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S T A C E Y  C H I L D R E S S  
 

Note on Strategy in Public Education 

What is Strategy? 
Strategy is the set of actions an organization chooses to pursue in order to achieve its objectives. 

These deliberate actions are puzzle pieces that fit together to create a clear picture of how the people, 
activities, and resources of an organization can work effectively to accomplish a collective purpose. If 
these pieces are organized and communicated well (in other words, if they are coherent), the people 
doing the work understand more clearly how their efforts contribute to the overall purpose of the 
enterprise. Strategy is about choosing – choosing what to do, and just as importantly, choosing what 
not to do. Good ideas and worthwhile activities almost always outweigh the resources available to 
pursue them. By choosing a coherent set of actions that together are most likely to lead to desired 
results, an organization can put its scarce resources to work more effectively, and accomplish the 
objectives it sets out to achieve.  

  When an organization’s strategy is either undefined or unclear to the people responsible for 
implementation and execution, good things might still happen, but the full potential to accomplish 
important goals and objectives goes unrealized. People are very busy – in fact, they have more to do 
than they could possibly get done; projects are launched one after the other, often moving on related, 
yet disconnected tracks; programs are launched with fanfare and enthusiasm, and layered on top of 
existing programs that are not particularly effective and should have been stopped long ago. In the 
midst of this busyness, people ask themselves and each other, “What are we trying to do here, 
anyway?” Strategy helps people answer this question by providing a sense of purpose, direction, and 
clarity to their work, and by connecting it directly to the inspiring mission of the organization. When 
well defined and communicated, strategy serves as a bridge between aspiration and implementation.  

Strategy across Sectors 

In a for-profit company, the primary objective is usually profitability, and strategy is how the 
organization aims to achieve this objective consistently over time. For example, Southwest Airlines 
has consistently been the only profitable company in the U.S.  airline industry for many years.  They 
relentlessly pursue a low cost, no frills strategy in targeted customer segments and geographic 
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markets. The people at Southwest understand the strategy, evaluate all of the company’s activities 
based on their fit with it, and execute superbly.  

In public school districts, the objectives can be less clear. Districts face competing priorities and 
demands from multiple stakeholders at the local, state, and federal level; and, as designated 
producers of a public good in a particular geographic area, districts cannot choose to serve some 
customers and not others. Increasingly though, within these constraints, school district leadership 
teams are developing mission statements that target increased performance for all students as their 
primary objective. In such school systems, strategy is the broad set of coherent actions the people in 
the district will take to meet the objective of raising student performance. Although some differences 
exist, effective strategy has a number of characteristics in organizations across the business, nonprofit, 
and education sectors. Evaluating an existing or emerging strategy based on these characteristics can 
be a useful exercise. A well-crafted strategy:  

• Connects to purpose – people responsible for executing the actions chosen by the 
organization can readily see a link to the mission and objectives in their work 

• Provides focus – people at all levels understand who their “customers” are, what service they 
are providing to them, and why 

• Guides choices – people throughout the organization can make better choices between 
possible activities, projects, and programs by assessing their fit with the strategy 

• Illuminates relationships – people understand how their actions are related to the actions of 
others in the organization, and are able to recognize and take advantage of linkages and 
interdependencies to accomplish objectives 

• Defines measurement parameters – people can work together to identify measures that are 
focused on the organizational learning necessary for continuous improvement of activities 
related to the strategy, and create and track indicators of performance relevant to successful 
execution of the strategy 

• Addresses the external environment – people are focused on the work of the organization, 
but understand how it links to the external context and the expectations of stakeholders 

• Allows for adaptation– leaders in the organization are able to adapt the strategy as the 
organization learns about the effectiveness of activities through implementation and 
monitoring, and/or in response to changes in the external environment 

Theory of Action: Connecting Strategy to Mission 
Articulating an explicit theory of action to link strategy to mission can be a useful first step in 

strategy formulation.1 In this context, a theory of action represents the organization’s collective belief 
about the causal relationships between certain actions and desired outcomes. Some find it useful to 
think of a theory of action as an “if…then…” statement, or a series of such statements.   

                                                           
1 The term “theory of action” in this note is adapted from the work of Professor Chris Argyris of the Harvard Graduate School 
of Education, and is similar to the concept of “theory of change” currently popular in nonprofit strategy and management.  
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In order to achieve their mission of increasing educational outcomes for all students, leaders in 
public schools districts are increasingly developing theories of action focused on improving the 
instructional core.  The instructional core is the relationship between teachers and students in the 
presence of content. In focusing on this relationship as the basis of increased student achievement, 
school districts target their improvement efforts on providing capacity and support to the activities in 
the instructional core. 2 For example, a number of districts that are heavily focused on professional 
development for teachers articulate their theory of action as: “The most direct way to increase student 
learning is to improve teachers’ instructional practice. Therefore, if all teachers improve their instructional 
practice, then we will accomplish high levels of achievement for all students.”  

This theory of action can focus strategy development by narrowing the range of choices to those 
actions that people in the district believe have the highest likelihood of increasing achievement levels 
for all students; namely, decisions that focus resources (people, financial and non-financial) on those 
activities aimed at improving the individual practice of all teachers throughout the district. A strategy 
statement based on the above theory of action might be, “In order to achieve high levels of performance for 
all students, we will improve teacher practice through targeted professional development, improved supervision, 
increased support for instruction, and district-wide accountability for results. While this focus will be district-
wide, we will provide additional resources and support in this area to our lowest performing schools.”  

Using this approach, a more precise definition of strategy is the broad set of actions a district takes 
to provide capacity and support to the instructional core with the objective of raising student 
performance.  Although concise, the example strategy statement above exhibits a number of the 
characteristics of effective strategy mentioned earlier in this note. The strategy references the district’s 
educational mission and objective; outlines a related set of specific, yet broad actions focused on 
providing support and capacity to the instructional core; and specifies particular areas of focus 
(teacher practice and low performing schools).  This example represents but one approach to 
improving student achievement; a district’s theory of action and strategy could be quite different 
from the examples above and still be effective in raising educational outcomes.   

Conclusion 
A leadership team’s role is to explore the effectiveness of different approaches to strengthening 

the instructional core, adopt a theory of action that matches their own district’s mission, context, and 
beliefs, and develop a strategy that is consistent with that theory. Then, the challenge is to 
communicate the strategy clearly and provide people in the organization with the knowledge, skills, 
resources, and organizational support they need to deliver on the mission and objectives. By putting 
these pieces together the district begins to create an environment in which people are better able to 
execute at high levels in their efforts to increase the educational outcomes of all students.   

                                                           
2 This conceptualization of the “instructional core” is articulated by Professor Richard F. Elmore of the Harvard Graduate 
School of Education, and is based on the work of education scholar David Hawkins. 
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