leads to inadequate and often misinformed planning 
initiatives. At worst, vested stakeholders feel left out 
and unimportant, which results in reverse motivation 
to now actively work against the proposed ideas. This 
is an unenviable position for any leader who wishes 
to engage in a synergistic effort toward common 
and shared outcomes. For these reasons, a diverse 
platform of engagement opportunities must be 
implemented. This step is invaluable and affords the 
organization access to the following outcomes:

Stakeholders feel valued. If no other reason exists 
for the engagement of stakeholders as part of focus 

grouping or other listening methodologies, allowing 
people to feel valued is enough. Research continually 
affirms the power of inclusion as a key component in 
group motivation. When leaders ask others to believe 
in a vision or path forward, it is much easier to do so 
when those same individuals have ownership of the 
plan. The personal and emotional link of inclusion hits 
at an innate, biological level. Superficiality disappears, 
and people are more willing to take on tough, even 
painful challenges for the betterment of the whole.  

Challenging the status quo. Collaborative settings often 
produce creative ideas that would have otherwise 
been impossible to generate in isolation. Look no 
further than the office spaces of corporations like 
Google, Facebook and Tesla. These companies feature 
open space plans purposely built to inspire interaction 
and dialogue. It is in this type of environment that 
ideas blossom, usually without concentrated effort. 
During focus group discussions, a groundbreaking idea 
often begins as a seemingly ordinary comment offered 
by an individual participant. As more and more minds 
ponder the thought or idea, it begins to materialize 
as something greater. Additionally, stakeholder 
feedback often challenges the existing state of affairs 
in the form of criticism. Yes, criticism is painful and 
exceptionally difficult to hear, but it is essential if the 
organization wishes to grow and thrive. So much so, 
that almost all successful leaders of organizations 
– large and small – point to a specific moment of 
criticism as a turning point in their avenue to success. 

The inclusion of stakeholders and the resultant 
energy, synergy and momentum that comes with 
such collaboration will help push the project and 
organization headfirst into innovative and trailblazing 
territory. Additionally, extensive data points and a vast 
set of analytics are now available for study and review.  

 



5100 Darrow Road, Hudson, OH 44236
      330.655.5522          igpr.com

Setting Goals & Objectives 
Having invested the time and effort required to build the 
strategic planning initiative from the ground up, it is now 
time to begin extracting the specific goals and objectives 
that will drive the organization forward. Equipped with 
background research, a complete institutional history, 
board and executive leadership team vision casting and 
SWOT analysis results, as well as feedback representing 
a diverse set of stakeholders, there is an abundance of 
data that can inform the final plan. 

Once all data points have been reviewed, it is necessary 
to gauge, and subsequently chart, frequency of 
mention. This categorization is crucial in understanding 
the thoughts and topics that resonate most with 
stakeholders. Of particular importance are items that 
continually resonate at a high rate of frequency, as 
opposed to comments that seemed to occur in isolation. 
Adhering to a strategy that focuses on high-yield targets 
(i.e. items that are repeatedly referenced by stakeholders) 
reaffirms the organization’s commitment to listening to 
critical feedback. 

Upon completion of the frequency charting process 
(which, depending on the amount of data retrieved, 
can be quite extensive and time-consuming,) goal areas 
can now be selected. Reaching a consensus on the 
final determination of goal areas can prove difficult 
for leaders. How does one prioritize a particular goal 
area over another? How many goal areas should be 
represented in total? 

First, remember that these questions are organizationally 
dependent and must be considered in the context of 
the guiding mission and vision statements. Additionally, 
leadership must consider all of the factors that might 
affect goal implementation. 

• Reflect on the potential value of the goal. Will it 
contribute to the eventual success of the mission 
and vision?  
 

• Consider feasibility of the goal. Is it practical, given 
financial resources, personnel, and capacity? 

• Contemplate the timing of the goal. Is it the right 
time to approach this particular topic?

• Finally, assess the feedback. What strategic 
“categories” are represented in the data that has 
been gathered? 

Answering these questions will assist leaders in 
determining the goal areas that will best serve the 
organization. Once determined, craft a goal statement 
that summarizes where the organization wishes to go 
(a “destination”) in relation to the goal. For example, if 
it is decided that external communication is a worthy 
goal area, a sample goal statement might read: “Develop 
and implement a communications strategy that utilizes 
multiple approaches to engage stakeholders in two-way 
communication.”

A final note of caution: When considering the total 
number of goals represented in the strategic plan, it is 
crucial to take an honest assessment of organizational 
capacity. There is little sense in embracing 10 goals 
when the available resources will only support five. Here, 
the total number of goals comes second to the quality of 
work that can support them. 

Once goal areas have been decided and an 
accompanying goal statement has been fashioned for 
each, specific objectives must take shape. Consider 
objectives as measurements of progress, steps from 
getting from Point A to Point B. If “developing and 
implementing a communications strategy that utilizes 
multiple approaches to engage stakeholders in two-
way communication” is the goal statement, then an 
objective might become: “Redesign website to provide 
a more user-friendly experience that emphasizes ease 
of accessibility.” Similar to goals, objectives should be 
viewed in the context of quality over quantity. As such, it 
is recommended that each goal should include no more 
than three to five objectives. 
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PART III:
Assignments, Adoption & Managing 
Future Performance 

The work thus far has been extensive – background 
research, planning, vision casting, SWOT analysis, 
investment in the facilitation of focus groups, analyzing 
the data, creating goals and objectives – and this 
commitment has helped to create a well-informed and 
detailed plan. However, the effort is not yet complete. 

Too often, leaders make a crucial mistake at this stage of 
the process by failing to enact actionable strategies that 
are time-bound and tied to an individual. This, in turn, 
becomes the difference between a document that fades 
into obscurity and one that remains at the forefront; a 
catalyst for the organization’s future decisions. Personal 
accountability to the plan’s objectives places a strong 
emphasis on the specific timeliness and expectations. 
In this sense, if no one “owns” the objective, it is no 
more valuable than the paper upon which it is printed. 
Additionally, leaders fail to consider (let alone create) a 
systematic follow-up campaign that keeps the plan “out 
front” and in view of the very stakeholder groups that 
helped to inform the plan in the first place. 

After the final assignment of time-bound objectives to 
individual personnel, it is recommended that the Board 
of Education formally adopt the completed strategic 
plan. A formal adoption process serves multiple 
purposes: first, it is a celebration of the hard work and 
success of the many contributing parties, most notably 
the leadership team for their vision, persistence and 
execution. Secondly, formal adoption creates organic 
excitement and (usually) the ensuing publicity that 
comes with it. Opportunities to discuss the plan with 
local media outlets who will promote its attributes is 
highly valuable political capital for leaders wishing to 
harvest positive public sentiment and support for their 
organization. 

There are many methods available to leaders that will 
assist in keeping their newly-created strategic plan at 
the forefront. The first, and most foundational, is to 
publicly announce where stakeholders can locate and 
track developments. It is also essential to create an 
understanding of when applicable updates are due for 
completion. One easy way to accomplish this goal is to 
create a dedicated link on the organization’s website 
that is consistently updated as due dates are met and 
progress occurs. Here, simple is often better. Consider 
the application of a red, yellow, green display box next 
to each objective that serves as an indicator of its 
status; completed (green), in-progress (yellow) or nor yet 
started (red). Finally, planning dedicated status updates 
as part of regularly scheduled board meeting is always 
effective. These updates can be performed quarterly, 
mid-year or even as a year-ending exercise. Regardless 
of the performance period chosen, it is important to 
remain consistent and committed in providing these 
pubic updates. 

A comprehensive strategic plan is invaluable to the 
future success of the organization. It is a guiding 
blueprint that serves the interests of the collective 
whole. In its absence, decisions are left to chance and 
– possibly worse – emotion. However, it is the process 
of strategic planning that can provide leaders with 
tremendous value in recognizing the intricacies of their 
community, the will of their stakeholders and, ultimately, 
the outcomes desired for students. For those seeking to 
grow their organization and their personal capabilities 
as a leader, strategic planning is vital and necessary 
endeavor.          


