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SECTION THIRTEEN 
Strategic Benchmarking 

 

 
In developing a quality strategic plan for a school system, it is important to recognize 
what makes the best schools as well as the best strategic plans.  Following are the 
results of considerable research into the characteristics of highly effective schools, 
strategic planning best practices, and examples of strategic plans from other school 
districts. 
 
Characteristics of Highly Effective Schools 
 
In developing and implementing its programs and initiatives, AISD has a long and 
strong history of benchmarking with successful school systems across the country. 
The references listed in Appendix K provide valuable insight specifically into the 
characteristics of highly effective schools. This is not intended to be an exhaustive 
list, for there are indeed many sources on this topic; however, this list is  
representative of the information available.   
 
Although these sources may offer different perspectives on the characteristics of 
highly effective schools, a comparison reveals that certain points tend to be shared 
by many of them (not listed in any particular order): 
 

• Highly qualified teachers 
• An organizational culture of respect, communication, and collaboration  
• Strong accountability and performance monitoring systems  
• Emphasis on providing more instructional time for reading and math 
• Professional development and supports aligned with individual and school 

needs 
• Data-driven decision-making and intervention strategies 
• Meaningful involvement of adults, at home and in school 
• Consistent application of curriculum standards in the classroom 
• Focus on low-performing schools and needs-based allocation of resources 
• High expectations for all students and teachers that are well-

communicated 
• More intimate school settings 
• Safe and orderly learning environments 
• Strong partnerships with the community 
• Rigor in instruction and assessment 
• Strong, effective, and fair leaders 
• Clear and well-communicated expectations 

 
All of these are sound points, and can be found interwoven in the recent 
achievements, current initiatives, and strengths of AISD discussed in Sections 
Three, Four, and Fourteen respectively, as well as the overarching goals, priorities, 
and strategies presented in Section Six. 
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Strategic Planning Best Practices 
 
Strategic planning has been around for a long time, with its roots in the military and 
business. However, over the last several years strategic planning has been 
embraced by much of the public sector.  For such a longstanding and broadly 
applied discipline, it would be expected that an abundance of literature exists on 
strategic planning, and this is indeed the case.   
 
Although not an exhaustive list, the references provided in Appendix L are 
representative of the available literature and contain a significant amount of useful 
information.  If one thing can be gleaned from these sources, it is that there is no 
universal approach or standard template for developing a strategic plan.  However, 
comparatively there is still considerable common ground among these sources as to 
best practices in the strategic planning process: 
 

• Prepare to plan – develop a “plan for the plan” 
• Research what other organizations are doing well 
• Conduct an environmental scan – research data, identify trends and 

challenges, and analyze organizational strengths, weaknesses, 
opportunities, and threats (SWOT) 

• Identify all stakeholders and solicit meaningful input throughout the 
planning process – create a sense of stakeholder ownership of the plan 

• Seek improvement based on assessment of needs, and challenge the 
organization, but within realistic parameters – create a plan that is largely 
accomplishable 

• Develop compelling and clear vision and mission statements 
• Ensure that the plan reflects a balance of organizational perspectives 
• Identify proactive priorities and implementation strategies (or goals and 

objectives) focused on the organization’s vision and mission  
• Identify performance indicators or measures for monitoring  
• Develop action plans – the details of who does what by when  
• Communicate the final plan to all stakeholders 
• Provide progress reports on plan implementation 
• Provide at least an annual review of the plan – it should not be set in stone 
• Live the plan – have it available at meetings for reference, and align 

budgeting, operations, other planning efforts, and employee performance 
expectations with it 

• Acknowledge success 
 
As indicated in Section Twelve, the processes for developing and implementing the 
AISD Strategic Plan builds squarely on these practices. 
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Examples of School District Strategic Plans 
 
Not all school districts, even some of the nation’s largest, have strategic plans. 
However, strategic planning by school districts is growing, as it is in much of the 
public sector. Searching the Internet will readily yield numerous school district 
strategic plans. To a significant extent, this is a result of strategic planning by school 
districts being a requirement in several states. In many other states, though, 
including Texas, school districts are not required to produce strategic plans, but a 
number of them have taken on that responsibility.  
 
Appendix M lists strategic plans from 140 school districts across the United States 
and Canada, compiled as part of the preliminary work going into development of the 
AISD Strategic Plan.  Some of these plans are only a page or two in length, and 
some are well over a hundred pages – some are very basic in presentation, and 
some are quite elaborate – but they collectively represent a significant body of work 
from which to draw a variety of ideas and perspectives.   


